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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

1. Our Terms of Reference required us to carry out A Review of the Employment Needs and the 
Economic Development Potential of eleven off-shore islands under five broad headings as 
follows: 

 Cost of living issues arising from geographical location. 

 Cost factors having an inhibiting effect on the establishment and operation of 
commercial enterprise on the islands. 

 The development potential and employment needs of the islands. 

 Recommendations for additional targeted support measures aimed at promoting 
sustainable development and employment creation. 

 Costs and benefits of any new investment support measures recommended. 

 

2. We conducted the assessment over four main phases of work: 

 A desk-based review of current policy, practice and supports available to the 
islands and a comparative review of international models for supporting island 
development in similar circumstances. 

 An extensive range of consultations with islanders and their representatives and 
with the various government departments and agencies involved in the current 
island support regime and in the island development agenda. 

 The development of a range of case studies (national and international) to 
highlight aspects of the strategic challenges to be faced in addressing targeted 
supports and initiatives. 

 A review of potential costs and benefits associated with recommendations for 
additional targeted supports and initiatives. 

 

3. Our detailed report sets out in full our analysis of the various issues considered under our Terms 
of Reference. This Executive Summary contains a high level overview of the key findings, 
conclusions and recommendations under each of the five broad headings referred to us for 
consideration. 

 

Cost of Living Issues 

4. The cost of living on an off-shore island is higher than on the mainland for obvious and well 
recognised reasons. There is, however, a dearth of definitive data available to scientifically and 
forensically establish the cost of living differential as it impacts on three key parameters viz: 
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 The fully quantified and verified cost differentials across the full range of goods 
and services required, or likely to be required, by those living and working on the 
islands. 

 The relative impact of cost differentials on the choices which people make as to 
where they choose to live and work. 

 The influence which cost differentials may have on key island-based enterprise 
activity such as tourism. 

 

5. Regardless of the exact extent of the differential, the fact that there is a substantial price 
differential is not in dispute. Indeed, the nature and impact of this differential was a recurrent 
theme throughout the consultations undertaken. In fact, there is a specific range of targeted 
pricing and other support mechanisms in place to ameliorate the impacts of the differential. These 
include: 

 Subsidised transport services, passenger fares and cargo tariffs to and from the 
islands. 

 Adapted social welfare payments. 

 Increased grants in areas such as housing. 

 Reduced motor tax for island-based vehicles. 

 

6. During our consultations it was made clear to us that the targeted measures set out above are 
both necessary and are largely viewed as being effective in addressing important aspects of the 
cost of living differential. However, it was equally clear that various stakeholders had strong views 
as to the need for additional support to offset the impacts of the cost of living differentials. The 
main issues, under this particular heading, highlighted to us may be summarised as follows: 

 A call for an islands-specific taxation regime in relation to both income tax and 
business-related taxes to further incentivise people to live and work on the 
islands. 

 A proposal to zero-rate VAT on freight to the islands in order to offset what is 
seen as a key driver of price differentials for essential consumer and business-
critical goods. 

 A mechanism which would offset the difficulties experienced by islanders where 
suppliers of services, professional and otherwise, find it difficult to provide 
islanders with a similar level of service to that which they provide on the mainland 
and/or where special offers (free installation, free delivery, etc.) are not available 
to islanders. 

 

7. We accept the case that there is a substantial cost of living differential. We recognise that a range 
of supports and measures exist to ameliorate the impacts of this differential and that these are 
welcomed and largely seen as being effective in that regard. As regards further targeted 
measures to offset the negative impacts of the cost of living differential, our views are as follows: 
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 We believe that it is difficult to make a sustainable case for addressing the issues 
which arise through mainstream tax regime exemptions and/or offsets because of 
the potential deadweight and other wider economic considerations (i.e. 
displacement, etc) which would arise in that regard in addition to the potential for 
abuse of any such exemptions. 

 We believe that it would be worth considering the zero-rating of VAT on freight to 
the islands. However, we recognise that these cargo tariffs have already been 
reduced significantly in order to mitigate the impact of the VAT. We also 
recognise that such a move would be difficult given the need for unanimity at EU-
level around VAT-related decisions. Moreover, such a measure could only be 
contemplated in a situation where there would be clear monitoring and traceability 
on the issue of the benefit being passed on to the consumer rather than accruing 
to intermediaries.  

 While recognising the other cost and service availability drivers associated with 
geographic location it does not seem to us that there is an appropriate State 
intervention (or interventions) which could simply ameliorate the impacts. Rather, 
the supply and demand market forces at play in this area are universal and while 
clearly more difficult in an island setting, are not specific just to off-shore islands 
(i.e. such difficulties arise in rural Ireland generally). 

 

Cost Factors Inhibiting Commercial Enterprise 

8. There is a substantial range of cost factors which can be clearly identified as additional costs over 
and above those which apply in a mainland setting and which arguably inhibit the establishment 
and operation of commercial enterprise on the islands. However, decisions as to establishing and 
operating a commercial enterprise on an off-shore island are exceedingly complex and it must be 
recognised, therefore, that cost is only one of a multiplicity of factors involved.  

 

9. There is a comprehensive suite of general and island-specific supports in place to aid the   
establishment and operation of commercial enterprises, many of which seek to ameliorate the 
effects of the cost differential factors which arise. These include: 
 

 Udárás na Gaeltachta Island Enterprise Supports. 

 Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and County Enterprise 
Board Non-Gaeltacht Island Enterprise Support Grants. 

 Subsidised transport (including air and sea services). 

 Supports for micro-enterprise development and for industry/sector-specific 
projects across a range of areas which are available to, but not necessarily 
specific to, projects based on off-shore islands. 

 General support for disadvantaged communities (including, for example, 
LEADER Programme funding). 
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10. During the consultation phase of the assessment, we specifically sought views in relation to 
stakeholder perceptions of cost factors inhibiting commercial enterprise. Key issues to emerge 
from this process included:  

 

 Freight costs. 

 High construction and construction-related costs. 

 Proportionately higher local authority rates (given the physical size of the islands). 

 Additional labour costs associated with accommodating non-resident workers 
(although this is less likely to be a problem post-credit crunch). 

 Additional compliance costs (planning, tourist accommodation, HACCP, etc.). 

 Costs associated with weather disruption. 

 Additional business costs (complex logistics, visiting suppliers/clients on the 
mainland, etc.). 

 

11. In practice, however, it proved difficult to clearly separate what were seen as specific cost 
inhibiters to commercial enterprise development on the islands from what were seen as other 
systemic, structural, socio-cultural and economic barriers to commercial enterprise development 
on the islands (or in rural Ireland more generally). Chapter 3 of our report deals specifically with 
the cost issues involved. The broader barriers to enterprise development which extend beyond 
the cost factors involved are dealt with in subsequent chapters. 

 

12. There are also certain inherent additional costs stemming from locational disadvantage and which 
cannot easily be mitigated by state intervention. These include issues such as those identified to 
us by stakeholders including: 

 Difficulties in sourcing accommodation for non-resident workers. 

 Intangible costs associated with locational disadvantage (i.e. time spent visiting 
suppliers and clients, etc.). 

 Difficulties associated with weather disruption and seasonality (i.e. cancelled ferry 
services, etc.). 

 Difficulties associated with meeting national compliance standards (i.e. Hazard 
Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP), etc.). 

 

13. However, it is our view that it would be difficult for the State per se, to become directly involved in 
these issues. Indeed, in the case of compliance costs it would be difficult to sustain any 
proposition that mandatory compliance standards can be lowered for island-based enterprises or 
produce. 

 

14. As regards cost factors which might be capable of mitigation we believe that the following steps  
should be considered: 
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 We have already suggested that a zero VAT rate on transport costs should be 
considered. Not only would this assist with cost of living issues but it would be of 
benefit to island-based businesses. However, as previously noted, this is not 
straightforward given the need for unanimity at the EU-level. The authors also 
recognise that substantial progress has already been made by way of reduced 
cargo tariffs which have already delivered cost savings and mitigated the impact 
of the VAT. 

 There is, we believe, merit in exploring with the relevant local authorities the 
system for applying rates to island-based enterprises with a view to having a 
standard discount on the islands (say, 30 per cent). It may be of benefit to 
examine constructively whether or not adjustments could be made to reflect local 
authority services provided on the islands, (as compared to those provided on the 
mainland), to reflect the short season for some businesses and to ensure a 
consistent approach to rates by those local authorities which have off-shore 
islands within their ambit. 

 We recognise that effective business mentoring is a critical support for early-
stage entrepreneurs. Consequently, we recommend that steps are taken to 
establish a panel of mentors and business coaches (including successful island-
based entrepreneurs) in order to provide direct one-to-one support in addition to a 
programme of annual seminars throughout the islands. To this end, we also 
recommend that Udárás na Gaeltachta and Enterprise Ireland should jointly 
examine the feasibility of introducing an island-specific voucher scheme to fund 
such supports. 

 While more relevant to the issue of addressing structural and systemic deficits 
(see later), the putting in place of effective broadband availability – enabling more 
efficient and effective ICT deployment and utilisation – will contribute to lowering 
some business costs. The authors recognise that the National Broadband 
Scheme is being rolled-out at the time of writing and that the Aran Islands now 
have broadband connectivity. 

 This could conceivably be supplemented by means of local interests and the 
relevant state agencies coming together to establish a state of the art, multi-
purpose video conferencing and communications centre (perhaps including hot 
desk facilities and virtual services such as mailing addresses) available to all 
enterprises on a particular island. Such a proposal would lead to reduced costs in 
areas such as business communications and a potential reduction in travel costs. 
Such a facility could also be used to enable islanders to access mentoring and 
other business supports and participation in training and distance learning. 

 We recognise that the issue of employment creation and sustainability is 
interrelated with themes such as the provision of accommodation and 
office/working space. Consequently, we believe that there is merit in exploring the 
feasibility (on an initial pilot basis) of the various state agencies undertaking joint-
integrated initiatives for the provision of such services. 
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 Finally, we recommend that a network of ‘One Stop Shops’ should be established 
throughout the islands by the various Co-ops or CDPs. Each of these would 
constitute a distribution point for information and applications (i.e. Enterprise 
Support Scheme, etc).  

 

Economic Development Potential and Employment Needs of the Islands 

15. The development potential of the islands is dependent on planning guidelines which encourage 
development by means of coherent island specific guidelines for housing, business infrastructure 
and holiday homes within each county council. These guidelines should be developed in 
consultation with island representatives and should be operationalised over the medium-term. 
The inclusion of large tracts of land on the islands in Special Areas of Conservation (SAC’s) has 
also been raised as an impediment to the physical development of the islands. 

 

16. We have already referred to the range of enterprise supports available to those wishing to 
establish and maintain commercial enterprise on the islands. While generally welcomed and 
regarded as necessary by those connected as part of the assessment process, there was also a 
strong sense that stakeholders believe that more needs to be done.  

 

17. Labour force participation rates are lower than on the mainland and the unemployment rate is 
higher. The differences are significant. Figures are not available to update the situation since the 
onset of the current recession. However, it is likely that the more vulnerable and exposed island 
communities have been, or will be, harder hit by the general economic downturn. Based on an 
extrapolation from 2006 figures, some 280 people in total on the 11 islands in question were 
seeking employment at that time although it is likely that this figure has grown. However, there is 
no means by which a prediction could be made as to how many people might choose to live 
and/or work on the islands if suitable employment opportunities existed. 

 

18. A key issue to emerge from the assessment process is the extent to which key stakeholders 
believe that the support mechanisms in these areas are: 

 Not sufficiently targeted to the unique circumstances of islands generally or 
appropriately differentiated at the level of each individual island. 

 Difficult to penetrate and access in practice. 

 Diffused across a multiplicity of departments and agencies with little overall 
coherence and consistency of approval being evident in their practical 
implementation. 

 

19. However, although some of these criticisms are undoubtedly valid, it should be noted that some 
negative feedback is to be expected. Some of this is likely to be based on specific individual 
experiences and some is likely to be an expression of general antipathy towards the overall 
machinery of government as it interacts with the islands and islanders.  
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20. Theoretically, there is a wide range of potential commercial development which could be based 
on an off-shore island. However, we believe that realistically the development potential of the 
islands will probably best be realised in areas which build on the culture, traditions and 
experiences which have underpinned past and current island commercial enterprise development.  

 

21. In the main, we believe that the most likely areas for progress include the following: 

 Providing additional means to encourage micro-enterprise expansion and 
development based around the relatively small number of entrepreneurs currently 
involved in island commercial development including, but not limited to, improved 
business mentoring arrangements. While recognising that not all individuals have 
the potential to become entrepreneurs, it is integral that those with 
entrepreneurial potential are supported by a wide range of measures.   

 Concentrating on island strengths in areas such as island-branded niche 
agricultural and marine-based food products (especially added value products), 
aquaculture, tourism, culture and heritage, crafts, and green 
energy/environmental sustainability projects.  

 Introducing steps to improve the standardisation and targeting of available 
supports. 

 

22. Finally, we believe there is a range of issues to be examined as to how employment generation 
and development supports might be better organised and operationalised for the benefit of island 
communities including, but not limited to, the provision of improved connectivity and taking steps 
to improve access to information and mentoring supports and the provision of temporary 
employee housing.   

 

23. We deal with our recommendations in that regard in the final chapter of our report and a summary 
is set out overleaf. 

 

Recommendations  

24. Our recommendations arising from this study are set out in the table below. 

 

Summary of Recommendations  

Cost of living issues and infrastructure improvement 

 The development of coherent island-specific planning guidelines for housing, business 
infrastructure and holiday homes within each county council. These guidelines should 
be developed in consultation with island representatives and should be operationalised 
over the medium-term.  
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 There is also a need to develop housing policy targets regarding attracting people to 
live on the islands and in particular, the return of islanders to live on the islands. 

 Accelerate broadband roll-out across the islands under the National Broadband 
Scheme with a particular focus upon ensuring that the islands receive equal treatment 
in terms of improved connectivity and in terms of delivering high-end bandwidth 
capacity. 

 Give careful consideration to re-visiting the terms of the BES (insofar as it applies to 
island-specific investments). 

 It is recommended that the relevant authorities consider the establishment of a 
centralised video conferencing and communications centre on each island (perhaps 
including hot desk facilities and virtual services such as mailing addresses). 

 As part of this process, it is recommended that the relevant authorities explore the 
feasibility of (on an initial pilot basis) the various state agencies undertaking joint-
integrated initiatives for the provision of services such as temporary employee housing 
and office/working space. 

 That the relevant public bodies consider a reduced and consistent system of rates for 
island-based businesses (i.e. one that reflects the level of service provided by local 
authorities to island-based populations and island-specific trading pressures). 

 Consider whether it is necessary to remove VAT on freight to the islands (on a pilot 
basis and with appropriate monitoring arrangements). 

 Ensure the subsidised ferry tariffs set down by the Department are enforced and 
passed on to consumers.  

Development potential and employment needs of the islands 

 Concentrate on island strengths in areas such as island-branded niche agricultural and 
marine-based food produce (especially added value products) and develop a network 
of island-based producers. 

 Examine the feasibility of further developing aquaculture and water-based activities 
and supporting tourism and green energy/environmentally sustainable projects. 

 Fully implement the Fáilte Ireland island product tourism strategy in order to address 
any deficiencies previously identified.  

 Continued development of the pilot sites identified under BIM and the Marine Institute. 

 Further expansion of the Enterprise Ireland GreenTech scheme to island micro-
enterprises and businesses. 

Additional Targeted Support Measures 

 Establish a network of ‘One Stop Shops’ throughout the islands. These should be 
provided by the various Co-ops or CDPs for the purposes of distributing information 
and applications. 

 Need for closer and more developed links between Údarás na Gaeltachta, the County 
Enterprise Boards and island communities, not just in terms of enterprise grants but in 
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25. Apart from the use of new and/or enhanced enterprise supports, there should, we believe, be 
a better and more co-ordinated response to island-specific needs. Actions in this regard could 
include the establishment of a high-level inter-agency oversight and implementation group1. It 
is envisaged by the authors that such a body would be tasked with co-ordinating island 
employment and development initiatives, identifying what (if any) public administration-related 
tasks could be located on the islands and advising the Minister for Community, Equality and 
Gaeltacht Affairs with regard to enterprise and employment on the islands.  

 

26. Such a body could also be charged with driving the agenda vis-à-vis the development of a 
network of island-based food producers and the exploration of the potential of niche and 
branded island produce to support growth and employment. 

 

27. Any changes introduced going forward should be underpinned by an understanding that not 
all individuals will make entrepreneurs but that successful entrepreneurs share common 
characteristics. In this regard, it is clear from our research that a number of islanders run 
multiple micro-enterprises and we believe that there is a strong argument in favour of 
targeting support at existing successful businesses in small communities rather than 
supporting a disparate array of new start-ups. 

 

28. It is also important to ensure that those engaged in enterprise have access to a suite of 
supports including ‘soft’ supports such as business coaching and mentoring programmes (i.e. 
“grants are not always the answer”2).  

 

29. Finally, the following should also be considered: 

                                                   
1 This composition of such a group could include Comhar na nOileán, Udarás na Gaeltachta, BIM, the County Enterprise 
Boards, SEI, Bord Bia, Teagasc, Enterprise Ireland and the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs. 
2 Quote from one island interviewee 

other softer services such as mentoring and training.  

 Take steps to provide enhanced levels and mechanisms for business mentoring, 
coaching, training and development. This could include the establishment of a panel of 
mentors and business coaches (including successful island-based entrepreneurs) in 
order to provide direct one-to-one support in addition to a programme of annual 
seminars throughout the islands. 

 An examination of the designation of Special Areas of Conservation on the islands 
should be undertaken in order to take account of the development needs of these 
communities.  

 It is recommended that the three targets outlined by the CPMR Islands Commission 
are pursued with the Commission in order to offset the geographical disadvantage 
encountered by small island communities. 
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 Ensure consistency of approach between the various regional and local authority bodies 
which deal with the islands. 

 Consider means by which Fáilte Ireland’s approach to developing an “island product” could 
be adopted in other key areas such as agriculture, marine, aquaculture, crafts and 
renewable and alternative energy. 

 

Costs and Benefits of our Recommendations 

30. In each case where a potential support measure or reform has been proposed, we have sought to 
articulate clearly the ultimate objectives of such a development alongside the associated benefits 
which we anticipate will accrue (i.e. more effective and better targeted supports for entrepreneurs, 
reduced loss of trading opportunities, a more even ‘playing field’ and so forth). 

 

31. However, in the case of the likely associated costs the position is less clear as it is difficult to 
arrive at a reliable quantification of the potential costs for a number of reasons, as follows: 

 In each case of changes around the VAT position or the BES, we have 
recommended that the relevant authorities undertake to consider the feasibility of 
such changes; 

 At this stage, it is also not possible to accurately predict the extent of any future 
take-up around the BES (if any changes are introduced); and 

 In the case of proposed capital investment (i.e. improved tourism infrastructure, 
provision of enterprise space, etc), it will also be necessary for the relevant 
authorities to undertake initial feasibility studies (i.e. extent of need by island 
communities; where these are to be based; size and configuration, etc) in order to 
allow for a firm decision on proceeding with each to be made (and detailed 
costings to be conducted thereafter). 

 

32. Nevertheless, we have endeavoured to clearly articulate these costs and to provide guidance on 
the likely nature and scope of these costs and benefits (see Section 7). 

 

33. However, the reader should note that whilst the current budgetary climate means that the DCEGA 
will have to make judicious choices from amongst the menu of proposals presented here, we 
believe that a number of our recommendations can and should be advanced in the near term at a 
relatively low cost to the Exchequer. 

 

34. These include the establishment of the high-level inter-agency oversight and implementation 
group, the introduction of improved business mentoring arrangements, improved provision of 
scheme application forms through ‘One Stop Shops’ and the development of coherent island-
specific guidelines for housing, business infrastructure and holiday homes within each county 
council. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

1.1 In recent years, all of Ireland’s inhabited islands have benefited from the significant investment in 
the development of island infrastructure made by the State. To this end, more than €100m has 
been provided by the Exchequer to fund capital projects over the past decade. In addition, the 
State funds a range of public and social services (and the associated employment3) and has 
introduced a variety of initiatives aimed at reducing the cost of living for island communities, 
including:  

 

 the introduction of an islander allowance for recipients of certain State pensions;  

 a significantly reduced rate of road tax for island–based vehicles;  

 improved connectivity and transport services; 

 the capping of passenger fares for islanders on subsidised ferry services; and  

 a reduction in charges for the carriage of cargo to the islands.    

 

1.2 However, it is perceived that the remoteness of the islands has given rise to higher costs of living 
and running commercial operations and that this, in turn, has undermined the capacity of the 
island communities to maintain viable business ventures and to attract investment and new start-
ups. 

1.3 Indeed, given the progress made to date vis-à-vis capital investment in island infrastructure, the 
Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs (hereafter the Department) decided to 
commission this evaluation of the existing situation on the islands in relation to the cost of living 
and of running commercial enterprises which will advance the implementation of a 
comprehensive development strategy for the islands including the introduction of appropriate 
measures to encourage entrepreneurship and business start-ups that will benefit the island 
communities. 

1.4 The objective of this study is to inform departmental thinking around the scope for employment 
creation and enterprise support measures. This is intended to allow the Department to build upon 
the progress made to date and to optimise the return upon the substantial capital investment that 
has been made in the islands. 

1.5 For the purposes of this assignment, the Department selected eleven inhabited islands in four 
local authority operational areas (see Table 1.1).  

 

                                                   
3 Including posts in education, healthcare, etc. 
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Table 1.1 List of islands covered by the study 

Island Population (2006) 

Toraigh 142 

Árainn Mhór 522 

Clare Island 136 

Inishturk 58 

Inishbofin 199 

Árainn 824 

Inis Meáin 154 

Inis Oírr 247 

Bere Island 187 

Sherkin Island 106 

Cléire 125 

Source: CSO (2006) Census 2006 Dublin: CSO. 

 

Methodological Approach 

1.6 A number of research phases were employed in this study. Within these phases a number of 
methodologies were employed in order to develop robust and rigorous recommendations. The 
primary phases of the research were as follows: 

 Literature review and statistical analysis. 

 Consultations. 

 Case Studies. 

 Consideration of costs and benefits. 

 
Literature Review and Statistical Analysis 
1.7 The first phase of the research focused on using a literature review vis-á-vis the research carried 

out in relation to the islands and their development and economic activity. This included a review 
of international research and the development potential of comparable regions in other 
jurisdictions. An examination of research made available to the consultants was also undertaken.  

1.8 This research was undertaken using various sources such as the Island Co-operatives, officials 
from the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs, Udárás na Gaeltachta and 
Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann/Comhar na nOileán. Research and information available from the 
European Small Islands Network (ESIN) was also reviewed. 
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1.9 There is a dearth of statistical information regarding the profile of the populations living on the 
offshore islands. While the Census provides some information on the number of people living on 
each of the islands it provides limited information on the overall demographics. An analysis of the 
number of entrepreneurs and employment types on the islands was undertaken through the use 
of the NACE statistics. 

Consultations 
1.10 A comprehensive consultation phase was employed during the project. The primary focus of this 

phase of the research was to undertake consultations on each of the eleven islands covered by 
the Terms of Reference for this study.  

1.11 These consultations were undertaken through the use of mixed methodologies. In most 
instances, consultations were undertaken through the use of focus groups and one-to-one 
interviews. However, written submissions and telephone interviews were also used as a means 
of obtaining data. A number of different groups were consulted on each island including the local 
co-operative, those involved in commercial activity on the island, entrepreneurs, local groups 
(e.g. active retirement group; fishermen groups). The main themes and questions discussed at 
these consultations can be found in Appendix 4. 

1.12 In addition to the consultations carried out on the islands, a number of other stakeholders were 
interviewed as part of the research. These included: 

 Officials from Údarás na Gaeltachta. 

 Officials from the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs. 

 Board members of Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann/Comhar na nOileán. 

 County Enterprise Boards. 

 Academics in the area of enterprise and entrepreneurial studies. 

 
Case Studies 
1.13 In addition to the programme of consultations, a number of case studies were developed as part 

of the research. These case studies enabled us to draw out a more detailed picture of the 
expectations and experience of those living and working on the islands, particularly with regard to 
the cost of living factors, the operation of commercial enterprises, principal development 
challenges, and the sufficiency of the infrastructural provision and the effectiveness of the extant 
investment support measures.  

1.14 The development of case studies allowed us to access a rich source of qualitative data which 
supplemented the initial data collected and analysed and allowed us to present a picture of the 
benefits of, and challenges to, the economic development of the islands. The case studies were 
developed with a sample of established and start-up enterprises in order to capture the 
challenges faced and any perceived gaps in available supports. In addition to these, case studies 
in relation to innovative economic activities were also developed. International case studies were 
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also drawn upon to highlight good practice and potential lessons which could be applied to the 
Irish situation.  

Costs and Benefits of our Recommendations 

1.15 In each case where a potential support measure or reform has been proposed, we have sought 
to articulate clearly the ultimate objectives of such a development alongside the associated 
benefits which we anticipate will accrue (i.e. more effective and better targeted supports for 
entrepreneurs, reduced loss of trading opportunities, a more even ‘playing field’ and so forth).  

1.16 However, in the case of the likely associated costs the position is less clear. For instance, in 
those cases where we have recommended that consideration be given to revising the available 
fiscal incentives (i.e. VAT, BES, etc) it is difficult to arrive at a reliable quantification of the 
potential costs for a number of reasons, as follows: 

 In each case, we have recommended that the relevant authorities – whether 
central or local government – undertake to consider the feasibility of such 
changes 

 It is not possible to accurately predict the extent of any future take-up 

 

1.17 Similarly, in the case of proposed capital investment (i.e. improved tourism infrastructure, 
provision of enterprise space, etc.) the position is also unclear at this juncture. In the first 
instance, although we have recommended that the various State agencies should consider the 
merit of undertaking joint-integrated initiatives for the provision of accommodation and 
office/working space (including communications centres), such developments will require initial 
feasibility studies (i.e. extent of need by each island communities; where these are to be based; 
size and configuration, etc.). 

1.18 It is also clear that the economic downturn will mean that the scope for expenditure in 
Government Departments will be constrained and that they, in turn, will need to prioritise. The 
Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs will need to make judicious choices 
from amongst the menu of proposals presented here and consequently, it may be difficult to 
advance some of our proposals in the medium-term. 

1.19 Nevertheless, although the fiscal backdrop to this report is undoubtedly challenging, we believe 
that a number of the recommendations presented here can and should be advanced in the near 
term at a relatively low cost to the Exchequer. These include the establishment of the high-level 
inter-agency oversight and implementation group, the introduction of improved business 
mentoring arrangements, improved provision of scheme application forms through ‘One Stop 
Shops’ and the development of coherent island-specific guidelines for housing, business 
infrastructure and holiday homes within each county council.  

1.20 Finally, although we have not been able to conclude definitively on the costs and benefits 
associated with each of the recommendations contained in the report we have endeavoured to 
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clearly articulate these and to provide guidance on the likely nature and scope of these costs and 
benefits (see Section 7). 

Structure of the Report 

1.21 The remainder of the report is set out as follows: 

 Section 2: Contextual Overview 

 Section 3: Locational Disadvantage: Are Costs Higher on the Islands? 

 Section 4: Enterprise Support Frameworks for the Islands 

 Section 5: Potential Growth Centres: Options for Development 

 Section 6: Sustaining Enterprise: Associated Measures 

 Section 7: Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations 
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2 CONTEXTUAL OVERVIEW 

Introduction 

2.1 In order to fully understand the specific employment needs and the potential for economic 
development on the islands it is first necessary to provide an overview of the context within which 
these issues were examined. The responsibility for the development of policy specifically relating 
to the islands lies with the Department. Recent developments in this area have tended to focus 
on supporting infrastructural development. Investment in infrastructural development provides a 
more supportive environment for the development of enterprise on the islands.  

2.2 An integral element of the sustainment of island populations is the provision of support for 
traditional island occupations as well as support for the diversification of new enterprises. In 
order to support the move away from traditional land and sea-based occupations there has been 
an increased focus on the improvement of internet connectivity on the islands. The improvement 
in relation to infrastructure on the islands has gone some way towards addressing the challenge 
presented by the sea in terms of access. However, despite this, access remains a key challenge 
for those living and operating businesses on the islands.  

Social and Cultural Context 

2.3 The Census (2006) identifies approximately 70 islands in determining the population of Ireland. 
The population of these islands identified by the Census vary from 1 person to over 2000 people 
on Achill island. Each off-shore island has a distinct heritage often enriched through islanders’ 
participation in the fields of culture (in particular literature and art). Royle (2003) in his discussion 
of the heritage of Irish islands, understands heritage as being something from the past which is 
seen to have a positive attribute.  

2.4 The richness of the heritage of the islands of Ireland has enabled them to market themselves in 
the area of heritage tourism. This type of tourism focuses on “the marketing of landscapes, 
particularly their unusual scenic qualities and historic relics” (Witherick et al. 2001: 123 quoted in 
Royle, 2003: 23). While the landscape and scenery of the islands present a valuable marketing 
tool with regard to heritage tourism, it is perhaps the richness of the cultural history which 
distinguishes the islands from the mainland. For example, the now abandoned Blasket Islands off 
the coast of Kerry are renowned for their storytellers and in particular the biographical accounts 
of island life as described by the likes of Peig Sayers and Tomás Ó Criomthain. Their 
descriptions of life provide a valuable tool in terms of enticing visitors to this corner of Ireland. 
Indeed, as Royle discusses in his paper, it has led to the setting up of a heritage centre on the 
mainland which celebrates island ways of life which has been told through their writing (Op cit).  

2.5 Further on up the west coast of Ireland Inis Meáin has in some respects attempted to capitalise 
on the playwright and poet J.M. Synge who used to spend summers on the island writing and 
renewing his knowledge of the Irish language. The renovation of the cottage that Synge stayed in 
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during these summers capitalises on the heritage of the islands and provides a focal point for 
tourists.  

2.6 The self-sufficiency of the offshore islands has long been dependent on traditional island 
occupations such as fishing and agriculture. These occupations are central to islanders’ way of 
life which is itself stitched into their heritage. Leisure activities such as story-telling, curach racing 
and traditional song and dance also contribute to the distinct identity of the islands and provide a 
central element of the island tourism product.  

2.7 Of the eleven islands in this study there are six islands which are Gaeltacht islands. On these 
islands there are established Coláistί Gaeilge or Irish colleges. These colleges provide summer 
courses in the Irish language which attract attendance from second level students. The Irish 
colleges present an opportunity for second-level students to experience island life first hand while 
also improving their language skills. The Coláistί also present additional economic opportunities 
for islanders with a number of families taking students in to stay. This provides an additional 
seasonal income stream for the family. The influx of students to the college makes a significant 
contribution to the vibrancy of the island but also provides a spill over effect for other local 
businesses especially the ferry companies and local shops. Bed and Breakfast (B&B) and other 
accommodation providers also benefit as parents come to visit and stay on the islands at the 
weekends.  

Islands Policy 

2.8 The Department of Community Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs is the principal department 
charged with the development of the islands. The Department’s current statement of strategy 
(2008-2010) sets out a number of goals, one of which relates to the Gaeltacht and Island 
Development. The principal aim of this goal is – To support Gaeltacht and island communities 
through the development of infrastructure and the provision of essential services (Department of 
Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, 2008: p.33).   

2.9 The Programme for Government (Government of Ireland, 2007) – negotiated prior to the 
downturn in the economy – outlined a vision of strong island communities, which can sustain 
their unique heritage and way of life in tandem with meeting the needs of modern living 
(Government of Ireland, 2007; p. 73). This vision was to be achieved through a number of 
objectives including the provision of broadband, maintaining and improving existing services in 
relation to education and health along with the provision of improved infrastructure and additional 
investment particularly in relation to enterprise and employment. While progress has been made 
in these areas, the renewed Programme for Government (20094) does not contain a similarly 
strong and detailed commitment to the continued vibrancy of the islands. 

2.10 A representative body for the islands – Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann (hereafter Comhdháil) – 
was initially established in 1984. However, after a number of years it disbanded due to a lack of 
funding and administrative support. It later re-established itself as a co-operative and 

                                                   
4 Government of Ireland (2009) Renewed Programme for Government Dublin: Department of An Taoiseach. 
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subsequently was recognised as a Leader II company, thus enabling the body to set up an office 
employing a number of full-time staff.  

2.11 The primary aims of Comhdháil are prescribed in their constitution: 

 The overall development of island communities especially their economic and 
cultural development and in so doing, fostering the full development of the 
individual in the island community. 

 Representing the member island communities at local, national and European 
level. 

(Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann, Bunreacht, Article 3) 

2.12 Comhdháil has developed policy statements on a range of core issues (such as enterprise and 
employment and access and transport) for the off-shore islands it represent. These policies are 
referred to in the relevant sections that follow.  

2.13 The organisation has been designated as the local area partnership for the islands and it has 
established a new company, Comhar na nOileáin Teo, for the purpose of delivering government 
funded programmes such as the new Rural Development Programme (LEADER) and the Local 
and Community Development Programme (LCDP) on the islands.  

Taking Steps to Alleviate Higher Costs 

2.14 It is widely accepted that there is an additional cost associated with living and carrying out 
business on an island, a factor that is particularly attributable to their remoteness (or what is 
sometimes referred to as locational disadvantage) and is a key determinant of the establishment 
of micro-enterprises. In recognition of the additional costs associated with living on the islands a 
number of reduced charges and increased income payments have been introduced by various 
Government Departments and Agencies. These supports are summarised in Table 2.1 below.  

2.15 For instance, the Department of Social and Family Affairs provides an additional supplement to 
those in receipt of certain Social Welfare payments. The current rate of payment for the Island 
Allowance is €12.70. The Department’s Statistical Information on Social Welfare Services (2008) 
provides some information on the number of people claiming the Island Allowance in relation to 
contributory and non-contributory Old Age Pension and Widow(er)’s (Contributory) Pension and 
Deserted Wife’s Benefit. In 2007 there were 432 recipients of these payments who were also in 
receipt of the Island Allowance. The report does not provide any information relating to the 
number of individuals in receipt of other social welfare payments (such as Job Seekers, One 
Parent Family Payments).  

2.16 The higher costs associated with the building and renovation of houses on the off-shore islands 
are acknowledged in the provision of a higher grant in respect of both the Gaeltacht Area 
Housing Grants (for those living on Gaeltacht islands) and the local authority home improvement 
loans. It should, however, be noted that the Gaeltacht Housing Scheme has now been 
suspended pending Ireland’s return to economic growth. The increased costs and issues relating 
to accessing adequate housing are discussed in further detail in Section 6. 
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2.17 Other agencies also recognize the increased costs of living on the off-shore islands by offering 
additional top ups on the grants they are offering. For example, Sustainable Energy Ireland under 
its scheme to assist with the improvement of energy efficiency in homes, offers an additional 50 
per cent of grant support for those living on off-shore islands.  

2.18 The provision of a reduced rate of car tax is particularly beneficial as many islanders have cars 
on the mainland and on the island. In addition to this, anecdotal evidence from our consultations 
indicated that insurance rates also appear to be lower. 

 

Table 2.1 List of reduced charges and increased income payments 

Name of Scheme Additional income support / 
reduced charge Agency 

Island Allowance 
(Social Welfare 
Supplement). 

Supplement of €12.70 per week on 
certain categories of payment for 
those resident on off-shore islands. 

Department of Social and 
Family Affairs. 

Gaeltacht Area 
House Grants (for 
those on Gaeltacht 
islands). 

There is a higher maximum grant 
available for those who are 
carrying out improvements or new 
house constructions. 

DCEGA*.  

Local authority 
home improvement 
loans. 

A higher rate applies for island 
applicants for the local authority 
loans for owner occupied housing.  

Local Authority. 

Reduced Motor Tax 
Rate. 

Cars used on the islands are 
subject to a reduced rate of motor 
tax at €88 per year. In addition to 
this Island cars are not required to 
pass the NCT. 

Department of the 
Environment, Heritage 
and Local Government 
through the Local 
Authorities. 

Remote Area Grant 
(Second Level 
Education). 

Second level students who do not 
have access to second level 
education on their island may be 
entitled to a grant under the 
Remote Area Grant.   

Department of Education 
and Skills. 

Home Energy 
Saving Scheme. 

Islanders who apply for funding 
under the Home Energy Saving 
Scheme are entitled to an extra 
50% of the grant under this 
scheme. 

Sustainable Energy 
Ireland. 

Subsidised 
Passenger 

Passenger fares for islanders 
capped at €8 for adults and €5 for 

DCEGA 
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Table 2.1 List of reduced charges and increased income payments 

Name of Scheme Additional income support / 
reduced charge Agency 

Transport students. 

Subsidised cargo 
transports 

Cargo tariffs reduced by on 
average over 50%% on subsidised 
services. 

DCEGA 

*Currently suspended 

 

Nurturing Enterprise: Policy Framework and Emerging Thinking 

Recent Infrastructural Developments 
2.19 Over the course of the past decade, the Department has undertaken a significant programme of 

capital investment in the islands in order to both improve quality of life for island communities and 
to support enterprise. The objective of government policy is ‘to alleviate the difficulties 
experienced by island communities due to their physical separation and to place them, so far as 
is realistically achievable, in the equivalent position as the mainland inhabitants in the area’ 
(Department of Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs, 2005).  

2.20 The current NDP provides approximately €100m for investment in the islands including a capital 
spend of €33m in 2008 and almost €20m in 20095. As a result of this ongoing investment, 
substantial progress has been made vis-à-vis the infrastructural development of the islands 
thereby closing the perceived gap between the islands and the mainland and alleviating some of 
the difficulties previously encountered in terms of attracting business and investment to the 
islands. In particular, this investment has led to significant improvements vis-à-vis the 
accessibility of the islands. 

2.21 This capital expenditure programme has provided new marine and air landing facilities, thereby 
facilitating operating support for sea and air ferry services designed to overcome the physical 
remoteness of the islands. The Islands Division of the Department provides assistance to 33 off-
shore islands, with a combined population of 2,875. According to a recent Value for Money and 
Policy Review, capital expenditure on the islands has risen consistently since 1998, when €2.9m 
was spent, to over €10.3m in 2004. In total €34.1m was spent in the period 1998 to 2004 
covering more than 600 sanctioned capital projects over that period. 

2.22 However the progress made to date only serves to underline the importance of building 
enterprise capacity and meeting the employment and development needs of the islands in order 
to optimise the return upon this capital investment. In other words, the key to the long-term 
effectiveness of the investment outlined here is ensuring the sustainability of the island 
communities (i.e. providing jobs, retaining populations, etc). 

                                                   
5 This was 20 per cent lower than the planned expenditure for 2009 (€25m) 
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Enterprise Policy and Supports 
2.23 There is a strong rate of entrepreneurship in Ireland in comparison to other European and OECD 

countries. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitoring (GEM) Report provides useful comparative 
data on the levels of entrepreneurship in Ireland. In comparing the levels of early stage 
entrepreneurship, Ireland ranks 6th in the OECD for nascent entrepreneurs, 3rd for new firm 
entrepreneurs and 2nd for established entrepreneurs (GEM, 2008). An important underlying 
element of the development of entrepreneurial activity is a supportive environment to encourage 
this type of activity. In this regard Ireland is seen to have developed a strong culture which 
attaches status to careers in the area of entrepreneurial activity. Table 2.2 overleaf provides data 
from the 2007 Annual Report which provides a snapshot of entrepreneurship in Ireland.  

2.24 However, when considering the issue of enterprise promotion, it is important to note that previous 
research highlighted in Goodbody’s (2002) report indicates that not all individuals will make 
entrepreneurs. Gibbs & Davies (1991) and Smallbone & Wyer (2000) put forward an approach 
called personality-dominated. In this instance the growth of an enterprise is focused on the 
entrepreneur’s individual characteristics. Research undertaken by Goodbody Economic 
Consultants (2002) on behalf of Forfás found that successful entrepreneurs had common 
personal characteristics and backgrounds. In particular, the research found that successful 
entrepreneurs come from families with a background in entrepreneurship.  

2.25 This approach was borne out with regard to the consultations undertaken on the islands. It was 
evident that some islanders possess the inherent characteristics to set up a business and to 
ensure it remains sustainable. Moreover, it was apparent that successful entrepreneurs tended to 
develop multiple micro-enterprises in order to earn an adequate income. In this regard it is 
essential that support (monetary and otherwise) is provided for those individuals who have 
natural entrepreneurial characteristics rather than an overly dispersed model.  

Regional Aid 
2.26 Under Articles 87.3a and 87.3c of the EU Treaty, aid can be provided to enterprises which are 

located in regions which are seen to be economically disadvantaged. This aid is provided in 
recognition of the difficulties associated with setting up enterprises in economically challenged 
regions of the EU. While Article 87 of the Treaty notes the provision of aid by a member state is 
contradictory to the facilitation of a single market these two elements of the article allow for the 
provision of state aid in these instances as they state: 
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Art 87.3 (a) states that the payment of aid is compatible with the common market, where aid 
is used ‘to promote the economic development of areas where the standard of living is 
abnormally low or where there is serious underemployment’ – Objective 1 areas under 
current guidelines. 

Art 87.3 (c) states that aid can be used ‘to facilitate the development of certain economic 
activities or certain economic areas, where such aid does not adversely affect trading 
conditions to an extent contrary to the common interest’ – mainly covering, but not limited to, 
Objective 1 in transition/Objective 2 areas under current guidelines. 

Source:  Irish Regions Office (2004) Briefing Document: The Revision of EU Regional Aid 
Guidelines -   Consideration for Irish Regions Brussels: IRO 

 

2.27 The primary aim of Regional Aid is to support investment at the initial stage of the enterprise’s 
set-up6. In Ireland Regional Aid is administered through bodies such as Údarás na Gaeltachta, 
Enterprise Ireland etc. In addition to this, the aid provides support for investment and 
employment linked to newly created enterprises. In order to qualify for aid the project must meet 
the following conditions: 

 New assets (except for SMEs). 

 Maintenance of the investment in the region for a minimum period of at least 5 
years (3 years for SMEs) after its completion. 

 Financial contribution of the beneficiary of at least 25 per cent of the eligible 
costs. 

(Vademecum, 2008). 

 

2.28 Article 174 of the Lisbon Treaty establishes the goal of territorial cohesion and underlines that 
particular attention shall be paid to “rural areas, areas affected by industrial transition, and 
regions which suffer from severe and permanent natural or demographic handicaps such as the 
northernmost regions with very low population density and island, cross-border and mountain 
regions”. However, the existence of a provision referring to islands and other specific territories 
within the Treaty will be of little consequence if no efforts are made to implement it. 

                                                   
1.1 6 The De Minimis rule covers aid below a set threshold which does not comprise State aid as defined by Article 87 (1) 

Treaty. Principally this means that a measure supported under the de minimis rule does not need to be notified to the 
commission.  In this instance it is accepted that small amounts of aid will not have a negative effective on European 
Trade and Competition interactions. In general the ceiling for aid covered under this rule is €200,000 over a three year 
fiscal period.  
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2.29 A view has been expressed by the Islands Commission of the Conference of Peripheral Maritime 
Regions7 that three key targets could be outlined to ensure a satisfactory implementation of the 
provisions of Article 174: 

 The EU Commission should be requested to frame its policies on the basis of 
statistical data and indicators which reflect the realities of these territories – rather 
than including them in broader statistical units which are of no relevance to their 
realities (the small islands are a case in point).  

 Better governance and more flexibility should be applied when framing and 
implementing EU legislation likely to affect these territories in a major way. What 
is meant hereby is not to apply exactly the same rule, or the same policy to every 
island, or to every geographically specific territory – irrespective of its size, 
remoteness, assets, etc. but simply to grant some leeway to Member States in 
the way they can implement  EU policies on such territories. 

 The principle of proportionality should be applied when funding the 
implementation of EU policies in these territories. The point is not, as it is 
sometimes said, to ask the EU to systematically foot the bill for permanent 
handicaps, but simply to accept that, in most cases, it will cost more to implement 
a given policy in a territory which is beset by geographic handicaps than in a 
territory which is not . 

 

2.30 The authors see a lot of merit in pursuing these targets with the Commission as their 
achievement could enable the introduction of a level of flexibility in Member States’ application of 
EU guidelines in order to offset the geographical disadvantage encountered by small island 
communities. 

 

                                                   
7 CPMR Islands Commission: an NGO established with the aim of urging the European Institutions and Member States to pay 
special attention to the islands, to acknowledge the permanent handicaps resulting from their insularity and to implement 
policies that are best suited to their condition 
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Table 2.2 ‘Snapshot’ of Entrepreneurs in Ireland  

 
Aspirations 
to start a 
business 

Nascent 
Entrepreneurs 

New firm 
Entrepreneurs 

High growth 
expectation 
early stage 
entrepreneurs 

High 
export 
orientation 

Exits Established 
Entrepreneurs 

Growth 
expectations 
established 
entrepreneurs 

High export 
orientation 
established 
entrepreneurs 

Measures 
used in GEM 

Aspire to 
start a 
business in 
the next 3 
years 

Actively 
planning a new 
business 

Started a 
business (that 
pays wages) in 
last 3 and a 
half years 

Expect 20 or 
more jobs 
within five 
years 

Expect 
more than 
50% of 
customers 
to be 
outside 
country 

Have closed 
a business 
in previous 
12 months 
and the 
business 
was 
discontinued 

Owns and 
manages a 
firm they 
started in 2003 
or earlier 

Expect 10 or 
more jobs and 
50% growth 
within 5 years 

More than 
50% of 
customers 
outside 
country 

Percent of 
population 

11% 4.2% 4.2%   1.9% 9%   

Percent of 
entrepreneurs 

   8% 7%   11% 15% 

Number of 
people 

308,000 115,000 115,000 17,900 17,000 51,000 247,000 26,000 36,800 

Source: GEM (2008) Entrepreneurship in Ireland 2007 
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Supporting Island-based Enterprise 
2.31 Traditional island occupations have generally related to land and sea-based activities such as 

fishing and farming. Comhdháil outlines that there is a need to sustain these occupations along 
with supporting individuals to diversify “into fields where they can use their skills, knowledge and 
other resources” (Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann, Enterprise and Employment Policy). In 
addition to this an emphasis is placed on supporting micro enterprises and in particular measures 
to encourage further development of enterprises through young people, non-islanders and 
potential investors and donors. 

2.32 A range of island-specific enterprise supports (both Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht) are provided 
by a number of bodies including Údarás na Gaeltachta (or Údarás), and the County Enterprise 
Boards (CEBs). These supports are set out in greater detail in later sections of this report. 

2.33 Údarás is the regional authority responsible for the economic, social and cultural development of 
the Gaeltacht. To this end, Údarás encourages investment in the Gaeltacht through a range of 
incentives for new enterprises and through support and assistance for existing businesses. 
These incentives include financial and non-financial supports spanning feasibility, capital and 
employment grants in addition to programmes of training and education for groups, private 
individuals and companies. 

2.34 The Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs – in co-operation with the 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Innovation (DETI) and with the assistance of the relevant 
CEBs – has established a special enterprise scheme for non-Gaeltacht off-shore islands.  The 
purpose of the scheme is to stimulate the setting up and development of a varied range of 
enterprise activities with capital, employment and feasibility study grants payable subject to 
relevant EU state-aid provisions.  The ceiling of €200,000 over a three-year period applies to the 
combined total of all categories of aid under this scheme. This scheme commenced in late-2005 
and is administered by the CEBs (see Section 4).  

Socio-economic Profile 

Demography of the islands 
2.35 One of the key challenges facing the islands has been an ongoing process of population decline. 

By Census 2006, the cumulative population of the 11 islands covered by this study was 2,500 
residents. This represents a decline on the comparable position for 1991. Indeed, the highest 
proportionate decline occurred over the inter-censual period 2002 to 2006 when the island 
population fell by 5 per cent (or n=119 persons). 
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Culture of the off-shore islands 
2.36 Ireland’s coastal island communities form a significant part of Ireland’s cultural heritage, forming 

an essential part of our folklore and early Christian settlement history. In latter times islands such 
as Inishbofin and Bere Island have had a particular military tradition and history. However it is 
usually the natural beauty, remoteness and unique landscapes of these islands that identify them 
nationally and internationally today. 

2.37 Many off-shore islands have been abandoned through time and with this depopulation and loss 
come the decline and erosion of traditional communities, cultures and livelihoods. However many 
island communities continue to sustain their population and economy, and this is partly due to 

Figure 2.1: Island Population 
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Source: CSO Census population statistics (various years). 



 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY EQUALITY AND GAELTACHT 
AFFAIRS 

A REVIEW OF THE EMPLOYMENT NEEDS AND THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL OF THE ISLANDS 

AUGUST 2010 

 
 

 
 27 

the culture of community and resilience that is present in island communities. Comhdháil notes 
that whilst people would like to view islander life as representing “the simple life”, what has 
actually been built up is a complex sociology that allows these communities to be self-reliant. 
This sociology focuses on systems that keep people together and incorporates social rules and 
procedures that manage the normal range of frictions and strains so that they do not ultimately 
become divisive. This is what makes islands so special. From a sociological perspective, island 
life is far more complex than any mainland community of similar size (Comhdháil Oileáin na 
hÉireann, 2007). 

2.38 In the case of Gaeltacht islands, there is also an additional cultural characteristic in that Gaeilge 
is the native and first language and daily life and business on the islands is conducted through 
Irish. 

Key Challenges 

2.39 The continued viability of the island communities is dependent on overcoming a number of 
challenges. These ongoing challenges have become more pertinent over time and in many 
respects are intrinsically linked. For instance, the availability of employment on the islands is 
essential in terms of sustaining local populations. However, with the increased global 
dependency on broadband and a lack of this type infrastructure on the islands it is difficult to 
create and sustain employment dependent on high-level internet connectivity.   

2.40 Similarly, falling population levels (see Figure 2.1) pose very real problems in terms of both the 
viability of local markets and the sustainability of access to public and social services. For 
instance – and with regard to the latter phenomenon – the reduction in the number of school-
going children on the islands can lead to the loss of teaching posts and other services. Moreover, 
in order to retain and attract people to live on the islands it is essential that there is adequate 
access via air and sea. This access can enable those living on the islands to commute to work 
on the mainland thus maintaining the island population.  

2.41 Finally, stringent regulations (particularly in areas such as food preparation) can often be more 
difficult to implement on the islands as opposed to the mainland due to issues of scale and 
resourcing. 

2.42 Consequently, the remainder of this section of the report addresses the challenges facing the 
islands in greater detail and under the following headings: 

 Population and labour force trends. 

 Connectivity. 

 Guaranteed Access. 

 Implementation of regulations. 
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Population and Labourforce Trends 
2.43 The sustainability of economic and employment activity on the islands is strongly dependent on 

maintaining population (and in particular, on retaining families of working and child bearing age). 
Consequently, Figure 2.2 disaggregates the most recent CSO SAPS data in order to profile the 
age of the population on each of these islands (where possible).   

 

Figure 2.2 Breakdown of population age – Árainn Mhór, Inishbofin, Árainn and Bere Island1 
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Note: 1. There is a gap in the data captured profiling the age breakdown of the island’s population as 
only four islands have distinct DEDs for the purpose of the Census. The remaining islands are 
aggregated DED which include parts of the mainland. Thus, information in this regard is only available 
for the following islands – Árainn Mhór, Inishbofin, Árainn and Bere Island. With regard to Árainn this 
figure relates to the three Aran islands – Inis Mór, Inis Oirr and Inis Meáin – which are taken as one 
unit. 

Source: Census 2006 SAPS data (http://beyond2020.cso.ie) 

 

2.44 As can be seen from the graph there are a large number of elderly people living on the islands. 
An ageing population presents difficulties with regard to the continued sustainability of a vibrant 
economy, not to mention the long-term viability of the island communities themselves. When an 
analysis of this data is undertaken the proportion of the population over 65 years varies from a 
high of 27% on Árainn Mhór to a low of 16% on Árainn; this is substantially higher than the 
equivalent for the entire country (11 per cent). At the other end of the age profile those under 19 
years make up 21% of the population on Bere Island and 24% on the other three remaining 
islands.  
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2.45 Moving away from the general age trends, age dependency ratios provide a useful statistical tool 
for assessing the extent of the issue of an ageing population as these measures look at the 
percentage of young and old age people dependent on those of working age. The young 
dependency ratio gives the proportion of those under 14 years of age dependent on those 
between 15 and 64 years. The old dependency illustrates the proportion of those over 65 years 
as a proportion of the 15 to 64 age group. The table below provides details of dependency ratios 
for the islands where SAPS data is available and compares this to the national ratios.  

2.46 Table 2.3 below shows that dependency ratios on the islands are higher than for the national 
population. The old age dependency ratio is particularly high especially on Árainn Mhór where it 
is 54 per cent (versus 16 per cent nationally).  

2.47 Overall, the national dependency ratio is 46 per cent. The three Aran Islands coupled into the 
Árainn ED are the closest to this ratio at 54 per cent.  Árainn Mhór has the highest dependency 
ratio at 91 per cent; 37 per cent for the young dependency ratio and 54 per cent for the old age 
dependency ratio. The high dependency ratios poses important questions with regard to the 
ongoing sustainability of the islands and further emphasises the need for employment to attract 
and retain  individuals within the labour force age category. 

 

Table 2.3 Age Dependency Rates (selected islands) 

 Inishbofin Árainn 
Árainn 
Mhór 

Bere 
Island National 

Young dependency ratio 

 
29% 28% 37% 40% 30% 

Old age dependency 

 
27% 26% 54% 46% 16% 

Dependency Ratio 
 

56% 54% 91% 86% 46% 

Source: Census 2006. 

 

2.48 Sustaining the population, particularly young families is inextricably linked to the economic 
development of the islands. However, the inverse is also true as in order to attract people to 
come and live on the islands it is necessary that there is something for them to earn their living 
from. For instance, the challenge of replenishing the island population was perhaps best 
captured by this quote from one islander "families want to come and live on the island but how 
would they make a living".  

2.49 Some islands did have success in attracting new families to the island. However, islands are 
experiencing outward migration for various reasons. For example, on one of the islands two 
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families relocated to the island whilst a third family left due to health issues for one of the 
children. 

2.50 The inward and outward migration of families with children can have a particular impact on 
schools on the island. The European Small Islands Network (ESIN) highlights the importance of 
schools in terms of both the retention of current islanders and the attraction of other families to 
the island in its discussion on education on the small islands (see www.europeanislands.net). 
The ESIN also notes that on islands where the local schools have been closed the population of 
the island has altered.  

2.51 While there is no specific data on the number of people unemployed on the islands it is possible 
to extrapolate some figures with regard to the number of people who are seeking employment 
through the use of SAPS data. The use of this data is limited (as noted previously) due to the fact 
that only four ED areas do not include members of the mainland population. In other words, only 
four of the islands have specific EDs. 

2.52 In this respect the calculation of labour force participation rates and unemployment rates is only 
undertaken for Bere Island, Inishbofin, Árainn (which incorporates the three Aran Islands) and 
Árainn Mhór. The labour force participation rate is similar to the national average in Inishbofin but 
lower by 7 per cent and 6 per cent in Bere Island and Árainn respectively. The unemployment 
rate on these islands is considerably higher than the national average in 2006 of 4.2 per cent. 
The highest level of unemployment is on Árainn Mhór at 45 per cent followed by 23 per cent on 
Inishbofin and 20 per cent on Árainn. Bere Island has the lowest unemployment rate at 7 per 
cent.   

Table 2.4 Labour Force Participation Rates (selected islands) 

Labour Force Participation  State 
Bere 
Island Inishbofin Árainn 

Árainn 
Mhór 

Labour force (n)  83 105 575 162 

Outside of the labour force (n)  66 59 442 272 

Total (n)  149 164 1017 434 

 

Labour force participation rate (%) 63% 56% 64% 57% 37% 

Unemployment rate (%) 4.2% 7% 23% 20% 45% 

 

Number of individuals looking for 
employment  6 24 113 73 

Note: Árainn refers to the three Aran Islands – Inis Mór, Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr 

Source: CSO SAPS 2006- additional figures extrapolated from the average SAPS data. 
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2.53 Finally, for those who are in employment, a breakdown of the industry that they are employed in 
is provided under the SAPS data. The table overleaf provides a profile by industry for the four 
available SAPS areas. Almost 29 per cent of the individuals responded that they worked in a 
sector classified as ‘other’ whilst the remaining respondents classified their employment in a 
specific industry. The majority of those are engaged in Professional Services8 (21.86 per cent) 
with vast majority of these classified as employees.  

2.54 Following on from this, the next largest category is those working in the building and construction 
industry (10.58 per cent). This is followed by commerce and trade (9.73 per cent), transport and 
communications (9.45 per cent), agriculture, forestry and fishing (8.89 per cent) and 
manufacturing industries (6.21 per cent).   

2.55 However, when considering the level of State intervention in the labour market of the islands it is 
important to bear in mind that this goes beyond investment in infrastructure and the provision of 
island-specific enterprise supports (i.e. grants, etc). Specifically, the State plays an important role 
in terms of the direct and indirect provision of jobs.  

2.56 Almost 1 in 5 of the jobs referred to Table 2.5 are in the area of public administration whilst the 
State also subsidises a range of key services (and the jobs therein) such as the ferry services, 
local development groups and co-ops. Moreover, the State (both central and local government) is 
a direct employer on most of the islands (including those teachers and healthcare personnel 
classified under Professional Services; see above).  

2.57 For instance, the State employs (or part funds) a number of education and healthcare 
professionals including teachers, doctors and public health nurses whilst members of An Garda 
Siochána are also stationed on a minority of islands (often part-time). Similarly, local government 
is also a source of direct employment. For instance, the islanders on Sherkin Island noted that 
Cork County Council provided a number of part-time jobs on the island.  

                                                   
8 This category includes – Primary Education, Secondary Education, Higher Education, Adult and other education not 
elsewhere classified, hospital activities and medical practice activities (query to the CSO February 2010). Public Administration 
includes – Defence activities, Garda Siochána, all other public administration and compulsory social security. 
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Table 2.5 Persons at work by sex, employment status and industry, 2006 

Geographic Area 
Employee 
Status 

Agriculture, 
forestry and 
fishing 

Building and 
construction 

Manufacturing 
industries 

Commerce 
and trade 

Transport and 
communications 

Public 
administration 

Professional 
services Other Total 

Bere Island Employee 5 9 5 1 2 2 14 13 51 

 Self employed 8 3 2 2 5 0 0 4 24 

 Other 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Inishbofin Employee 0 8 0 4 5 4 14 23 58 

 Self employed 7 4 2 1 3 0 1 4 22 

 Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Árainn Employee 10 23 25 39 31 22 86 102 338 

 Self employed 32 18 4 10 14 1 5 37 121 

 Other 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 2 3 

Árainn Mhór Employee 1 7 4 11 3 2 32 13 73 

 Self employed 0 3 1 1 3 0 1 4 13 

 Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 3 

Total  63 75 44 69 67 31 155 205 709 

Total %  8.89% 10.58% 6.21% 9.73% 9.45% 4.37% 21.86% 28.91%  

Source: CSO SAPS 2006- additional figures extrapolated from the average SAPS data. 
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Connectivity 
2.58 The broadband connectivity levels are patchy across the 11 islands visited as part of this study. 

While many of the islanders noted that the connection levels are slow they did feel that the 
current service which they receive is better than what was in place previously. It should also be 
noted that unsatisfactory internet access is not a phenomenon unique to the islands. 

2.59 Islanders on Bere Island noted that they had broadband access similar to those on the nearby 
mainland. The importance of good broadband infrastructure has been emphasised by the 
Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources who recently noted that it is a “vital 
component of our communications policy to attract investment and create jobs”. Furthermore, 
once full coverage is achieved the increase in speeds and reduction in costs relating to 
broadband can enable an increase in economic activity (Department of Community Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs, Press Release, 19/03/2009).  

2.60 A study carried out by NORCONTEL in 2006 provided a Review of Broadband Development 
options in the Gaeltacht and Offshore Islands. This report found that while DSL Broadband was 
only available to 62 per cent of the population this was seen in a particularly positive light 
considering the rural nature of the Gaeltacht and also the piecemeal rollout of broadband 
nationwide. The report notes that the most feasible situation going forward is to expedite the 
provision of a good broadband service so as to meet long-term objectives as opposed to short-
term solutions.   

2.61 Connectivity is seen as an increasingly important element of modern living. Data released from 
ComReg (relating to Quarter 4 2008), notes that Ireland currently has a household penetration 
rate of broadband at 62.6 per cent (ComReg, 2009). This figure represents an increase on the 
previous quarterly figures. In order to facilitate continued access to broadband for those in rural 
areas, the Department of Communication, Energy and Natural Resources announced earlier this 
year a scheme which aims to deliver 100 per cent broadband access by September 2010. An 
examination of the National Broadband Scheme map of areas covered reveals that while nine 
out of eleven of the islands in this study are covered by the scheme, both Bere Island and 
Inishbofin are not. However, there are assurances from the Department of Communications, 
Energy and Natural Resources that the islands will get equal treatment in terms of access to 
broadband. In the context of the offshore islands however, it is important to remember that while 
100 per cent broadband is to be welcomed it is imperative that the capacity of the infrastructure 
enables remote working.  

2.62 As noted by the Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, access to 
broadband is essential for the development of economic activity. Indeed one potential advantage 
of good broadband infrastructure is that the islands could provide a base for remote working. For 
instance, in Cléire in Co. Cork there are a number of translators who conduct their work remotely 
from the island. Comhdháil in its policy statement on Enterprise and Employment recommends 
that public and statutory bodies outsource elements of their administrative and research work to 
the islands.  
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2.63 Finally, at the time of writing, the National Broadband Scheme is being rolled-out and the Aran 
Islands now have broadband connectivity. 

Guaranteed Access 
2.64 Given the geographical locations of the 11 islands under examination as part of this study the 

importance of ferry services to the islands cannot be emphasised enough and at the outset, it is 
important to be clear that significant investment and improvement has occurred vis-à-vis the 
accessibility of the islands (both by air and sea). However, notwithstanding such progress 
guaranteed access does continue to constitute a hidden cost to island enterprise. 

2.65 A previous review of subsidised ferry services to the islands was carried out on behalf of the 
Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs in 2004. This study noted the 
importance of the ferry service to the islanders. Moreover, the study also provided detailed 
figures on the impact of the air and sea services on the islands and the contribution of such 
services to island economies.  

2.66 For example, the availability of the service had a broader economic impact of €17m, a 
contribution to GNP of €11m and an add-on impact of an additional 275 jobs on the islands and 
elsewhere being supported by expenditure by tourists (op cit). In addition to this, the report notes 
that without a ferry service the population of the islands would surely decrease more rapidly than 
is currently the case (op cit).  

2.67 While the ferry service does provide a lifeline to the islands, the sea is of course a barrier to 
carrying out everyday tasks and services. This was clearly evident in the consultations carried 
out on the islands where both islanders and those running a business on the island highlighted 
these problems. For instance, on Sherkin island one islander related an anecdote of trying to get 
her washing machine fixed. The washing machine was still in guarantee but there were 
difficulties with getting the company to send a repairman to the island. The islander persisted and 
eventually the serviceman visited the island and repaired the washing machine.  

2.68 In other cases individuals attempted to avail of advertised free delivery or installation services but 
found that once they mentioned that they lived on an island there was difficulty in availing of 
these. Islanders also reported that it was more expensive to get maintenance people to come 
and do repairs on the island as the servicemen would have to spend a full working day on the 
island due to having got a ferry to and from the island. 

2.69 We recognise that such stories are small of themselves. Nevertheless, the authors believe that 
such incidences are not atypical but rather, are representative of many people’s day-to-day 
experience.  

2.70 The Aran Islands are also serviced by an air service provided by Aer Arann. This service has 
been in operation in since the 1970s and provides an important link to these islands. The air 
service is provided on a daily basis with up to 25 flights per day during peak season. The 
provision of the air service to these three islands has made a vital contribution towards the 



 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY EQUALITY AND GAELTACHT 
AFFAIRS 

A REVIEW OF THE EMPLOYMENT NEEDS AND THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL OF THE ISLANDS 

AUGUST 2010 

 
 

 
 35 

sustainment of the populations on the islands. The Department’s (2004) Review of Certain 
Subsidised Ferry Services to the islands presents two perspectives on the service: 

 The islanders’ perspective on the service is in access terms i.e. quick access to 
and from the mainland and as a medivac/emergency service to bring patients to 
the hospital in emergencies. 

 People on the mainland tend to view the service more in business and social 
terms i.e. allowing business people and agencies providing services to the 
islanders easy and effective access to the island. 

(Taken from Department of Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, (2004), p.28). 

 

2.71 Overall the importance of access to the islands cannot be underestimated. The linkage from the 
mainland to the islands is imperative in terms of the ongoing population retention as islanders 
can in some instance commute to and from the mainland. In addition to this the ferry service 
provides a vital linkage for those needing to carry out work on the island.  

Implementation of Regulations 
2.72 In the recent past there has been an increased emphasis on the regulation of various business 

sectors (hospitality, food preparation, etc). A particularly relevant area for examination in the 
context of the islands is the implementation of HACCP (Hazard Analysis & Critical Control Point) 
and regulations regarding food safety. A number of examples in relation to the impact of these 
regulatory frameworks were outlined by those running businesses on the islands.  

2.73 To this end, a recurrent theme throughout our consultations with island communities related to 
the inherent problem of applying regulations to all industries throughout the State – including the 
islands – in a uniform manner (i.e. regardless of scale or critical mass). Indeed, one islander 
noted that “Islands need to be viewed differently. The same level of regulation cannot apply” 

2.74 For instance, the transporting of food from the mainland involves the use of the ferry. This is 
problematic as the lack of a refrigerator at the pier can mean that it is not possible to meet the 
food safety regulations. One islander running a hostel noted that the restrictive nature of the 
regulations means that it is not financially feasible for her to even prepare a frozen pizza for her 
guests as to do so would mean needing to provide a third sink in her kitchen.  

2.75 In addition to this, regulations in relation to drift-net salmon fishing has been estimated to have 
taken a quarter of a million euro out of the economy of  Árainn Mhór although the fishing carried 
out by the 16 or so licence holders on the island is unlikely to have a substantive effect on fish 
stocks.  

2.76 However, although we do accept that compliance costs are a legitimate concern it would be 
difficult to sustain any proposition that mandatory compliance standards can be lowered for 
island-based enterprises or produce. 
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Concluding Comments 

2.77 This section has provided a context to economic development on the islands and the potential to 
create additional employment. In order to further examine the challenges associated with 
developing enterprise, the next section of the report will focus on the specific disadvantages of 
developing enterprises on the islands and specifically the costs associated with living and doing 
business on the islands.  
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3 LOCATIONAL DISADVANTAGE: ARE COSTS 
HIGHER ON THE ISLANDS? 

Introduction 

3.1 A number of barriers exist in relation to the development of enterprises (or micro-enterprises) on 
the islands. In particular the additional costs associated with living and carrying out business on 
the islands is a key determinant of the establishment of micro-enterprises. The quantification of 
these costs is difficult at times due to the fact that there are both tangible and intangible costs 
associated with living and working on the islands.  

3.2 Furthermore the size of the local market plays an integral role in how expansive the enterprise is. 

Cost of Living on the Islands 

3.3 As we have already seen, an ongoing process of population decline has been a feature of island 
life over many decades. This is an important consideration given that a vibrant and stable local 
populace will always be an important prerequisite for viable and sustainable local business and 
this is particularly true in isolated areas such as the islands covered by this study. For instance, 
for many of the businesses currently operating on the islands – retail, hotels, restaurants, etc – 
the local populace represents their key source of both potential year-round trade (i.e. outside of 
peak-season tourism) and labour. 

3.4 To this end, the cost of living on the islands is an important consideration as this has the capacity 
to affect not just populace size and trends but also the propensity for island residents to spend 
locally and the attractiveness of the islands as both a place to visit and as a place to invest. 

3.5 However, a programme of ongoing comparisons between living conditions on the islands and the 
mainland have shown that the island communities continue to encounter major disadvantages 
and that these “preclude islands from attracting enterprise…thus causing the loss of our most 
educated people” (Cliara Development, 2006) and making it difficult for people to continue to live 
on the islands.  

3.6 As part of this process, a number of Consumer Surveys have been undertaken based upon the 
price of a range of grocery and non-grocery items across 7 islands. The most recent survey 
(2006) indicated a difference in the cost of living of approximately 35 per cent with a much 
greater differential for groceries (37 per cent) than for non-grocery items (16 per cent). 
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Table 3.1: Overall Differential in Prices between the Mainland and the Islands 

Island Differential (%) 

Inishturk 56.2 

Inishbofin 38.2 

Cléire  20.9 

Inis Mór 10.2 

Clare Island 40.1 

Tory Island 85.0 

Bere Island 16.1 

Overall 34.9 

Source: Consumer Survey and Comparison of 
Differential in Cost of Living, 2006 (Cliara 
Development) 

 

3.7 Although the differential remains substantial, it does represent an improvement. For instance, a 
similar survey undertaken in 1994 showed an overall difference of 52 per cent. The improvement 
coincides with the aforementioned capital investment and is likely attributable to the improved 
access and transport links (i.e. subsidised ferry services, air strips, etc).  

3.8 However, the aforementioned surveys are not definitive and it should be noted that for the 
purpose of the 2006 Cliara Development cost of living survey, comparisons were made between 
island-based retail outlets which (with the exception of Árainn are small local outlets by nature), 
and major retail outlets in main population centres on the mainland. As would be expected the 
results show significant price differences.  

3.9 It is our view that if a similar exercise was to be carried out comparing prices in small mainland-
based rural retail outlets and large city/town based outlets, one would also expect to see large 
price differences. In this case, however, mainland-based rural communities have easier access 
by road to major retail centres while island communities must interface also with ferry transport 
and its associated logistical difficulties and additional costs.  

3.10 The Department has ensured that the level of subsidisation in this respect has been quite 
expansive across the offshore islands as is evidenced by the table below. 
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Table 3.2: List of Subsidised Transport Services to the Off Shore Islands 

County  Island Type of Service 

Árainn Mór Roll on / Roll off 

Toraigh Heavy Cargo 

Toraigh Air Service 

Donegal 

Toraigh Passenger & Light Cargo 

Clare Island Passenger & Bus 

Inis Bigil Passenger & Bus 

Inisturk Passenger & Bus 

Mayo 

Inisturk / Clare Cargo 

Galway – Oileán Árann Cargo 

Mine – Oileán Árann Air Service 

Ros an Mhίl - Árainn Passenger & Bus 

Ros an Mhίl – Inίs Oίrr/Inis Meáin Passenger & Bus  

Inis Bó Finne Cargo 

Galway 

Inis Bó Finne Passenger & Bus 

Bere Island Roll on / Roll off 

Oileán Cléire Passenger & Light Cargo 

Heir Island Passenger  

Long Island Passenger 

Sherkin Island Passenger 

Whiddy Island Passenger 

Cork 

Cléire, Sherkin, Long & Heir  Heavy Cargo 

 

3.11 The subsidisation of these transport services is essential as islanders frequently travel to the 
mainland to carry out day-to-day business. Table 3.3 overleaf provides information on the costs 
of the ferry services to and from eight of the islands. As illustrated below, islanders pay a 
reduced fare on the ferry in comparison to non-islanders. The reduced rate for islanders goes 
some way towards reducing the higher living costs incurred by islanders. The fare for islanders 
can be up to 54 per cent cheaper than for non-islanders.  
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 Islanders Non-Islanders 

 Adult Return Child > 5 
years 

5 – 18 years  Pensioner 
with 
Travel 
Pass 

Adult Return Child > 5 
years 

Child 13 to 18 years & 
Student Card Holder 

Pensioner 
with Travel 
Pass 

Oileán Cléire €7 Free Free Free €15 Free 5 - 18 yrs. 
€10 

Student Card holder 
€12 

Free, without 
travel pass 

€15 

Oileán Thoraí €8 Free 5-15 yrs €4 
15-18 yrs  

€6 

Free €26 Free 5 - 15 yrs. 
€13 

15 - 18 yrs 
€20 

Free, without 
travel pass 

€20 

Aran Islands €8 Free €5 Free €25 Free 5 - 12 yrs. 
€13 

13 - 18 yrs & Student 
Card holder 

€20 

Free, without 
travel pass 

€20 

Clare Island €8 Free €5 Free €15 Free 5 - 10 yrs. 
€5 

10 yrs. to 3rd level €8 
Student Card holder 

€12 

Free, without 
Travel Pass 

€15 

Inishbofin €8 Free €5 Free €20 > 3 yrs 
Free 

3-5 yrs €5 

5 -12 yrs. 
€10 

12 – 18 yrs & Student 
Card holder €15 

Free, without 
Travel Pass 

€20 

Inishturk €8 Free €5 Free €20 Free 5 - 12 yrs. 
€6 

13-18 yrs.€10 

Student Card holder 
€12 

Free, without 
Travel Pass 

€20 

Sherkin Island €5 Free Student 
Card Holder 

€5 

Free €10 > 5 
yrs Free 

5 to 16 yrs. €4 16 yrs. Student Card 
holder 

€5, without Student 
Card  €10 

Free, without 
Travel Pass 

€10 

Source: Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs, 2010. 
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3.12 Moreover, the air service provided for the Aran Islands also provides subsidised fares to 
islanders. For example, the cost of an adult return ticket for an islander is €35 versus €45 for 
non-islanders. Children and students from the islands are charged €23 versus €25 and €37, 
respectively, for non-islanders. Finally, whilst both islanders and non-islanders entitled to a free 
travel pass are both charged €15 islanders receive six free tickets per year. 

Cost of Doing Business 

3.13 During the consultations with those running businesses on the islands, a number of additional 
costs of running a business were outlined. The primary additional costs highlighted were in 
relation to indirect costs and relating to the logistics of carrying out day-to-day business tasks. 
For example, it can take a number of additional days to conduct business on the island, 
particularly if travel to the mainland is required or if the task requires services provided by service 
providers from the mainland and this can have significant knock-on cost implications. 

3.14  Other costs noted relate to undertaking construction on the island including the additional costs 
associated with the logistics of building on an island. In this instance all materials to be used 
need to be brought on to the island along with construction equipment such as dumper trucks, 
JCBs, etc. For instance, one island-based (former) Quantity Surveyor noted that ‘Builders charge 
double the cost for building on the islands….often this relates to the logistics of building on an 
island and all this entails’. 

3.15 Moreover, the issue of the cost to rateable island businesses was a recurrent theme during our 
consultations. Given that the geographic area of the islands are substantially smaller than the 
mainland – and therefore do not require the same level of maintenance as the mainland – it is 
legitimate to consider whether the rates charged are consistent with the services delivered by the 
relevant local authority. Indeed, although all island-based businesses are liable for rates, the 
services normally provided by the local authorities on the mainland are in many instances 
provided by the state subsidised co-operative on the island (i.e. waste management, servicing of 
the pier, etc) rather than by the relevant local authority. 

3.16 Another issue which arose was in relation to the fact that many businesses operate on a 
seasonal basis and yet pay a full year of rates. In Cork, islanders noted that they are charged a 
reduced or half rate to reflect these issues. It was not apparent that this was applied to the 
islands in other counties.  

3.17 The most contentious issue in relation to transport costs relates to the VAT charges on freight. 
This issue was raised during almost all the consultations conducted on the islands. Principally, 
consumers and business people on the island are paying VAT on the products that they buy on 
the mainland but in order to bring these products to the Island they must incur VAT charges of 21 
per cent on the freight.  

3.18 Table 3.4 below shows the additional costs of transporting goods to the islands. The costs of 
importing these goods are determined by a subsidised charge set down by the Department. As 
illustrated in the table there has been a significant reduction in these charges over the ten year 
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period 1998 to 2008. These reductions have been introduced in order to ameliorate the impact of 
VAT on cargo. 

 
Table 3.4: Examples of Additional Transport Costs 

 

 

3.19 The use of a car is essential for doing business on the mainland such as meeting professional 
advisors or clients and suppliers. During our consultations, it became evident that a substantial 
number of people need to maintain two vehicles; one on the island and one on the mainland. 
This represents a further cost to islanders and one that is not immediately obvious to non-
islanders. However, this is partly subsidised by the Exchequer as island cars are subject to a 
reduced rate of car tax and not subject to passing the NCT.  

 
1998 
€ 

2008 
€ 

Reduction  
 

Transport and Deliveries 

Groceries (per box) 5.21 2.50 52% 

Car or Vannette 115.99 33.50 71% 

Small Car Trailer 47.36 17.50 63% 

Agriculture 

Chicken, ducks etc (in boxes) 5.21 2.50 52% 

Cattle (over I year) 31.74 12.50 61% 

Horses 31.72 16.00 50% 

Furniture 

Single Bed 8.89 4.00 55% 

Bedside locker 3.81 2.00 48% 

Dressing Table 15.24 12.00 21% 

Construction 

Slates (per thousand) 57.14 29.00 49% 

Cement Mixers (large) 50.66 30.00 41% 

Note: all prices are excl VAT 

Source: Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs, March 2010. 
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3.20 In addition to the cost associated with bringing materials (construction, etc) onto the islands, the 
island communities also face additional delays and costs vis-à-vis importing professional 
services (i.e. architects, engineers, electricians, etc). While costs relating to freight are often 
quantified, it is often difficult to provide specific costs around the length of time it takes to access 
professional services on the island. 

Determinants of Costs: tangible and intangible 

3.21 When considering the costs associated with living and working on the islands and the 
attractiveness of the islands as a place to invest, it is important to note that these additional costs 
are not always tangible. Rather, there are a range of intangible costs which can pose real 
challenges to those operating an enterprise or considering a start-up business opportunity. 

3.22 These intangibles costs and challenges are a direct function of the remoteness of the island 
communities and include the following: 

 The risks and uncertainty associated with a remote location (i.e. weather, etc); 

 The limited access to labour and skills;  

 The limited trading opportunities associated with a small local market; and 

 The organisational costs of doing business.  

 

3.23 The reliability of the ferry services is essential for those running businesses on the island. While 
many islands have frequent daily services, this service is dependent on the weather and in cases 
where the weather is stormy ferry services may be cancelled. While it is difficult to predicate how 
often this will occur the Department’s report (Department of Community Rural and Gaeltacht 
Affairs, 2004) gives an indication of the number of days lost due to the cancellation of ferry 
services. At one extreme the ferry service to Tory Island was cancelled 48 days in 2002. 
However, it must be born in mind that Tory is one of the more remote islands at nine miles off the 
coast of Donegal and at the mercy of the Atlantic Ocean. In contrast to this Aer Arann which 
provides daily services to the Aran Islands noted that they lost out a maximum of four to five days 
a year due to the weather. In many instances, the airline can be hit by a one to two hour delay 
due to adverse weather.  

3.24 Ultimately, the cancellation of transport services to the islands has a knock on effect for 
businesses. For those involved in tourism, bad weather may mean that tourists will cancel their 
trip regardless of whether the ferry sailing has been cancelled or not. However, even for those 
not involved in tourist based activities this can be detrimental. One islander on Inis Meáin noted 
that they were stranded in Galway for three days following a business trip due to bad weather.  

3.25 One islander identified a potential micro-enterprise of growing and selling produce locally and/or 
exporting them. However, the unpredictability of the weather would be a key challenge for this 
business. If the weather was bad there would be few tourists coming to the island to consume 
the produce and equally if the ferry service was cancelled due to the bad weather it would not be 
feasible to bring the produce to the mainland to sell.  
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3.26 Many of the essential professional services required for running a business cannot be found on 
an Island. In this instance, one business on the islands noted that they “must have the skills to be 
an accountant, designer, marketing manager…”.  Alternatively, these services must be obtained 
from the mainland. For maintaining businesses on the island, simple tasks such as meeting with 
the bank manager or a supplier or accountant can take up to an additional day due to the 
logistics of travelling to and from the mainland. There is a certain amount of planning to be taken 
into account when travelling to the mainland for example, ensuring multiple meetings are 
scheduled in order to increase the cost effectiveness of travelling to the mainland. For many 
businesses this is a core indirect running cost.  

3.27 The retention of skills for individuals and employees is also a key cost driver. A yoga teacher who 
conducts her business on one of the islands noted that in order to ensure to continue her 
professional development as a yoga teacher she needs to undertake a number of additional 
training courses. While all professionals will incur costs in relation to continued professional 
development there are added costs for those resident on islands. Most training will occur on the 
mainland and therefore additional transport and accommodation costs are incurred.  

Concluding Comments 

3.28 This section has highlighted the primary challenges for those conducting businesses on the 
islands. In particular, the added costs associated with having a business on the islands were 
outlined. In order to address these challenges the next section of the report focuses on the 
enterprise supports available for the development and sustainability of enterprises on the islands.  
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4 ENTERPRISE SUPPORT FRAMEWORKS FOR THE 
ISLANDS 

Introduction 

4.1 The development of enterprise (or micro-enterprises) on the islands is dependent on the support 
of key agencies. The Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and in the case 
of the Gaeltacht islands, Údarás na Gaeltachta, play a key role in supporting islanders to set up 
micro-enterprises. Complimentary to this, the County Enterprise Boards along with Fáilte Ireland 
and Comhar na nOileán also provide support for the development of economic enterprise on the 
islands.   

4.2 While outlining the supports available to Islanders in Ireland from the agencies mentioned above, 
this section also draws comparison to international practice in this area focusing in particular on 
the situation in Scotland. More specifically the supports provided by the Scottish Government’s 
economic and community development agency for the islands - Highlands and Islands Enterprise 
(HIE) – is outlined.   

Enterprise Support Grants for Non-Gaeltacht Islands 

4.3 The Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs, in co-operation with the DETI, 
established a special enterprise scheme for non-Gaeltacht islands in 2005. The scheme is 
administered by the participating County Enterprise Board (CEB) for each of the relevant islands 
(CEBs in Sligo, Mayo, Galway, Limerick, Kerry, and Cork). The main aim of the scheme is to 
stimulate the setting up and development of a varied range of enterprise activities and to provide 
assistance for worthwhile eligible projects, thereby promoting the long-term sustainable 
development of these islands.  

4.4 The support grants are available for a wide range of businesses and enterprises including: 

 General manufacturing 

 Food processing 

 Language and cultural support services 

 Waste collection and disposal 

 Graphic design 

 Light machinery/gardening equipment hire services 

 Alternative therapies 

 Security services 

 IT support services 

 Tourism support services 

 Tourist accommodation 
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 Goods suppliers 

 Boat maintenance/building 

 Horticultural production 

 

4.5 Businesses normally excluded from funding under this scheme includes construction; heavy 
machinery and excavation services, plumbing, electrical, carpentry and other trades; professional 
services (such as accountancy, legal etc); and projects involving purchase, construction or lease 
of passenger or cargo vessels. 

4.6 All applications for assistance are made to the relevant CEB which approves each project. There 
are two categories of assistance: 

Category (i) 

Grants for micro-enterprise projects which, provided they satisfy the normal 
eligibility criteria applied by CEBs, will be grant-aided on a co-financed basis 
between the CEB and the Department (in exceptional circumstances, where 
CEB funding allocations have been exhausted, the Department may provide 
the total grant under this category) 

Category (ii) 

Grants for projects that would not normally be eligible to be grant-aided by 
CEBs, either by their nature, by the numbers employed or by the scale of the 
total investment required. In this case the full amount of the grant approved is 
provided by the Department. 

 

4.7 The maximum funding available for projects eligible under the scheme is €150,000. However in 
exceptional circumstances, where it can be demonstrated satisfactorily that a project in Category 
(ii) has extraordinary potential and represents excellent value for money, consideration may be 
given to approving the maximum possible under de Minimis (or €200,000). These limits are 
inclusive of cumulative aid amounts paid from any source within a fiscal three-year period. 

4.8 Assistance delivered differs slightly under each category: 

Category (i) 
The CEB decides upon the type and level of funding it will commit, and to which the 
Department will provide a top-up payment. The Department top-up relates to the additional 
locational costs of projects on off-shore islands. The top-up may comprise both capital 
funding (not exceeding 50 per cent of the CEB capital funding) as well as the balance of 
employment and feasibility grants by the Department. As of October 2008, the maximum CEB 
capital contribution cannot exceed €75,000, and the Department contribution may not exceed 
€37,500. The total capital assistance therefore under this scheme is €112,500. 

Employment grants may also approved for eligible enterprises to a maximum of €13,000 per 
job. The CEB contribution to this grant is to a maximum of €7,500 and the remainder can be 
provided by the Department. With regard to feasibility studies, a maximum grant of €10,000, 
or 50 per cent of eligible costs, whichever is the least, may also be available. The maximum 
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CEB contribution in this case is for €6,350 for Border Midlands and Western region projects 
and €5,100 for Southern and Eastern region projects.   
Category (ii) 
In the case of Category (ii) assistance, the full amount of the grant to be awarded will be paid 
by the Department. In such instances, the level of aid to be granted is assessed against the 
actual costs if the project was based on the mainland, and the additional costs arising from 
the island location of the enterprise. Employment grants may also be approved, as under 
Category (i) up to a maximum of €13,000. Likewise, a maximum grant of €10,000, or 50 per 
cent of eligible costs (whichever is the least) may be available for feasibility studies. 

The overall maximum rate of grant-aid funding available to a private commercial project does 
not exceed 60 per cent of a project’s eligible costs; and for community commercial projects, 
this amount is 75 per cent. 

 
Application Process 
4.9 The application and evaluation process involves a number of steps before funding is received for 

a project. The individual or organisation applying for funding must first submit a business plan to 
the CEB. While this is the official start of the application process in terms of seeking funding, the 
CEB can provide assistance to the potential applicant in the drawing up of the business plan, 
which is essentially a “pre-application” stage. In the next phase of the process, the CEB 
evaluation committee approves or rejects the plan/proposal. If approved it goes to the 
Department for approval. Upon approval by the Department, the CEB is provided with all other 
relevant documentation and certifications and funding is disbursed.   

4.10 The key selection criteria upon which proposed projects are evaluated are as follows: 

 the quality of the project proposal and its local relevance; 

 the commercial viability of the enterprise and of the project proposal; 

 current funding position and proposed funding of the enterprise; 

 the cost effectiveness of the project proposal; 

 the contribution of the proposal to the development of the enterprise in terms of 
internal capacity; and 

 potential for deadweight or displacement. 

 

4.11 The Evaluation Committee of the CEB is normally made up of an accountant, an Enterprise 
Ireland representative, a local authority representative, a bank official, one local business person 
and a representative of the Department. 
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Take-up and Impact 
4.12 By Q1 2009, there had been a total of 16 applications across the non-Gaeltacht islands with five 

of those having received funding to a total of just over €170,0009. A further seven applications 
were pending a final decision with grant aid already sanctioned but not yet paid, and the 
remainder of applications had not yet been processed (Department of Community Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs, 2008).  

4.13 The majority of applicants for the scheme are from Co. Cork islands (nine out of the 16 
applicants), with three from Mayo, and two from Galway (Inishbofin). Moreover, four of the five 
applications paid related to capital procurement for fisheries and/or transport. Of the balance of 
the 16 applications received, these generally related to property renovations and the 
tourism/hospitality sector. 

4.14 By end-2009, a total of 24 applications had been received. 

                    Table 4.1: Non-Gaeltacht Islands Enterprise Scheme Take-Up 

Year Applications 
Received 

Applications 
Sanctioned 

2006 7 4 

2007 6 0 

2008 6 5 

2009 5 0 

Source: Islands Division, Department of Community, Equality and 
Gaeltacht Affairs 

 

4.15 In the course of this study, the authors also sought to ascertain the perspectives of island 
entrepreneurs vis-à-vis the grant scheme. A number of interviewees described the scheme and 
the process of application as confusing and time-consuming. The perception is that on non-
Gaeltacht islands there is a multiplicity of agencies involved in economic development and 
business support – Comhar na nOileán, the local authorities, the CEBs and the Department of 
Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs – and that this can be confusing.  By contrast, on 
Gaeltacht islands there is just one main agency, Údarás na Gaeltachta.  

4.16 This perception is, however, incorrect as Gaeltacht islands are served in this regard by two 
organisations, Údarás na Gaeltachta and Comhar na nOileán while non-Gaeltacht islands are 
also effectively served by two bodies; the local CEB and Comhar na nOileán. 

4.17 The application process is also perceived to be much simpler for Gaeltacht islands. It is felt by 
many of those interviewed that there are differences in how different CEBs are administering the 

                                                   
9 The number of actual posts (or type – full or part-time) associated with these applications was unknown at the time of writing. 
However, the authors understand that the absolute number is likely to be small. 
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Enterprise Grant Scheme on the non-Gaeltacht islands and that this lack of standardisation adds 
to the confusion surrounding the scheme for these islands. 

4.18 Despite this, the relevant CEB for Cork reported that there was in general good feedback for the 
scheme (the majority of applicants have been from the Cork islands) and that the chief time lapse 
occurs at the beginning of the process in preparing an acceptable business plan and making the 
initial application to the CEB. Once initial approval has been given by the CEB, there is usually a 
quick turnaround. 

4.19 At the time of writing, this scheme has been suspended due to current economic conditions. 

Údarás na Gaeltachta Enterprise Supports 

4.20 Údarás na Gaeltachta (or Údarás) is the regional authority charged with the economic, social and 
cultural development of the Gaeltacht areas on the mainland as well as the relevant islands. The 
islands falling under the Údarás remit are: Cléire, Árainn, Inis Meáin, Inis Oírr, Inis Bigil, Árainn 
Mhór and Toraigh. Currently, over 8,000 people are employed in Údarás client companies in all 
Gaeltacht areas.  

4.21  Údarás provides assistance and incentives to start-up businesses and to existing enterprises 
wishing to locate, develop and expand in the Gaeltacht regions. The assistance offered is both 
financial and non-financial. The key business sectors focused on by Údarás include: 

 Globally traded services 

 Manufacturing 

 ICT (Information Communication Technology) 

 Engineering and Manufacturing 

 Life sciences 

 Audio visual and digital media 

 Food processing 

 Fish farming/ processing 

 Tourism 

 Arts and crafts 

 

4.22 Údarás provides financial assistance through a number of specific measures:  

 Feasibility study grants 

 Research and development grants 

 Capital grants 

 Employment grants 

 Training grants 

 Equity investment 
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 Marketing schemes 

 

4.23 Údarás also can provide non-financial support to eligible start-ups or existing companies looking 
to expand, and this assistance takes the form of: 

 Assistance with workspace requirements. Údarás have ready-to-occupy factories, 
workspace, buildings, offices, on individual sites and within industrial parks 
available. Assistance could also be available for custom-built accommodation 

 Help in the selection, recruitment and training of staff. Assistance could also be 
available in management training for small companies 

 Business start-up guidance from experienced Údarás executives. Legal advice 
and guidance also available. 

 

4.24 Specific assistance measures also apply to business and start-ups on the relevant islands in 
Údarás’ remit, including: 

 Employment grants for each full and part-time job created (€13,000 and €6,500 
respectively). There is additional grant aid – up to €2,500 above the employment 
grant per job – for each high skilled position in a language based business. 

 Provision of enterprise space for both qualifying private enterprises and 
community projects at a rate which is on average 80 per cent cheaper than the 
mainland. This is a key prerequisite for any employment creation measure on the 
islands. 

 Grant aid for non-trading community projects such as those developed through 
the co-ops or community based companies. 

 Grant aid up to €200,000 over a three year period as per de Minimis regulations. 

 
Application Process 
4.25 Eligibility for funding and amounts granted to an enterprise depends on the type of business 

proposed, geographical location, skills level required, and the potential employment level of the 
project.  

4.26 All business proposals are assessed by Údarás on an individual basis, and Údarás requires that 
all proposals must demonstrate their viability, funding, market potential, and must show that the 
necessary management and technical expertise is available to establish the new industry or 
service on a stable foundation.  

4.27 A fundamental criteria for support by Údarás is that supported businesses must agree to promote 
and develop the use of Irish in their activities.  
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Take-up and Impact 
4.28 More than 8,000 people were employed in Údarás client companies throughout all Gaeltacht 

areas by 2008. Assistance approved by Údarás has supported the creation of almost 400 jobs on 
the islands. Indeed, there is a general perception that the Gaeltacht islands tend to fare better 
than the non-Gaeltacht islands.  

4.29 For instance, the Aran Islands (cumulatively) have previously recorded relatively good 
dependency ratios and unemployment and participation rates whilst the number of enterprise 
support applications on such islands is higher than under the Department scheme (for the non-
Gaeltacht islands). Indeed, such factors may reflect the fact that the Gaeltacht islands benefit 
from the interventions of a dedicated agency allied to the work of the Department. 

 

 

4.30 Table 4.3 outlines the total amount of grant assistance approved by Údarás over 2004-2007. 
Capital grants approved make up the largest portion of this assistance with a cumulative total of 
€46.7m approved over the four year period. The amount rose significantly from 2004 to 2006 
from €7.6m to €18.8m, but then dropped by over €6m from 2006-2007.  

4.31 The value of grants approved for training have also increased steadily over the period, from 
€5.3m to €8.5m. A total of €15.5m has been approved by Údarás for employment over the period 
and held relatively steady year-on-year since 2006. Other grants approved have almost tripled 
from €3.9 in 2004 being approved to €9.5m in 2007. The trends are displayed in Figure 4.1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4.2 Full-time and part-time jobs created with Údarás na 
Gaeltachta assistance on the offshore islands 

Year Full-time Positions Part-time/Seasonal Positions 

2004 162 320 

2005 178 388 

2006 177 302 

2007 179 270 

2008 200 161 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta, 2009 
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Table 4.3: Total Grants Approved by Udárás 2004-2007 

Year Capital Employment Training Other 

2004 €7,656,449 €5,252,650 €5,281,129 €3,836,861 

2005 €8,072,898 €2,875,720 €5,164,099 €3,970,250 

2006 €18,788,413 €3,898,450 €7,644,734 €4,228,012 

2007 €12,253,934 €3,473,650 €8,537,445 €9,578,992 

Total €46,771,694 €15,500,470 €26,627,407 €21,614,115 

Source: Udárás na Gaeltachta Annual Reports 2004-2007 

 
Figure 4.1: Trends in Grant Amounts Approved by Údarás na Gaeltachta 2004-2008 

Total Grants Approved by Udaras 2004-2007

€0

€2,000,000

€4,000,000

€6,000,000

€8,000,000

€10,000,000

€12,000,000

€14,000,000

€16,000,000

€18,000,000

€20,000,000

2004 2005 2006 2007

Capital Employment Training Other
 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta Annual Reports 2004-2007 

 

4.32 As Table 4.4 below shows, Árainn has been the largest recipient of Udárás grants from 2004-
2008, with businesses and services on the island receiving €1.2m over the period. Over the 
same time frame, Toraigh has received the lowest value overall in grant assistance from Udárás, 
receiving a total of just under €200,000 from 2004-2008. Between 2005 to 2008, the amount of 
grant assistance being paid by Udárás declined, dropping from just over €1m in 2005 to less than 
€300,000 in 2008; a drop of over 66 per cent.  
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4.33 Árainn applicants received €35,000 in grant assistance in 2008; this represents a reduction of 90 
per cent compared to 2004. Inis Oirr and Toraigh businesses didn’t receive any funding in 
200710.  

4.34 Likewise, Inis Meáin received no Udárás Grants in 2006 but received more than €200,000 over 
the period 2007 to 2008. A significant proportion of that assistance went to one business on the 
island (see Appendix 7 for the types of business that have been supported on the islands from 
2004-2008). 

Table 4.4: Udárás Grants Paid to Island Businesses and Services, 2004-2008 

Year 
Island 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Árainn €356,606 €553,178 €206,739 €91,423 €35,360 €1,243,306 

Inis Oirr €100,731 €246,987 €118,116 - €34,353 €500,187 

Cléire €64,703 €118,421 €87,808 €90,228 €25,024 €386,183 

Árainn Mhór €129,334 €106,196 €20,488 €24,046 €19,361 €299,425 

Inis Meáin €30,540 €3,300 - €103,122 €104,557 €241,519 

Toraigh €118,384 €1,892 €28,367 - €49,869 €198,512 

Total €800,298 €1,029,974 €461,518 €308,819 €268,524 €2,869,132 

Source: Udárás na Gaeltachta administrative data supplied to FGS 2009 

 

4.35 During our consultation process on the different islands for which Údarás has responsibility, the 
general feeling was that Údarás was seen as helpful for those in business on the island. 
However a number of interviewees pointed out that the application process can be sometimes 
quite bureaucratic. Also, it was felt amongst a number of island businesses that although funding 
is available, it doesn’t take account of the VAT costs and that it is difficult to find the remaining 
matched funding.  

4.36 It was also highlighted by a number of participants – at focus groups and in individual meetings – 
that in a small island community, the economic or business and social life of the island cannot be 
separated. Údarás has a specific cultural and social mission and thus funds a range of strategic 
language and cultural initiatives as well as supporting the Irish language through its own 
practices. Similarly, Údarás has a specific social mission, facilitating and funding community 
cooperatives and community development companies in the Gaeltacht.  

 

                                                   
10 It is unclear from the statistics received from Udárás whether this phenomenon is due to lack of applications or requests for 
assistance from those islands. 
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Other Agency Perspectives 

National Rural Development Programme  
4.37 The LEADER programme provides funding for projects which do not come under the auspices of 

other grants programmes or funding provided by other agencies. During the 2000-2006 funding 
period a total of €1.5m was provided to Comhdháil under the National Rural Development 
Programme 2000-2006. During the administration of this programme there were 389 applications 
for funding, with just under 250 of these being approved for funding.  

4.38 A breakdown of the grants awarded in Comhdháil’s various Annual Reports indicated that a large 
proportion of those funded applications were in relation to rural tourism; this sector received 40 
per cent of the available budget. A further 19 per cent of these funds were allocated to training. In 
addition to the €1.5m provided through the LEADER funds an additional €1.7m was provided in 
private sector-matched funding.  

4.39 Under the new round of funds (announced in November 2008), €4.6m was awarded to Comhar 
na nOileán11.  As Comhdháil’s new sister company, Comhar na nOileán is charged with the 
delivery of funds for the islands under this programme.  

County Enterprise Boards 
4.40 The primary role of the CEB with regard to enterprise support for the islands concerns the 

administration of the Enterprise Scheme for non-Gaeltacht islands. However, each CEB is 
charged with the specific function of providing an integrated package of assistance to small and 
micro enterprises within the county through providing assistance to new business start-ups and 
encouraging the expansion and growth of existing small business.  

4.41 In line with NDP objectives,  there has been a shift in CEB activity from providing direct financial 
assistance to the softer forms of support such as advice, mentoring, training and development 
including: 

 Advice on the eligibility of projects for assistance.  

 Advice on the structure and content of business plans.  

 Information on other supports available to small enterprises.  

 Marketing and general business advice.  

 Business Skills training designed to give Promoters the skills to grow and expand 
their business.  

 Management Development training to enhance the management skills of 
owner/managers 

 

                                                   
11 The newly formed LEADER /Partnership Company for the inhabited offshore islands of Ireland –  the company will have an 
extended brief to cover delivery of Rural Development and LCDP programmes and will take over as the implementing body for 
the Rural Social Scheme on Ireland’s islands. 
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4.42 There has also been a change in policy away from direct financial assistance towards an 
increasing recourse to repayable forms of assistance. The CEBs also give priority to 
manufacturing and internationally-traded service companies which over time may develop into 
strong export entities. 

4.43 CEBs may provide grant assistance to micro-enterprises (10 employees maximum) in the start-
up and expansion phases in manufacturing, tourism, internationally traded services and certain 
local services in particular where women are returning to workforce, the unemployed and those 
who have been made redundant (Forfás, 2007, Mapping of Initiatives to Support 
Entrepreneurship in Ireland). 

Fáilte Ireland 
4.44 Fáilte Ireland is a key body vis-à-vis economic development on the off-shore islands due to the 

importance of tourism – and the various spin-off and related industries – to the island economies. 
At the time of writing, the off-shore islands are covered by the various regional tourism 
operational plans. However, Fáilte Ireland is now developing an “island product” which is a single 
strategy for the development and promotion of tourism on Ireland’s islands.  

4.45 In the case of Inis Oirr (located in Co. Galway), however, this is already problematic. The majority 
of tourists to the island come via a non-subsidised ferry from Doolin (Co. Clare) which is in a 
different tourism authority to that which governs the Aran Islands. As such there is perception 
that there is a real gap in how and where the island is marketed. Furthermore concerns over the 
state of the pier at Doolin mean that there is a real concern there will be a significant drop in 
tourist numbers should the pier close or fall into further dis-repair.  

4.46 In terms of investment support for tourism development and tourism products, under the NDP 
€137m was allocated to Fáilte Ireland for the Tourism Product Development Sub-Programme. 
Fáilte Ireland has set aside €28m for the development of activity/adventure products as follows:  

 Water-sports centres and boat rental.  

 Outdoor activity centres and facilities.  

 Learn to/resource facilities.  

 Equestrian/horse riding facilities.  

 Angling.  

 

4.47 There will be a minimum eligible investment level of €250,000 pertaining to activity/adventure 
project proposals.  

4.48 In the region of €25m is planned to be allocated under the Sub-Programme Infrastructure Fund. 
The developments eligible to be funded under this component of the Sub-Programme are as 
follows:  
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 Looped Walking Routes  

 The National Coastal Walk  

 Angling Facilities  

 Environmental Management  

 Pilot Beach Management Projects  

 Rural Heritage Trails and Signage 

 

4.49 While the off-shore islands are not specified under these sub-programmes by Fáilte Ireland, the 
potential for supporting development of tourism enterprises on the islands are enhanced by the 
availability of such targeted funding. At time of writing however there is no clear data on how 
much if any of these funds have been directed to island businesses. 

4.50 Fáilte Ireland is the body responsible for ensuring that accommodation standards meet visitor 
needs. It carries out this function by setting the requirements for the various categories of 
accommodation and through processes for the regular monitoring of the standards in hotels and 
all other forms of approved accommodation. In our interviews and focus groups, however, there 
was in general a negative attitude towards Fáilte Ireland in this regard. For example on the Aran 
Islands, it was felt that a number of B&B providers find the Fáilte Ireland processes to be too 
burdensome and/or expensive.  

4.51 On the other hand, a number of interviewees noted that houses that provide accommodation for 
the Irish colleges receive incentives to bring their accommodation up to the required standard, 
but similar incentives do not exist to reach the Fáilte Ireland standard of accommodation. A 
number of interviewees also reported that many accommodation providers do not believe it to be 
worthwhile to register with Fáilte Ireland as the season is so short as to render the investment 
required to achieve Fáilte Ireland approval uneconomic. 

4.52 In terms of soft supports, Fáilte Ireland also provides a Business Mentoring and Coaching 
Service offering expert guidance on a wide range of business needs through: 

 Business Clinics  

 Specialist Mentoring: areas of Specialist Mentoring include Business Planning; 
Marketing Strategies; Cost Management; Human Resources; and Revenue 

 On-site Mentoring: the On-site Mentoring option provides a maximum of 5 on-site 
visits with telephone and email support between visits to sustain progress. Over a 
six to twelve month period the mentor will guide and support the business through 
the implementation of these objectives 

 Business Workshops 

 

4.53 As part of its effort to further promote the islands as a holiday destination, Fáilte Ireland is rolling-
out a marketing campaign for the islands (the aforementioned “island product”). This campaign 



 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY EQUALITY AND GAELTACHT 
AFFAIRS 

A REVIEW OF THE EMPLOYMENT NEEDS AND THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL OF THE ISLANDS 

AUGUST 2010 

 
 

 
 57 

draws together all information about the islands and markets them as a tourist destination. As 
part of this campaign, Fáilte Ireland has developed a website and brochure.  

Local Authorities 
4.54 A recurrent theme throughout our research was the negative perception of the local authorities, 

particularly with regard to the planning process. It is felt that planning laws and regulations are 
essentially stifling economic development on the islands and that the process is implemented in 
an inflexible manner which does not serve the needs of those living and working in island 
communities.  

4.55 However it is unclear whether this is specific to the islands and whether this is solely based on 
the bad experiences of a small number of individuals. 

An International Comparator – The Scottish Case 

4.56 The Scottish Government’s economic and community development agency for the islands is 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE). HIE aims to build sustainable economic growth in all 
parts of the Highlands and Islands. The main focus of activities for HIE is to improve the region’s 
performance and its contribution to the economic growth of Scotland. To do so HIE aims to 
deliver an integrated strategic approach to development, focusing its activities under three broad 
headings as dictated by the Scottish Government's Economic Strategy:  

 Supporting high growth businesses and sectors, so raising growth rates across 
the area  

 Creating the infrastructure and conditions to improve regional competitiveness  

 Strengthening communities, especially in the fragile parts of the area which 
includes the Shetland, Orkney and Western Isles. 

 

4.57 The HIE Operational Plan for 2008-2011 outlines investment priorities for an annual budget of 
£85-90m. The Scottish Government's skills strategy (Skills for Scotland) also informs HIE’s remit. 

Case Study 1: Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

HIE works with businesses which have high growth potential and aspirations and with partners to 
deliver transformational projects which can have a significant economic impact beyond local 
markets. 

Support is targeted towards the business sectors which are particularly important to the area and 
offer the best potential for achieving sustainable economic growth locally and regionally. 

These sectors are: 

 creative industries 

 energy 

 financial and business services 
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Case Study 1: Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

 food and drink 

 life sciences 

 tourism 

HIE focus is on working closely with around 4-500 businesses throughout the Highlands and Islands 
which can operate regionally, nationally and internationally, helping them improve competitiveness 
and productivity, therefore targeting assistance towards clients which will achieve the greatest 
impact for the regional economy. 

There is a concentration on helping businesses of growth improve their skills in leadership; 
international business; innovation and research and development; investment finance; adoption and 
use of technology, and people and skills development. 

Businesses with the potential for high growth may be eligible to apply to HIE for financial support. 
This can be provided by loans, equity investment, or, in some cases, capital grants. In HIE’s fragile 
areas focussed in the West and Northwest of Scotland, the minimum grant threshold for capital 
grants is £5,000. In all other parts of the Highlands and Islands, the minimum capital grant threshold 
is £25,000 per application. 

Like Údarás in Ireland, HIE also invests in new property every year helping create infrastructure for 
sustainable businesses and communities. The majority of the property programme is geared to meet 
the requirements of specific clients. In remote or fragile areas, buildings may be provided for lease 
where demand exceeds supply, constraining growth opportunities. 

Strengthening communities is also a fundamental aspect of the HIE approach to development. HIE 
assists communities to provide facilities, deliver services and create employment opportunities. 
Resources are focussed especially on fragile areas where disadvantage, peripherally, lack of local 
resources and constrained service provision are most keenly felt. 

 

Social enterprises: supporting community-based open-membership social enterprises which 
generate income for community benefit. 

Community assets: helping community groups acquire and improve assets such as land and 
property which have the potential to generate income.  

Capacity building: helping communities gain the information, knowledge, skills, confidence, 
leadership and infrastructure needed to manage and profit from their assets. Assistance for capacity 
building is judged on a case-by-case basis.  

 

HIE works closely with a number of partner agencies and organisations including: 

Business Gateway Service: the provision of advice and information for new and small businesses; 
the service is managed by local authorities 

Skills Development Scotland 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig: provides grant assistance to Gaelic projects across the area. 

HI-Arts: offers advice and guidance on a wide variety of arts and cultural projects, together with 
some grant assistance for specific projects. 
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Case Study 1: Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

Community Energy Scotland (CES): a Scottish charity which works across Scotland to help 
communities develop sustainable energy projects.  

Growing Community Assets: a BIG Lottery programme to assist communities to acquire and manage 
assets. HIE leads a consortium to deliver this programme across Scotland. 

Source: HIE, 2008, A Guide to our Services, retrieved from www.hie.co.uk 

 

Concluding Comments 

4.58 The supports available for micro-enterprises outlined in this section are generic to all businesses 
being established on the islands. A comparison was also drawn to the supports available on the 
Scottish Islands. The next section of the report focuses on specific growth centres and the 
options for development. 
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5 POTENTIAL GROWTH CENTRES: OPTIONS FOR 
DEVELOPMENT 

Introduction 

5.1 As previously outlined, the development of a sustainable enterprise on the islands is dependent 
on the characteristics of the individual entrepreneur as well as the provision of support from key 
Government Agencies. The islands present opportunities for the development of micro-
enterprises in a number of specific sectors. For example, the use of the natural resources of the 
land and sea present opportunities for developing enterprises in areas such as branded food 
produce and aquaculture activities.  

5.2 A key source of economic activity for many individuals on the islands is related to tourism.  This 
sector presents significant potential for the creation of employment on the islands and 
surrounding areas with the provision of certain tourism services providing a ripple effect to the 
creation of additional employment downstream (i.e. suppliers, etc).  

Scope for New Micro-enterprise in Ireland 

5.3 In 2007, Forfás published an entrepreneurship policy statement for Ireland; Towards Developing 
an Entrepreneurship Policy. The key goal, under this statement is to optimise the number of 
start-up businesses and in particular to maximise the number of start-ups aspiring to and 
achieving high growth. The statement also set out a number of key strategic objectives: 

 Maintaining and further developing an environment that is conducive to 
entrepreneurship; 

 Ensuring a flow of future entrepreneurs by leveraging a positive culture and the 
resources of the education system; 

 Harnessing the entrepreneurial potential of women and immigrants within the 
population; 

 Strengthening the capabilities of entrepreneurs to improve their capacity and 
aspiration for growth; 

 Maximising the number of entrepreneurs with an international focus; and 

 Delivering policy and initiatives in a coherent manner across the public sector in a 
way that is conducive to entrepreneurship and which maximises the potential of 
ambitious entrepreneurs. 

 

5.4 The most recent Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM, 2007) statistics for Ireland show that 
over the period January 2004 to June 2007, on average 2,700 businesses started every month in 
Ireland (Fitzsimmons and O’Gorman, 2007). In 2007, just over 8 per cent of adults were early 
stage entrepreneurs, 9 per cent were owner-managers of businesses older than 42 months and 
115,000 people (or one in 24) were actively planning to start a new business (nascent 
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entrepreneurs). At the time of publication of that report, Ireland was to the fore in Europe and the 
OECD in terms of entrepreneurship activity.  

5.5 While it is a difficult and in-exact exercise to disaggregate these statistics to level of individual 
islands in Ireland, it is clear from our consultations that, generally-speaking, high growth 
international market-ready products and services are not being developed on the islands (with a 
few minor exceptions). Rather, island businesses are focused primarily on agriculture and the 
tourism/hospitality sectors whilst many constitute micro-enterprises serving a relatively small 
year-round local market bolstered by the summer tourist season. Also, a key theme emerging 
from these consultations was that a small number of individuals ran multiple businesses on the 
island constituting the majority of the enterprise and employment activity present. 

5.6 However, enthusiasm with regard to the development of new enterprises on the islands was 
evident throughout our visits to each island and figures provided by Comhdháil indicate that over 
50 islanders have undertaken at least one of the modules in the Business Development for 
Island Entrepreneurs course which was organised by Comhdháil in conjunction with GMIT. 
Moreover, 30 island-based tourism providers have participated in Tourism Networks (funded by 
Fáilte Ireland and run by GMIT).  

Micro-enterprise and the islands 
5.7 In considering the employment needs and development potential of the islands, the authors also 

consulted with a leading Irish academic in the field of entrepreneurship studies. He emphasised 
that there is strong evidence to support an argument in favour of supporting existing successful 
businesses in small communities which have already proved themselves rather than supporting a 
disparate array of new start-ups as the existing business has in a sense already proved itself. We 
believe that this is reflected by our aforementioned observation that a small number of individuals 
ran multiple successful businesses on the islands visited. 

5.8 Support in this case does not necessarily need to be financial but can also take the form of 
mentoring, peer-to-peer supports or helping people to access credit. Interestingly, a number of 
business owners we spoke with on the islands also re-iterated that mentoring and networking 
outside of the Údarás and CEB channels would be beneficial.  

5.9 In Ireland, island communities have a very small local market, and thus it can be difficult to start 
up, expand and grow. In this regard, Comhdháil have made a number of recommendations for 
supporting and sustaining enterprise and employment on the islands of Ireland. These are 
summarised in Figure 5.1 below. 
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Figure 5.1: Recommendations from Comhdháil on Developing Island Enterprise 

 Those involved in fishing and farming and other traditional island occupations are to be supported 
in finding ways of sustaining these activities and/or diversifying into fields where they can use 
their skills, knowledge and other resources. 

 Those currently involved in enterprises on the islands to be given mentoring support. 

 Islanders living on the non-Gaeltacht islands to be facilitated in applying for Enterprise Grants. 
The ceiling on grants to be increased to take into account the real costs of developing enterprises 
on islands. 

 New attractive employment and enterprise opportunities, in particular opportunities for young 
people, women and third level graduates to be created on the islands.  

 Government departments, local authorities and other statutory bodies to be encouraged to 
consider outsourcing some of their administrative and research work to the islands. 

 Universities and colleges of further education to be encouraged to locate research and study 
centres on the islands. 

 Islanders and non-islanders with donor/mentoring/ capital/enterprise potential to be encouraged to 
donate/invest their resources in the islands. 

 An electronic register for those interested in relocating to the islands and a register for islands 
where details of employment/enterprise opportunities, housing, etc can be logged to be set up to 
facilitate relocation to and resettlement on the islands. 

 Island co-ops/development companies to be supported in developing a profile of their island with 
information on services, demographics, skills etc. which would be useful for potential 
employers/employees/entrepreneurs. 

 Island children and young people to be encouraged to envisage a future for themselves in 
eventually settling on the islands. 

 The Minister with responsibility for the islands should set up an advisory committee to advise on 
Enterprise and Employment matters on the islands. The committee to consist of islanders with 
proven entrepreneurial ability and experts on rural development/small business 
development/economics. 

Source: Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann – retrieved from www.oileain.ie March 27 2009 

 

Branded Produce and Niche Markets 

5.10 Agriculture and fisheries have always played a key role in terms of economic activity on the 
islands. For instance, while in the past agriculture provided a full-time source of income, the 
viability of farming as a primary or sole income source has become unsustainable. To this end, 
many islanders supplement part-time farming with other sources of economic activity (for 
example, tourism).  

5.11 While there is a move away from more mainstream farming and fishing activities, there is 
potential for the development of niche products which could be branded as island produce. 
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5.12 The issue of branded produce was explored in the consultations with islanders. Due to the 
relatively small nature of local markets it would be necessary to market branded produce to an 
export market. Indeed, although we do not under-estimate the scale of the challenge associated 
with breaking into new markets, we know that island-based enterprises have done so 
successfully in the past. For instance, the Inis Meáin knitwear company produces high-end 
knitwear products, the majority of which are exported overseas.  

5.13 Moreover, there is precedent for such a focus upon branded island produce. For instance, in an 
attempt to brand local island food produce in Denmark, the Association of Small Danish Islands 
formed the Small Island Food Network. The Network was formed in order to market their produce 
within the Danish food market. A grant was received from the Leader+ Programme in order to 
assist with the Network’s development and a well-known chef assisted with the promotion of the 
Network. In addition to this, the Network hosted a seminar for food producers which attracted 
publicity from a variety of media sources.  

5.14 The development of the Network has been piecemeal but positive with a significant number of 
producers getting involved. The primary marketing tool for the Network is the emphasis on the 
quality of the food as it has been grown and farmed on the small islands where there is a lot of 
sun and the soil is special in terms of salt and other minerals (www.europeansmallislands.net).  

5.15 Consequently, the authors believe that there is potential to foster a network of niche food 
producers across the islands and to further exploit opportunities with regard to branded island 
produce and services in a range of fields including, but not limited to, island-grown vegetables, 
seafood produce and water-based activities (albeit that any new enterprises are likely to be on a 
small scale). However, in order for this potential to be realised it will be necessary to allocate 
responsibility for driving this agenda to a specified body. Although both Udárás na Gaeltachta 
and Enterprise Ireland may be well placed to take on this role, it is the view of the authors that 
responsibility for exploring the potential of such produce (including logistical and capacity issues) 
should form part of the remit of the proposed inter-agency oversight and implementation body12. 

5.16 In the pages that follow, we explore a number of themes relating to branded island produce in 
greater detail. 

Fisheries and Seafood Produce 
5.17 Traditionally, the islands of Ireland have relied heavily on fishing as a key source of employment 

and income to sustain the local economies. In recent times, however, this traditional source of 
income has been in consistent decline. It is important to note that the majority of those individuals 
who engaged in the consultation process on the islands felt that fishing as the traditional way of 
life on the island had been all but completely eroded. Many of those still engaged in fishing also 
have supplemental income sources (i.e. tourist activities, small-holding farming, etc).  

5.18 In recent times the larger fishing trawlers that put to sea on a year round basis are constructed, 
maintained and docked off-island in larger ports such as Ros a Mhíl, Killybegs and Baltimore, 

                                                   
12 This high-level body would have responsibility for coordinating initiatives, developing the potential associated with branded 
and niche produce and advising the Minister on enterprise and employment vis-à-vis the islands.  
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even though they may be owned, skippered or crewed by islanders. Despite the decline and 
falling numbers involved in the industry on a full-time basis fishing still provides an important 
income source for island economies. A report by MERC Consultants and Nautilus Consultants 
prepared on behalf of Comhdháil in 2007 found that a proportion of the income from these fishing 
operations will find its way directly or indirectly back onto the islands and into the islands’ 
economies.  

5.19 This may come through the wages given to the crew and skipper, or may come from the 
redeployment of profits in island-related investments such as buildings and businesses. Many 
island men work the larger boats during the winter months, and the island’s smaller boats during 
the summer. This way they are able to generate income across the year, whilst exploiting island 
linkage to the full. For the owners of these larger vessels, many of whom are islanders 
themselves, they maximise the support they can give to the islands economies (2007, Comhdháil 
Oileáin na hÉireann).  

5.20 In that 2007 report, a SWOT analysis for fisheries on the Gaeltacht islands is presented. In spite 
of the numerous threats and weaknesses inherent in development of fisheries for the islands, 
there are also clear opportunities for growth presented given appropriate and targeted support in 
terms of infrastructural development and changes to the legislative and regulatory environment. 
The SWOT analysis from that research is summarised in Figure 5.2 below. 

Figure 5.2: Summary of SWOT Analysis 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Fisheries for shellfish in the main are non – 
quota 

Relative high value of landed species 

Uses sustainable fishing techniques 

Fishing compatible with island life styles 

Recent policy of improved management of 
inshore fisheries 

Role in preserving Gaelic culture 

Established sales and marketing 
organisations 

Low level of return / subsistence nature of 
fisheries 

Illegal fishing – contributes significantly to the 
‘grey-economy’ 

General lack of policy, financial support and 
carry-through 

Lack of investment in infrastructure 

Lack of representation 

Peripherality / vulnerability of island 
economies 

Poor transport infrastructure in rural areas 

Opportunities Threats 

New fishery opportunities 

Schemes to encourage new entrants and 
expansion such as LEADER and the RSS 

Preservation of cultural diversity 

Greater enforcement and control 

Declining resources and increased 
competition 

Cessation of salmon drift netting 2007 

Declining island populations 

Increasing operating costs 
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Food product certification 

Greater organisation and representation 

Fishing targeted as means of protecting 
vulnerable island economies 

Identifiable through the Register of Fishing 
Vessels 

Role in protecting the environment 

Growing negative image 

EU and national fisheries legislations 

Lack of enforcement, controls 

Unsustainable fishing practices 

Environmental change and coastal 
development causing environmental stress 

Lack of clear policy in coastal zone 
management. 

Continued under-investment in infrastructure 

Source: Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann  (2007), An Assessment of Fisheries on the Gaeltacht 
Islands of Ireland: Sustaining Island traditions 

 

5.21 There is also a real perception amongst all island communities that EU regulations have in the 
past – and still continue to – stifle the development of fishing not just on the islands, but the 
industry as a whole in Ireland. Each year the quotas are reduced further at an overall EU level. In 
this regard off shore fishing activity on the islands are part of an over all bigger picture aimed at 
the sustainability of the fishing industry across Europe. Nonetheless, it is unlikely that fishing 
quotas under the Common Fisheries Policies (CFP) will be adapted or amended to address the 
case of Ireland or its off-shore island fishing industry.  

5.22 A review of the CFP was launched by the European Commission in September 2008 and was 
led by the Directorate for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries. Thereafter, the Commission adopted a 
Green Paper on reform of the Common Fisheries Policy in April 2009 and it is intended that 
reforms will be adopted with effect from 2013. 

5.23 The Commission has stated that it wishes to see a renewed prosperity for the fisheries sector by 
returning to the exploitation of healthy and abundant stocks. To this end, the Commission has set 
out six priorities, as follows: 

 Putting an end to fleet overcapacity; 

 Refocusing the CFP’s main objective on maintaining healthy, sustainable and 
exploitable stocks; 

 Adapting the orientation of fisheries governance towards regionalised (but not 
nationalised) implementation; 

 Involving the sector further in resource management and implementation; 

 Developing a culture of compliance with rules; 

 Developing a simpler, less costly policy with greater proximity in decision-making. 

 

5.24 “Since the Green paper’s launch in April, the discussion on the CFP reform process has really 
begun to take shape…It is also apparent from the reform consultation thus far that, of the many 
issues touched upon, three in particular have received much attention. I am referring to 
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overcapacity, small-scale fisheries and regionalisation” (Speech by Commissioner Joe Borg at 
the Conference on the Green Paper, Canary Islands (Spain), 27 November 2009). 

5.25 Indeed, the impact of such restrictions on the island fishing communities has been well 
documented and Comhdháil’s (2005) report on Gaeltacht Islands Fisheries highlights the 
devastating impact that the ban on drift net salmon fishing has had. For example, the report 
notes that on Árainn Mhór (Co Donegal) a lack of investment in alternative opportunities in the 
fishing sector would mean that the current fishing fleet will be reduced by 50 per cent in the 
space of a few years.  

5.26 When considering the potential role of fisheries in delivering and supporting island employment, 
a key message emerging from our consultations related to the need to ensure that such 
restrictions – including the ban on drift net salmon fishing – should not be implemented in the 
same manner across the board. The ESIN along with individual fishermen from the islands have 
advocated for a differential approach in the application of regulation for small scale fisheries, 
particularly small island fisheries. 

5.27 It may be that rather than focussing on the drop in quotas for the islands fishing trawlers and 
fleets, that the focus moves towards how to add value to the species and catches that are 
permitted through, for example, developing fish processing or cold storage and providing 
employment and more sustainable incomes from that side of the fishing industry, rather than 
through the primary sector. 

5.28 For existing fleets and trawlers operating from the islands, the development of appropriate 
infrastructure is crucial to stimulating fishing and income from fishing on the islands. However, in 
most cases the island harbours are unsuitable for larger boats. Currently on Inis Mór, it is hoped 
that the development of the new pier will stimulate the island economy through individuals or 
families whose income is derived from fishing (re-) locating to the island.  

5.29 However, despite the difficulties facing the fisheries sector it is the view of many of the islanders 
consulted that there remains scope for this sector to deliver and sustain employment (albeit on a 
small scale) across a number of fields including smoking, packing and added-value seafood 
produce. Indeed, as described in the SWOT above, shellfish generally is non-quota but for luxury 
species such as lobster the key issue for fishermen is the price for the catch at market 
throughout the year which can (depending on the season) increase or decrease by over 100 per 
cent.  
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Case Study 2: Lobster Holding Facility, Inis Oirr 

The Lobster holding Facility on Inis Oirr is an example of a community enterprise that has 
developed without direct public funding. However, both GMIT and BIM have given this project 
a high level of support.  

The idea behind the facility is to counter the market price variances for lobster and other shell 
fish over the year. The market price of lobster for example, is highly dependent on supply and 
demand, and the price to fishermen for the product can vary as much as 100% throughout 
the year. An oversupply can lead to prices as low as €12 per kilo, while at peak demand 
lobster prices can rise to over €30 per kilo. The lobster holding facility on Inis Oirr uses 
technology developed by GMIT in order to keep water temperatures low enough to slow 
down the metabolism of the shellfish so they can be stored for market in live condition for a 
number of months. 

The facility was developed on a 12 month trial in August 2007 from GMIT under a grant from 
Enterprise Ireland. BIM are also involved in supporting the project. The trial continued 
following this as the set up took up a large proportion of the initial trial year. 

No-one is directly employed to run the facility as the fishermen run it themselves i.e. they 
check the machine on a daily basis to ensure there are no dead fish in the machine. There 
are eight fishermen involved in the facility. The fishermen formed a sub-committee under the 
co-op and it is run by the co-op through the fishermen, who get the profits from the sale of 
lobsters. Profits are used to pay for any costs associated with the maintenance and up keep 
of the facility. The co-op is a not-for profit organisation and therefore, does not make a profit 
from the lobsters but facilitates the sustainability of the fisherman’s occupation.  

The lobsters are sold at a once a year sale but in some instances are bought by one buyer. 
The committee are currently looking at ways in which sales can be held throughout the year 
as it is felt there is too much dependence on one sale. Also the fishermen have applied under 
the salmon hardship fund to undertake a study to look at selling the fish throughout the year. 
In addition to this they have applied for an innovation voucher under Enterprise Ireland to 
undertake a feasibility study on the bio-security of the building.  

The co-op are also in ongoing consultations with GMIT in relation to getting courses to up 
skill the fishermen to do their own sampling of the fish. 

 

5.30 Interestingly, on Inis Oirr a new facility – run by the co-op and a sub-committee of lobster 
fishermen – has been developed by GMIT which aimed to store live lobster live and to ensure 
that a fair price and a regular supply (insofar as this is possible) can be maintained throughout 
the year. 

5.31 The example of the lobster holding facility shows how value is currently being added to the 
existing catch capacity of the island, providing a more sustainable income for fishing families on 
the island and how new and innovative approaches to fisheries and seafood produce can yield 
real employment benefit to island communities. 
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Development of Aqua Culture  
5.32 During the course of consultations with island business people and inhabitants the development 

and expansion of aquaculture and fish farming was regularly proposed as having potential for 
success for the island economies. This belief is echoed at institutional level. BIM recognises the 
potential for growth in the area, noting that Irish aquaculture has created a niche place in the 
market and has earned an international reputation in today's seafood world for its consistently 
high quality and pristine conditions of production. Irish aquaculture products demand higher price 
segmentation than similar products from other origins, due to consumer recognition of and 
demand for the Irish origin (retrieved from www.bmi.ie “Aquaculture Myth Busters”, April 3, 2009).  

5.33 In 2007, the total production volume of the shellfish and finfish sectors was 48,350 tonnes, with 
most produce being exported. In particular a number of species showed higher growth in 2007, 
namely gigas oysters, scallop, and native oysters. Almost 2,000 people were employed in the 
sector in 2007 – 686 full time jobs, 478 part-time posts and 817 were employed on a casual basis 
(Marine Institute, BIM, and Údarás na Gaeltachta, 2008).  

5.34 According to BIM, national broad acceptance of the fish farming industry, along with market 
demand for aquaculture products, suggests that the potential for this industry could be of real 
economic significance to rural areas. BIM cite the example of Clare Island in Co Mayo where the 
community was in decline until the advent of aquaculture activities. Developing technologies 
have also provided more skilled and technical posts, meaning that highly qualified people who 
would previously have had to leave to find work are now able to stay in the region. 

5.35 A 2007 technical report commissioned jointly by BIM and the Marine Institute arising from the 
Farming the Deep Blue conference (2004) highlighted 15 potential off-shore sites as possible 
aquaculture locations, based on water depth, shelter and proximity of landing facilities. Of the 15, 
five pilot sites were identified: off Gola Island in Co. Donegal, off Inisturk in Co. Mayo, Northeast 
of Skerd Rocks in South Connemara, off Inis Oirr, and in Dunmanus Bay in Cork (BIM and the 
Marine Institute, 2007, Off-shore Aquaculture Development in Ireland: Next Steps). The process 
of monitoring and establishing the dynamics of these sites and matching them with the available 
technology is due for completion in 2010. 

5.36 Under the NDP Seafood Development Sub-Programme €216m is due to be invested over the 
period 2007-2013. The plan covers aquaculture, as well as sea fisheries, seafood processing, 
seafood marketing and seafood training. With regards to aquaculture specifically, this measure 
will support the application of technological innovation to further develop environmentally 
sustainable techniques, including organic farming, and achieve successful diversification into 
new species, while ensuring the highest international quality standards are met. It is anticipated 
that the period 2007-13 will see the emergence of a smaller number of larger operators in this 
sector, working on greater economies of scale (Government of Ireland, 2007).  

5.37 Apart from fishing and aquaculture, there are other potential opportunities for economic 
development and enterprise through the use of the marine resources on the islands. An example 
of an enterprise that has grown and developed specifically due to its island location is Bere 
Island Boatyard. The owners face similar VAT and transport costs to other island businesses 
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(see earlier sections) but have seen an opportunity for development that could benefit not just the 
business but the island economy as a whole.  

Case Study 3: Bere Island Boat Yard  

For this dry dock facility on Bere Island, in terms of the service being provided, the island 
location rather than being a disadvantage is in the owners words “superb”. It is strategically 
placed off the south west coast of Ireland and 98% of all business to the boat yard is repeat.  

Like all island businesses that we spoke with, a key issue and cost for the business is the 
issue of “double VAT” and the boat yard is no different. This coupled with transport costs to 
and from the island constitutes a significant overhead. 

However the key issue for the boatyard is the inability to access local, or even nationally 
sourced skilled labour to work at the boatyard. At present most of the workers in the facility 
have been sourced from abroad. Without skilled workers it is impossible to grow and expand 
the business. 

To combat this obstacle to the growth of the business, the owner is working with BIM, 
WCCEB, FAS and the Department to develop a FETAC course which will deliver specific 
accredited courses to train people as ship yard workers and ship builders.  Currently no such 
course exists in Ireland, meaning the owners have to source all skilled labour from abroad.  

The lack of or difficulty in accessing naval architects is also a fundamental problem for the 
Boatyard owners in terms of trying to physically expand and develop the existing facility.  

Through the development of the training course the owners are hoping to develop the Bere 
Island Boatyard from a service industry to a manufacturing one, thus giving a more 
professional service for the entire marine industry. 

Like so many island inhabitants there is a keen awareness of maintaining the natural beauty 
and landscape as much as possible, and as such the owners are  keen to develop the whole 
aspect of green energy, which will enhance the natural environment of the island. The location 
of the boatyard business is placed in a strategic geographical position in the south west corner 
of Ireland where they can avail of wind and wave energy, and is in a prime location to keep the 
carbon footprint down as Castletownbere is just a short trip away by sea. Presently they are 
growing 12 acres of miscanthus with a view to using this to fuel a CHP plant.  They are also 
hoping to install a wind generator for the boatyard. 

 
Development of Water-based Activities  
5.38 As detailed in Chapter 4, €137m was allocated to Fáilte Ireland for the Tourism Product 

Development Sub-Programme under the NDP. The authority has set aside €28m for the 
development of activity and adventure products including water sports centres, boat rental and 
outdoor activity centres and facilities. Indeed, a number of interviewees also highlighted such 
activities as potential growth areas for the island economies: “water activities would sell the 
island for people to come and visit that may not otherwise”.  

5.39 On the Cork and Galway islands, in particular, a number of interviewees pointed out that there is 
a gap at the moment vis-à-vis activities for tourists outside of walking and bike hire. There is 
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potential for water-based activities (diving, wind-surfing, surfing, kayaking); adventure centre type 
facility, or a sailing school. Such centres or activities would serve the local teenage population as 
well as the tourist market in the summer months, and the corporate get away market.  

5.40 On the Aran Islands, the marketing of the island as a spa and wellness destination was also 
proposed. The natural beauty and remoteness of the island is itself a unique tourist offering.  

Development of the Islands as a Tourist Destination 
5.41 Island occupations have moved away from traditional activities such as fishing and farming and 

towards more service-related activities. In particular, the off-shore islands have attempted to 
realise their potential as a tourist destination. Section 2 of this report outlined some of the unique 
features of the offshore islands. In particular, the rich heritage of these islands offers a distinct 
marketing tool in terms of attracting both domestic and over-seas visitors to the islands.  

5.42 In the context of considering the development potential associated with overseas visitors to the 
islands, a survey conducted by Fáilte Ireland (Fáilte Ireland, 2008) provides some interesting 
insights into the key positive and negative experiences of tourists to Ireland. The top eight 
positives identified were: 

 Beautiful scenery (89 per cent). 

 Friendly and hospitable people (87 per cent).  

 Unspoilt environment (79 per cent). 

 Safe and secure (80 per cent). 

 Nature, wildlife, flora (77 per cent). 

 Easy, relaxed pace of life (77 per cent). 

 Interesting history and culture (74 per cent). 

 Good range of natural attractions (76 per cent). 

 

5.43 The positives identified by tourists such as beautiful scenery, interesting history and culture and 
unspoilt environment are central themes to heritage tourism. The rich cultural heritage of the 
islands – alongside their environmental and scenic attributes – provides a strong product in the 
area of heritage tourism.  

5.44 Cultural tourism is an important element of attracting people to the islands. As previously 
mentioned Synge’s cottage provides a focal point for visitors on Inis Meáin while on Toraigh 
island the establishment of Dixon’s Art Gallery has attracted much interest from admirers of art 
over the years.  

5.45 The potential for tourism development on the islands is dependent on a communications strategy 
which markets the islands as a specific tourism destination. In this regard, Fáilte Ireland – with 
support from the Department – has developed a website with the primary aim of promoting the 
islands as a tourist destination (see www.irelandsislands.com). In order to further this, Fáilte 
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Ireland commissioned Ipsos MORI to undertake qualitative research as part of the development 
of the aforementioned ‘Islands of the Ireland’ product13 (Fáilte Ireland, 2008).  

5.46 This research involved consultations with both domestic and international tourists who had 
visited the islands. In addition to this, the research involved consultations with tourists who had 
not visited the islands.  The research found that many domestic tourists who had visited the 
islands were repeat visitors who were inclined to want to stay in self-catering accommodation. 
Respondents who had visited the islands noted that there was a lack of availability of food from 
the island along with a dearth of activities, particularly for children. In addition to this, it was felt 
that a scheme of general maintenance needed to be undertaken particularly with regard to litter, 
etc. The weather had an impact on the type of trip individuals would take (day-trip or overnight) 
(op cit). 

5.47 With regard to those participants who had not visited the islands, there appeared to be a low 
level of awareness with regard to the islands and what they had to offer. A primary perception 
was that there was limited activities to undertake on an island, particularly when the weather was 
bad. One perception held by tourists who had not visited the islands was that the type of people 
likely to visit the islands were generally those who had liked the outdoors and enjoyed 
undertaking nature-based activities (bird-watching, hiking, etc.). 

5.48 In order to improve the level of tourist activities on the islands, there is a need to develop a 
tourism product which makes the trip more user-friendly. For instance, there is a need to improve 
the level of information provided before tourists visit the islands and level of the information 
provided during a tourist’s visit (i.e. information at piers is paramount as this is a visitors point of 
disembarkment and first contact with the island).  

5.49 In addition to these consultations, a series of workshops were hosted in Cork and Galway by 
Fáilte Ireland. These identified a number of issues which need to be addressed in order to further 
develop the islands as a tourism offering. Essentially, each island needs to identify a core 
message to communicate to its potential tourists and Fáilte Ireland. 

5.50 A key challenge emerging from the research conducted by Ipsos MORI relates to the way in 
which tourism is marketed. For example, if local mainland hotels and B&Bs are marketing the 
islands as a day trip this will impact on the amount of economic activity brought to an island.  

5.51 Figure 5.3 below presents a summary of the positive and negatives associated with the islands 
(as captured by the aforementioned Fáilte Ireland research). 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
13 Also referred to here as the “island product” – a strategy for the development and promotion of tourism on Ireland’s islands 
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Figure 5.3: Summary of Fáilte Ireland’s Research Findings 

Positives Negatives 

Easy access to island. 

Different pace of life. 

Beautiful island in the summer – beaches, 
lighthouses and monument. 

Local ferry or shops good at providing 
maps/information. 

Ferry journey – easy and entertaining. 

Pub music – entertaining and easy to mix 
with all generations of locals 

“Very warm and welcoming community” 

Easy going and relaxed pace 

 

Lack of restaurants. 

“There are no restaurants and I feel I don’t get a 
break from cooking when I go on holidays.” 

Not enough grocery stores – lack of local fresh 
food e.g. fish. 

Limited space on ferry for cars. 

Lack of indoor facilities for children. 

“They have let the Gaelic slip here. There are not 
enough real Irish speakers. I think that’s a big 
mistake for the Island” (Domestic visitor) 

Pier – poor toilet facilities and presentation 

Pay parking at pier on mainland 

Ferry a bit shabby 
Last Ferry too early. 

Source: Ipsos MORI (2008) Development & Marketing of the Islands of the Ireland Product – 
Qualitative Research Dublin: Fáilte Ireland 

 

5.52 The workshops facilitated by Fáilte Ireland also identified marketing and awareness as a key 
area for development and put forward a series of suggestions around ways to move away from 
day trips by focusing on developing a range of activities for tourists on the islands. 

5.53 A number of these suggestions are outlined below14: 

 Provide simple practical indoor activities in existing facilities (i.e. indoor classes 
and games rooms in community centres, hotels, etc.); 

 Focus on developing unique activities and demonstrations that already exist on 
the island (i.e. lobster fishing, currach making, traditional music, etc.); and 

 Provide packaged activities – provide access to packages of activities (i.e. 
heritage packages, water-sports packages, etc); and 

 Let people know what activities exist – ensure these packages are advertised 
extensively. 

 

5.54 A primary concern expressed by islanders related to the length of the tourist season. Most of 
those consulted expressed the view that the tourist season lasted for between four to six weeks 

                                                   
14 Source: unpublished note from island workshops with Fáilte Ireland 
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(i.e. from late July to the end of August) and there is a perception amongst islanders that this is 
substantially shorter than the main tourist season on the mainland. This is an extremely short 
period of time to earn a sustainable income. Much of the continued development of tourism on 
the island is dependent on providing activities for tourists.  

5.55 During the consultations there was a strong emphasis on the development of tourist activities 
based on the history, traditions, surroundings and natural resources of the island. For example, 
on Bere Island it was felt that the development and marketing of the island’s historical potential – 
particularly with regard to the island’s military history – would assist with attracting tourists on a 
more year round basis. Additional suggestions focused on issues such as water and land-based 
activities which would attract families, groups of young people and students. 

5.56 The adequacy of current accommodation provision was also questioned during some of the 
island consultations. On Inis Mór, it was felt that while the hotel provided some level of 
accommodation there was a need for more extensive accommodation both within this hotel and 
through the construction of another. It was felt that the inclusion of a spa in the hotel would 
attract extra tourists to the island. On Árainn Mór, the provision of adequate self-catering 
accommodation was also deemed essential, particularly for attracting families with children to the 
island.  

Alternative Energy and Green-Tech 

5.57 Throughout our programme of consultations on each of the islands, it was very clear that island 
inhabitants have a high degree of environmental awareness and are eager to develop 
enterprises or implement programmes which will sustain and protect the natural environment, 
beauty and resources of the island. On Inis Mór for example, the co-op runs the recycling 
facilities, which aside from maintaining an environmentally friendly waste policy provides some 
employment for locals. On a number of islands (the Aran Islands and Inishbofin, in particular) 
eagerness was expressed by a number of interviewees about using their island as a pilot for 
implementing alternative and renewable energy through wind, wave and solar sources, and 
moving towards being a “green island” as much as possible, for new and existing businesses, 
especially tourism as well as for individual households.  

5.58 To a certain extent, the islands are already pioneers in terms of the development of alternative 
energy resources, with Oileáin Cléire and Inis Meáin having developed wind generated energy 
as early as the 1980’s. On Oileáin Cléire, the community began generating wind energy in 1986 
in order to supply the island with electricity. This was the first integrated system of its kind in 
Europe, with windmills generating electricity, batteries to store it and diesel generators for back 
up. For the following 10 years the system produced up to 70 per cent of the islands electricity 
needs. When the turbines wore out a decade later, and the island was connected to the national 
grid, the drive towards renewables and locally-produced energy lapsed somewhat.  

5.59 Also, the ESB was not interested in running the operation as it was too small for it to be 
commercially viable However, recently the islanders have installed solar panels in the local 
school, and public lighting on the slipway is also powered by solar panels. According to 



 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY EQUALITY AND GAELTACHT 
AFFAIRS 

A REVIEW OF THE EMPLOYMENT NEEDS AND THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL OF THE ISLANDS 

AUGUST 2010 

 
 

 
 74 

Comhdháil, island leaders are now trying to move towards the island being self-sufficient by 
integrating wind, wave and solar power (Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann – retrieved from 
www.oileain.ie March 27 2009). 

5.60 In the late 1990’s, a critical shortage of fresh potable water led the co-op on Inis Meáin to 
develop a desalination plant on the island. The difficulty with the process was that salt water had 
to be heated to 70 degrees Celsius and this would prove very expensive in terms of energy 
usage. In order to combat this, wind power (via three turbines) was introduced to the island to 
power the desalination plant with the excess energy sold back into the national grid. Run through 
the Co-Op, the plant is an example of a “green” project which uses the natural resources of the 
island (sea, water and wind) to provide water and energy, as well maintaining one full time job on 
the island. 

5.61 A potential green energy project that has generated interest at Comhdháil level – and which was 
also re-iterated during our consultations on Bere Island – was the growing of miscanthus grass 
(also known as “elephant grass”). This hybrid grass grows (without fertiliser) for twenty-three 
years without needing to be reseeded. It is harvested once a year in the Spring and yields up to 
eight tons per acre. According to the proposal, Bere Island farmers could potentially be paid up to 
€300 per acre and would also qualify for organic REPS payments. The grass absorbs CO2 and 
is therefore neutral in terms of greenhouse gasses.  

5.62 The energy generated by the burning of the grass would yield sufficient hot water to heat homes 
and businesses nearby and the electricity generated could be fed back into the national grid at a 
guaranteed price of 7.2 cent per KWh. Electricity could then be bought back at about 6 cent per 
KWh, under a scheme aimed at encouraging the generation of green energy (Comhdháil Oileáin 
na hÉireann – retrieved from www.oileain.ie March 27 2009). 

Current Green Tech Supports 
5.63 In terms of programmes of assistance for Irish companies striving towards developing greener 

enterprises, Enterprise Ireland offers GreenTech Support. GreenTech Support is designed to 
help Enterprise Ireland companies take advantage of the opportunities presented by integrating 
environmental sustainability into their business. The scheme builds on two existing 
environmental schemes offered by Enterprise Ireland (i.e. Environmentally Superior Products 
and Environmental Management Systems).  

5.64 These schemes have helped companies respond to legal and marketplace drivers by reducing 
the environmental impacts of their products and helping to meet environmental standards in 
industry. Enterprise Ireland's GreenTech Support offers funding towards: 

 Environmentally Superior Product which helps companies to assess opportunities 
for environmental improvement in their existing products or in a new product line 
through a process of analysis, such as Life Cycle Analysis.  

 Carbon Management/Reduction – Clients wishing to measure their carbon 
footprint can apply for support towards the cost of a qualified consultant to assist 
in establishing the footprint.  
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 Eco-Labels – Companies can seek financial support towards the cost of applying 
to NSAI and the use of the EU environmental Eco Label.  

 Environmental Standards and Management Systems – Companies can seek 
financial support to implement a range of certifiable environmental standards. 

 

5.65 In looking at potential development of alternative energy or green tech enterprises, it is 
interesting to consider the progress made in other jurisdictions. A useful example for Europe is 
Samsø Island in Denmark.  

Case Study 4: Samsø Island, Denmark 

Samsø Island, Denmark, also known as the Renewable Energy Island is the “gold standard” 
for island communities in terms of renewable energy production. In the mid 1990’s the Danish 
government held a competition for small islands to propose a realistic plan on how to convert 
to 100% renewable energy within 10 years. The island of Samsø, with its 4300 inhabitants 
won the competition, and today has a 100% renewable energy supply, mainly based on wind 
energy, but also established district heating based on solar panels, biomass and straw. 

 

The wind turbines are owned by a windmill cooperative and by individual owners. The island is 
100% self-sufficient with wind-generated electricity. About 70% of island heating needs are 
met with renewable energy, and the transportation energy consumption is 100% compensated 
by the electricity production from the off-shore wind turbines. Local public meetings and 
citizens groups worked to generate the broadest possible base of public support for these 
initiatives. 

 

Eleven 1 MW wind turbines were erected in 1999-2000 that would make the island self-
sufficient with electricity. Houses outside the district heating districts were given several 
different options. They could requisition an energy appraisal of their house, a report which 
gave specific suggestions for conversion to renewable energy, as well as advice on how to 
conserve energy by improving house insulation and installing better windows and class A 
electrical appliances. Until 2002, a national program subsidised the installation of biomass 
heating, solar collectors and heat pump systems, an incentive that convinced many 
homeowners to replace their oil furnaces and electric panel heaters. 

 

Several small-scale projects started after the energy island project in 1998. These investigated 
the viability of methane gas, disposal site gases and canola oil for vehicle transportation. 
During this same period, seven household windmills and three PV solar collectors systems 
were established. 

 

The foundation work for the ten off-shore wind turbines started in 2002 and the off-shore wind 
park was the biggest project in the renewable energy implementation plan. These wind 
turbines were erected to compensate for the CO2 emissions from the transport sector and to 
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Case Study 4: Samsø Island, Denmark 

match the energy consumption in this sector. Technical solutions are not yet available that can 
replace all the island vehicles. 

The Samsø Energy Academy was built in 2006 and opened its doors for visitors in 2007. The 
island, although dependent on tourism in summer months prior to the project is now attracting 
visitors and research specifically to learn and understand more about the renewable project. 
The Academy serves to facilitate such researchers and visitors. 

Samsø’s district heating systems and wind turbines are organised in many different ways, 
including several different forms of ownership. This was not a specific goal set in the project, 
but the specific practical possibilities of each project lead to different solutions, and left us with 
a myriad of different ownership models specific to each renewable energy installation. There 
are now three technically almost identical straw based district heating systems. One is owned 
by a cooperatively owned regional utility, NRGi, the second is owned by a local commercial 
operator and the third is owned and financed locally by the consumers themselves. 
Tangible Results: 

 The dependency on energy-import has been reduced from €7.3m per year to €4.1m. 
The emission of CO2 is reduced by 140 per cent. 

 The number of “technical tourists” is approx. 1,000 per year, visiting the Energy 
Academy to learn from their experience. 

 The island provides 70% of its heat with district heating plants. Gradually, islanders 
are increasingly using bio diesel for liquid fuels. 

 For electricity, islanders installed 15 new wind turbines.  The turbines on land are 
owned individually by local farmers. 

 To compensate for liquid fuels used in transportation, the islanders installed ten 2.3 
MW wind turbines off-shore, two of which are cooperatively owned by 450 
shareholders. 

Critical Success Factors: 

 A Local development project with a shared common vision. Commitment at the local 
level and the dedication of individuals for the project to succeed 

 Local competences and knowledge sharing 

 Political support from strong local coalitions 

 Local democratic decision, participation (transparency, openness, communication) 

 Local ownership (individual, cooperatives, municipality) 

 Economic incentives, at both individual and community level to participate 

Source: http://www.energiakademiet.dk  – retrieved March 29, 2009 
http://www.pepesecenergyplanning.eu/archives/230    - retrieved March 29, 2009 

Birgitte Gregersen , 2008, Local entrepreneurship and local ownership as drivers for 
renewable energy – some lessons learned from the case of Samsø  
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5.66 However, although the foregoing is certainly informative, it should be noted that the 
developments on Samsø and potential future developments on Ireland’s islands are not directly 
comparable as there are differences in climate, overall environmental policy, and governmental 
and regulatory measures. Nonetheless, it does provide an example of good practice and of what 
it is possible to achieve.  

5.67 The electrification of the Isle of Eigg in Scotland provides another good example of the potential 
for independent generation of eco-energy in an island context. 

Case Study 5: Isle of Eigg, Scotland 

The Isle of Eigg in Scotland recently became electrified with power available on a 24 hour 
basis for the first time. In the past the Island was dependent on generators and using 
renewable energy resources. The electrification of the island is innovative in its approach as it 
use a number of renewable energy sources to supply the isolated island community. 

The project is ten years in progress and was conceived when it became apparent that the 
electrification of the island would not be practical through conventional means. The islands’ 
homepage notes that “The system that has been created through the vision of the islanders, 
generates power at a number of locations around the island, from the renewable resources of 
Hydro Electric, Wind and Solar energy, and makes this available to all households and 
businesses via an island wide high voltage distribution grid 
(http://www.isleofeigg.net/welcome/welcome_frame2.htm). 

The island will use hydro electric, wind and solar energy as a means of producing electricity. It 
is envisaged that these energy sources will provide up to 95 per cent of the island’s electricity.   

 

5.68 Finally, it is important to note that Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) and the 
Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs have appointed consultants for the 
purpose of carrying out a study in order to address the high cost of providing energy to the 
offshore islands. That study will look at the potential for the usage of natural resources in order to 
generate energy.  

5.69 The RFT (Request for Tender) for that study states that its goal is to determine the size and 
economic impact of such a renewable energy driven system by demonstrating its ability to 
minimize the net imports of energy to the island and delivering a net reduction in total energy 
prices for the island (RFT, issued from SEI & the Department, December 2008). While the RFT 
for the study focuses on the three Aran Islands, it is envisaged that the report will provide 
interesting learning applicable across other offshore islands and will constitute a starting point for 
future developments in this field. 

Concluding Comments 

5.70 The potential for the development of micro-enterprises has been outlined in this section with 
regard to specific growth centres. While the provision of financial support from agencies such as 
the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and Údarás na Gaeltachta is 
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essential for such development, a number of associated measures are needed to ensure 
continued development. These measures are examined in the next section of the report. 
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6 SUSTAINING ENTERPRISE: ASSOCIATED 
MEASURES 

Introduction 

6.1 The sustainability of enterprises on the islands is dependent on the adequacy of associated 
measures such as the adequate provision of housing and education/training and the availability 
of fiscal incentives. The further development of businesses on the islands is also dependent on a 
planning structure which facilitates the expansion of businesses and enables enterprises to 
expand and remain sustainable. This section of the report explores these issues and additional 
measures needed to support growing and start up enterprises.  

Potential for Tax Reform 

Údarás na Gaeltachta Proposals 
6.2 In a submission to the Commission on Taxation, Údarás na Gaeltachta put forward a number of 

proposals in relation to changes to taxation legislation provision for the off-shore islands. These 
proposals were put forward on the premise that they would increase economic and employment 
activity on the islands. The specific proposals outlined are as follows: 

1. It is proposed to introduce, by way of a Pilot Scheme, the provision of an exemption from 
income tax for individuals who reside on the islands i.e. whose principal private residence 
is located on the islands and who either: 

 Earn income from employment on the islands or the mainland, or 

 Who carry on a business mainly on the islands. 

 The suggested tax exempt threshold would be in respect of a specific maximum annual 
income and the exemption would apply to both new and existing businesses on the 
islands. 

2. It is proposed that a capital allowance / free depreciation write-off for any equipment or 
buildings provided for use in a business be available against non-exempt income.  

3. A BES type tax relief to apply to investors who invest capital in any business located on the 
islands. 

4. A VAT refund scheme be implemented whereby community based activities, which require 
capital expenditure on buildings and fit-out, be refunded any VAT incurred on such 
establishment costs. 

 

6.3 With regard to the proposed pilot income tax exemptions and capital allowances outlined above 
(1 and 2), these issues were considered at length by the authors. However, having examined 
these proposals it is the view of the authors that these do not constitute the optimal response to 
either the development needs of the islands or to the likely short to medium-term needs of the 
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Exchequer. Consequently, it is recommended that these should not be adopted for a number of 
reasons, as follows: 

 Equity – the current income tax code, although complex, does have the benefit of 
being broadly understandable and unitary (i.e. the same rates apply to all 
taxpayers across the jurisdiction with no regional variations). Any change as per 
the Udárás proposals will further complicate the tax code.   

 Competition – the type of region-specific tax relief proposed would constitute a 
form of additional aid which distorts competition (i.e. favours island enterprise 
over non-island enterprise). Although the authors accept that more needs to be 
done to support the development of the islands, these proposals would confer 
preferential status upon islanders relative to fellow PAYE employees and/or self-
employed taxpayers in similarly disadvantaged and isolated rural parts of the 
mainland. 

 Deadweight – whilst these proposals are intended to increase enterprise activity 
on the islands (i.e. to kick-start activity), there is a real risk that many – if not all – 
of those who will qualify would have been involved in island-based enterprise 
activity anyway (as at present). In other words, unless the additional activity was 
sufficient to offset the tax foregone, these proposals would simply lead to a 
deadweight loss. 

 Displacement – in a scenario where new investment and/or expenditure were 
brought to the islands on foot of these proposals, it is likely that this would 
represent a displacement effect. In other words, such activity would displace 
investment or expenditure from other enterprises or regions (i.e. would not be 
new activity per se). 

 

6.4 Moreover, the issue of tax reform was discussed during the programme of consultations with 
islanders and their representatives. A common theme emerging from many of these 
consultations related to a perception that these proposals – in particular, the proposed income 
tax exemption – would be open to potential risk of abuse. Indeed, should such proposals be 
pursued it will be important for a robust monitoring mechanism to be instituted with an emphasis 
on the need for this relief to be closely policed and that clear guidelines are developed vis-à-vis 
who would qualify for relief.  

6.5 However, when considering the role of fiscal incentives in supporting new enterprises or 
investments, it is important to note that there are a number of other avenues beyond the 
aforementioned proposals. For instance, the recent Commission on Taxation Report (2009) has 
set out recommendations with regard to a ‘Corporation Tax Holiday’ for 2010 and 2011 in order 
to support new businesses and if implemented, such a recommendation will provide a useful 
support for new island-based enterprises. Moreover, there is potentially scope to examine the 
feasibility of improving the terms of the Business Expansion Scheme (BES) vis-à-vis island 
investment (see below).  
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Value-Added Tax 
6.6 Finally, the issue of VAT in an island context does present some scope for the adoption of a 

revised, island-specific regime.  

6.7 Given that one of the most frequently noted costs associated with living on an off-shore Island 
was in relation to VAT on freight – and the double VAT charge on the purchase of goods to be 
utilised on an Island – this is perhaps an area where reform could be advanced. Indeed, one 
potential reform in this area was that the VAT on freight could be zero-rated. 

6.8 However, although the issue of VAT on freight is seen as an additional and unfair cost by many 
islanders, the authors are acutely aware that the following issues must be borne in mind prior to 
any move to zero-rate freight: 

 Tariffs on cargo have already been substantially reduced in order to ameliorate 
the impact of VAT; 

 Any change to the VAT system would likely be very difficult as it would require 
consent at the EU-level. 

Business Expansion Scheme 

6.9 The Business Expansion Scheme (BES) is a tax relief incentive scheme that provides tax relief 
for investment in certain corporate trades throughout the State (including the islands). As a form 
of State-aid (at the level of the enterprise), any changes to the scheme require the approval of 
the European Commission to ensure that it remains compatible with EU law. With effect from 1st 
January 2007, a company that raises capital under the BES (and/or under the Seed Capital 
Scheme) will have to reduce other State-aids (with the exception of schemes approved under the 
R&D and Innovation State-aid framework). 

6.10 The scheme allows an individual investor to obtain income tax relief on investments up to a 
maximum of €150,000 per annum in each tax year up to 2013. An investor who cannot obtain 
relief on all his/her investment in a year of assessment, either because his/her investment 
exceeds the maximum of €150,000 or his/her income in that year is insufficient to absorb all of it, 
can carry forward the unrelieved amount to following years up to and including 2013, subject to 
the normal limit of €150,000 on the amount of investment that can be relieved in any one year 
(see Appendix 4 for further details). 

6.11 Given that the objective of this study is to identify the scope for meeting the development and 
employment needs of the islands, we believe that there may be some merit in re-visiting the 
terms of the relief for BES investments insofar as the latter apply to island-based enterprises. 
Although such a change would likely carry a similar risk of deadweight and displacement, it 
would represent a lower potential exposure as it would not apply to all islanders (unlike the 
aforementioned income tax proposals). Moreover, it would also have the benefit of providing a 
further incentive for both islanders and for non-islanders to invest in island-based enterprises. 
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6.12 Consequently, the authors believe that the relevant authorities (including the Revenue 
Commissioners and the Department of Finance) should give careful consideration to how such a 
change might be implemented and how it would work in practice. For instance, it may be useful 
to revise the minimum investment by an individual in any one company and/or the maximum 
investment by all individuals in any one company. 

6.13 As part of any change, it is recommended that qualifying operations should be limited to those 
areas of development potential identified in this report (i.e. tourist accommodation, branded 
produce, etc) and that such a change be introduced on an initial pilot basis with the appropriate 
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms in place. 

Planning and Development 

Infrastructural Developments 
6.14 Infrastructural development on the islands has increased substantially over the past number of 

years. In 1998, €2.9m was spent on capital projects by the Islands Division of the Department of 
Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs. By 2004, expenditure by the Islands Division was 
substantially higher at more than €10m. This rose further to almost €20m in 2009. The 
cumulative spend over the three-year period 2007-2009 was approximately €62m (or an average 
of almost €21m per annum). 

6.15 It should again be noted that the substantial capital investment made in recent years – and the 
associated improvements in island infrastructure – has not just addressed some of the 
disadvantages facing island communities (i.e. access, community facilities, etc) but has also 
offered new employment opportunities (i.e. increased fishing possibilities, etc). 
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Table 6.1 Infrastructural Expenditure by the Department from 2007 to 2009 

Area of expenditure € 

Pier development at An Caladh Mór Inis 
Meáin 

12,989,514 

Coastal protection works on Inishbofin 7,142,622 

Inishbofin airstrip 2,877,769 

Clifden airstrip to service Inishbofin 3,923,409 

Pier development at Ros an Mhίl  3,000,000 

Pier Development Cill Rónáin 29,966,227 

Upgrading of slipways serving Inis Bigil 643,640 

Inishturk sports ground 195,446 

Helipad on Cléire (Cape Clear) 103,088 

Community Hall Cléire  520,472 

Bere Island heritage centre 134,400 

Bere Island sports ground 284,682 

Total  61,781,269 

Note: In addition to the projects specified in this table minor island works programme were 
undertaken with the relevant local authorities.  

 

6.16 Much of the capital expenditure in the last number of years has been focused on improving piers 
and the provision of new landing facilities. The improvement of access to the off-shore islands 
has assisted the government in its objective to alleviate the difficulties experienced by the islands 
due to their geographical separation from the mainland (op cit).  

6.17 Although there has undoubtedly been significant progress over recent years, many of those 
consulted during the course of this study accept that an opportunity to do more remains. For 
instance, amongst the key areas for development are harbour and pier areas.  While there has 
been substantial investment in the re-development of the piers in the past number of years, there 
is still some work to be done on some of the islands. For example, on Cléire there is a need to 
develop the harbour for fishing. As it currently stands local fishermen expressed the view that 
boats are currently unable to dock in the harbour which has led to many fishermen moving away.  

6.18 A number of individuals felt that the development of a small physical space at the harbour area 
could provide for a small number of jobs whilst across all of the islands, it was again 
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acknowledged that there is a lack of even basic facilities for visitors visiting the island (i.e. public 
toilet, drying off facilities, etc).  

6.19 Similar themes emerging related to issues such as the following: 

 The potential benefit of providing a small physical enterprise space for selling 
local island produce which could help to support individual entrepreneurs on the 
island to produce and sell their products. 

 The potential benefit of simple tourist information infrastructure at piers such as a 
sign letting people know what island they have arrived on and a visitor’s map.  

 The potential benefit of providing simple amenities such as public toilets and a 
boat shelter for passengers to shelter from the rain. 

 
Planning and Development Guidelines 
6.20 While the funding for development of infrastructure on the islands falls under the auspices of the 

Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs, the delivery of these projects is 
generally carried out by those local authorities within whose remit the specific island falls. The 
development of the islands is outlined within the county development plans of the designated 
local authority. In addition to setting out the planned development of each island, the relevant 
local authorities are also empowered to set planning and development guidelines for their own 
operational areas (including the islands) as part of their delegated functions vis-à-vis planning, 
housing and so forth15.  

6.21 The sustainability of enterprises on the islands and the capacity of the islands to cater for either 
tourists or returning islanders is dependent on the adequacy of the available stock of housing 
and business infrastructure (including, but not limited to, tourist accommodation). However, it is 
widely accepted that there is a lack of housing provision and that this is a deterrent to both 
economic development and undermines efforts to both attract people to the islands and to 
encourage young families to stay (see Housing and Accommodation below). 

6.22 Consequently, a recurrent theme over the course of this study related to the perception that the 
universal application of planning and development guidelines across each local authority 
operational area (including the islands) was inappropriate. Specifically, many of those consulted 
were of the view that this actually serves to impede development on the islands as such 
guidelines did not generally take cognisance of the specific needs and challenges facing island 
communities and environments and the relevant planning officials were not sufficiently au fait 
with these factors. 

6.23 Indeed, the issue of development on the islands was contentious when discussed during the 
consultations. Overall, there was a sense that the awarding of planning permission was often 
dependent on the individual planning officer in the relevant local authority. Although much of the 
discussions centred on planning permission for housing, there was also a view that planning in 

                                                   
15 Including the granting of planning permission, the enforcement of building regulations and so forth 
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relation to the further development of enterprises on the islands (i.e. tourist accommodation, etc) 
was similarly unsatisfactory. 

6.24 The granting of planning permission for housing was reported as being inconsistent, with no 
guarantee of receiving permission even if the individual has spent their life living on the island. 
One example related to a 200 year old cottage which has been very well refurbished and where 
the island resident owner attempted to obtain planning permission to build an extension on to the 
cottage. However, permission was refused due to the fact that the extension would obstruct the 
view from a yacht. In this instance the applicant had applied for planning permission on 9 
separate occasions. The islanders on this island felt that there was little consistency with regard 
to planning laws (whether people are resident or non-resident on the island). 

6.25 In other instances, the decisions of planning officers were seen to restrict the further 
development of enterprises on the islands and the anecdotal evidence available to the authors 
certainly supports the assertion that specific planning decisions have hindered the development 
of businesses in the past. For instance, although it is generally accepted that there is a 
requirement for more and better quality tourist accommodation on many of the islands, a 
planning officer in one local authority would only grant planning permission for a 19 bedroom 
hotel on one of the islands, even though the applicant had applied for permission for a 40 
bedroom hotel. Consequently, it was felt that this decision had a detrimental effect on the 
profitability and sustainability of the business and undermined job creation.  

6.26 The inclusion of large tracts of land on the islands in Special Areas of Conservation (SAC’s) has 
also been raised as an impediment to the physical and developments of the islands. It is felt that 
not enough regard has been paid by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government, when recommending designation of SAC’s to the EU Commission, to the fact that 
the islands are discrete areas of land, in many cases with a scarcity of parcels suitable for 
development. It is viewed as desirable, therefore, that SAC designations on the islands be re-
visited to take account of the development needs of the communities concerned. 

6.27 It is the view of the authors that, at its core, many of these problems are grounded in the fact that 
local authorities generally do not produce island-specific planning guidelines. Rather, a ‘whole 
county’ approach is taken (albeit with a few exceptions) whereby a single set of guidelines is 
applied across each local authority operational area. However, such guidelines do not reflect the 
reality of island life and the challenges facing island communities. 

6.28 A notable exception to this trend is Cork County Council whereby the County Development Plan 
provides substantial detail in relation to development on the islands.  Indeed, while the other 
counties within the remit of this study do make reference to the islands in their own plans, Cork 
County Council specifies a number of specific objectives with regard to the islands.  

6.29 In particular, this plan acknowledges that the islands have specific planning and development 
needs particularly in relation to access to the islands, the development of infrastructure and the 
provision of services. In relation to proposals for development on the islands a number of 
objectives are outlined: 
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 It is an objective generally to support sustainable development proposals that 
contribute to the long term economic and social development of the islands. 

 In particular, it is an objective to give priority to development that contributes to 
retention of the year-round population on the islands, has a clear and identifiable 
economic and social benefit (that endures beyond the construction phase), and 
that is compatible with the capacity of the local community to accommodate it. 

 It is an objective to restrict the development of individual second homes, except 
where existing dwellings are restored or extended. 

 It is a particular objective to ensure that new development of any kind is 
sympathetic to the individual form and character of the islands’ landscapes and 
traditional building patterns.    

(Cork County Council, 2009: p.131). 

 

6.30 The Cork County Development Board has chosen the islands as their main priority for 2009-
2011. They are including each of the seven Cork islands in their consultation process for a new 
Local Area Plan for 2011 and will include a review of planning issues on the islands.  

SAC Designation 
6.31 The inclusion of large tracts of land on the islands in Special Areas of Conservation (SAC’s) has 

also been raised as an impediment to the physical development of the islands.  It is felt that not 
enough regard has been paid by the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government, when recommending designation of SAC’s to the EU Commission, to the fact that 
the islands are discrete areas of land, in many cases with a scarcity of parcels suitable for 
development.   It is viewed as desirable, therefore, that SAC designations on the islands be re-
visited to take account of the development needs of the communities concerned.  

Housing and Accommodation Provision 

6.32 The Housing (Gaeltacht) Acts provide that grants be awarded to qualified applicants who are 
undertaking improvements to existing houses or who are constructing new houses in designated 
Gaeltacht Areas. Under Section 8 of the Act, an increased rate is applicable in respect of houses 
on off-shore islands. The latest amendment to the Act (Housing (Gaeltacht) (Amendment) Act 
2001) provides that an increase in respect of the grant awarded to those on the island should not 
exceed more than 200 per cent of the grant awarded for the mainland. The table below outlines 
the maximum grants available for those qualifying applicants.  

6.33 The difference between the mainland and island grants is 200 per cent for the construction of 
new houses and for essential improvements and 50 per cent in relation to other improvements. It 
should, however, be noted that at the time of writing the Department is temporarily not accepting 
further applications under this scheme. 

6.34 The difference in the grant awarded to those on the islands versus those on the mainland 
represents recognition of the increased costs associated with carrying out building works on the 
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islands. During the consultations, a number of participants noted the additional costs associated 
with getting builders to come to the island to undertake work. 

 

 

6.35 A number of issues were highlighted during the consultations in relation to housing and 
accommodation on the islands. There is a dearth of private rented housing stock and this is 
problematic in terms of attracting skilled labour to the island as the vast majority of workers will 
need to live on the island. Difficulties were also outlined in relation to building houses on the 
island.  

6.36 Firstly, the planning process can be expensive and drawn out and decisions are seen to be made 
ambiguously. Secondly, the cost of building a house on an island can be up to double the costs 
on the mainland due to the logistics of building on an island and also due to the added costs of 
transporting materials and workers to the island. 

6.37 Local authority housing is limited on the islands. For instance, on Sherkin Island there are six 
local authority houses. There is a lack of social and affordable housing on the islands. A knock- 
on effect of this is that if someone is on the housing list for local authority housing they may be 
offered a house on the mainland which can result in the loss of a family to the island. Many 
islanders noted that there are many vacant houses on the islands which are unavailable for 
renting. 

 

Table 6.2 Grants Under Housing (Gaeltacht) Acts 

Category  Mainland Island Percentage 
Difference 

New House €5,100 €15,300 200% 

Essential Improvement  €5,100 €15,300 200% 

Provision of Water Supply €2,420 €3,630 50% 

Sewerage System €1,040 €1,560 50% 

Bathroom €1,560 €2,340 50% 

Improvements to 
Sanitation Installations 

€640 €960 50% 

Special extension for 
visitors* 

€1,280 €1,920 50% 

Renewal of Thatched 
Roof 

€7,000 €10,500 50% 

*€1,280 (€1,980 on the islands) per room; Maximum 3 rooms. 
Source: Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs 
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International Exemplars 
6.38 In attempting to address an increased demand for housing in Omö in Denmark, the local 

community came together develop a co-operative to build accommodation on the island. Omö 
island has a population of approximately 175 people. There are good public services on the 
island but in recent times there has been an increase in the demand for housing. This demand 
has been driven by individuals wishing to move to the island and also from the local population. 
In order to deal with this demand the local community came together to build a number of rental 
apartments, houses and accommodation for elderly members of the island community.  

6.39 In this instance, the co-op owns all the accommodation being built. Much of the work to build the 
accommodation was undertaken on a voluntary basis by the islanders and a community centre 
was also built. Following the completion of the work the elderly islanders moved into their 
accommodation which ultimately facilitated the sale of their houses as permanent 
accommodation to other families. In outlining this case study, some critical success factors are 
noted, in particular the fact that the islanders became owners of the new house which 
encourages local responsibility and that local involvement and the acquisition of a community 
centre was a huge incentive for the locals (www.europeansmallislands.net).      

6.40 Similar to the Danish situation, the local comharcumann (together with Respond! Housing 
Association) has addressed the housing needs of the elderly or infirm members of the community 
by building a residential nursing home on Árainn. The need for permanent residential nursing 
home care was identified as it was apparent that for those older or infirm members of the 
community it was necessary that they move to the mainland in order to get suitable 
accommodation. Not only has this project addressed the issue of the accommodation needed for 
elderly islanders but it has created employment on the island by providing up to 20 jobs.  

Education  

6.41 The implementation of a sustainable education system is integral to the continued development 
of the islands in order to overcome the issues of isolation and de-population. Indeed, the 
importance of maintaining primary schools on the islands was noted throughout our research 
with regard to the retention of islanders and the attraction of new families to the island.  

6.42 The table below provides information with regard to the number of students attending primary 
and second level schools on the islands. It also provides an indication of the number of islands 
without a secondary school. There are six islands out of the eleven under examination in this 
study which do not have a secondary school. However, Bere Island and Sherkin are close 
enough to the mainland for these students to travel to and from on a daily basis.  

6.43 Comhdháil has developed a policy statement in relation to education on the islands. More 
specifically, the policy focuses on Early Education, Secondary School Education and Life-Long 
Education and Research. An emphasis is placed on each island child being able to avail of 
secondary education on the island. In addition to this, island-specific policies in relation to the 
allocation of teachers are recommended.  



 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY EQUALITY AND GAELTACHT 
AFFAIRS 

A REVIEW OF THE EMPLOYMENT NEEDS AND THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL OF THE ISLANDS 

AUGUST 2010 

 
 

 
 89 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.44 More specifically, the Programme for Government (Government of Ireland, 2007) aspires to  
maintain all existing second level schools where at all possible and carry out an assessment to 
ensure the most suitable educational services for islands without a secondary school 
(Department of An Taoiseach, 2007).  

6.45 During our consultations, an emphasis was placed on the importance of secondary school 
children receiving their education on the island. It was felt that children who continued to receive 
their second level education on the island would be more likely to stay on the island as opposed 
to those who attend on the mainland. Where there was no secondary school on an island, it was 
felt that the separation from the island at an early age would decrease the likelihood of those 
individuals returning to set up a life on the island.  

6.46 Education also provides a certain amount of economic and employment activity on the islands. It 
provides direct employment for teachers in the primary and secondary schools. On Sherkin 
Island, a joint partnership between the Sherkin Island Development Society, the Department of 

 
Table 6.3 Students Attending Island Schools 

Island  Number of 
Primary 
School 
Students 

Island based 
2nd Level 
School 
  

Number of 
Secondary 
School 
Students 

Inis Oírr 28  √  25 

Bere Island 19  X  - 

Oileán Chléire 14  X - 

Sherkin  12  X  - 

Inishturk  10  X - 

Inis Mór  100  √ 70 

Toraigh  5  √ 17 

Árainn Mhór 65  √  55 

Inishbofin 19  X  - 

Inis Meáin  17  √  17 

Clare Island  22  X - 

Total 311 5 184 

Source: Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann  
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Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and DIT has resulted in a BA course in Visual Arts 
being held on the island (see case study below). 

 Case Study 6: DIT BA Visual Arts Course on Sherkin Island 

Sherkin Island off the coast of Cork hosts a BA in Visual Arts course. The course is delivered 
through a partnership between Sherkin Island Development Society (SIDS), the Department of 
Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and Dublin Institute of Technology. The course is 
delivered on Sherkin Island and while in some instances the lecturers deliver their lectures on 
site, in others lectures are delivered remotely through the use of broadband technology. The 
course is attended by students from the mainland who come to the island approximately 6 days 
per month.  

The influx of these visitors on a monthly basis has had a positive impact on the local economy. 
The students come to the island during the academic year September to May. While the 
students do not have a great amount of money to spend, their presence on the island increases 
the demand for ferry services, bed-and-breakfast accommodation, etc. This extra demand is vital 
for people running businesses on the island as it provides extra revenue for them during the 
quieter winter months. The majority of the island’s activity is dependent on tourists who come to 
the island during the short summer season.  

The hosting of the course on Sherkin has resulted in the direct employment of three workers to 
assist with the administering of the course. However, there is no doubt that a number of indirect 
jobs have also been created as a result of this initiative. 

 

6.47 An additional factor to consider in terms of education is the fact that a number of the Gaeltacht 
islands run Irish colleges during the summer and occasional courses during the year. These 
colleges bring a certain amount of economic activity into the islands. The Department’s Study of  
Ferry Service Requirements to a Number of Islands (Department of Community, Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs, 2004) outlines that in 2002 the income generated by Irish colleges in 2002 
came to over €1m. This income is estimated from support received from the Department, the 
Department of Education and Science, fee income and expenditure by students.  

6.48 Table 6.4 provides a detailed breakdown of the number of pupils and estimated income 
generated by Irish language summer colleges on the Gaeltacht islands in 2002. 
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Table 6.4 Students and Income,  2002 

Island No. of 
Colleges 

No. of 
students 

Support 
from 
Department 
of 
Community, 
Rural and 
Gaeltacht 
Affairs 

Estimated 
support 
from 
Department 
of 
Education 
and 
Science 

Estimated 
income 
from fees 

Estimated 
expenditu
re of 
students 

Total 

Árainn 1 291 €44,093 €14,113 €133,860 €36,375 €228,441 

Inis 
Meáin 

1 173 €26,572 €  8,390 €  86,500 €21,625 €143,087 

Inis Oírr 1 496 €71,421 €24,056 €223,200 €62,000 €380,677 

Oileán 
Chléire 

2 321 €48,825 €15,568 €150,060 €40,125 €254,578 

        

Total 5 1281 €190,911 €62,127 €593,620 €160,125 €1,006,783 

Source: Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs (2004) Study of Ferry Service 
Requirements to a Number of Islands Dublin: DCRGA 

 

6.49 Finally, many families on the islands will host students while they attend the college. This 
provides an additional income for the family. It was noted during our consultations that the 
income received by the ‘bean an tί’ on the islands is the same as that received on the mainland 
despite the added costs associated with living on the islands. 

6.50 However, all income received by the ‘mná tí’ from this scheme – whether island or mainland- 
based – is exempt from income tax. 

Additional Business Supports 

Accessing Skilled Labour 
6.51 Businesses such as hotels reported difficulty with recruiting skilled staff and in some instances 

looked for staff from the mainland. However, there are difficulties with recruiting staff that do not 
live on an island as there is limited housing supply (as outlined previously). The success of 
enterprises is very much dependent on the retention and provision of skilled labour.  

6.52 Accessing skilled labour on the islands is difficult due to, amongst other things, small island 
populations. The costs associated with training staff are also higher as facilitating training on the 
islands involves the additional costs of providing accommodation for the trainer and also 
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additional travel costs. A supplementary factor is the fact that islanders are generally not 
educated for the types of employment available on the island. To overcome this, it is 
recommended that islanders focus upon up-skilling and that the various State agencies 
undertake to provide supports (including college courses) which match the employment options 
on the island. In doing so, the DIT BA course referred to previously may provide a good template 
in this regard. 

6.53 The specific difficulty associated with matching skills with jobs on an island is best illustrated in 
the case study below. 

Case Study 7: Inis Meáin Knitwear Company  

There has been a knitwear factory on Inis Meáin for many years.. The factory was originally 
set up by the Co-op to create employment for the Islanders but was later bought by its present 
owner. The factory building was built by Údarás na Gaeltachta as part of its industrial 
development activities and continued to receive Údarás support over the years. The factory 
produces high end knitwear garments which it exports to a number of stores in the US, Japan, 
Europe and a limited number of stores in Ireland. These markets represent 90% of the 
company’s sales. 

A key challenge for the company is accessing skilled labour. This has resulted in a need to be 
skilled in a number of professions such as marketing, accountancy, design etc. A key example 
of the challenge of accessing skilled labour relates to accessing a designer for the company. 
The owner of the company trained two workers to a high standard of design investing 
considerable resources in their training including sending them overseas. However, both of 
these employees left the Island as they did not want to continue living there. The company 
now relies on a design technician from the UK who flies in for a nominal number of days work 
each season. 

 
Networking and Business Coaching 
6.54 The importance of additional supports for those setting up commercial businesses is emphasised 

in Goodbody’s (2002) report on Entrepreneurship in Ireland for Forfás. In particular, this study 
noted that “access to co-ordinated and easily accessible information of available services and 
supports for entrepreneurs, access to independent advice, mentoring, networking and partnering, 
were also seen as vital in assisting entrepreneurs to establish and grow successful businesses” 
(Goodbody, 2002: iv).  

6.55 However, the report also notes that there are difficulties for those setting up business in the 
regions as they lack access to business experts and more advanced communications 
technology. 

6.56 Consequently, it is clear that providing soft supports (including mentoring and coaching) and 
bridging the technology-gap will be important steps in providing a pro-enterprise environment for 
island entrepreneurs. 
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Concluding Comments 

6.57 This section of the report has examined the associated supports needed for continued and 
sustained enterprise development. In order for businesses to remain on the islands it is 
necessary to have a good housing and educational infrastructure to encourage workers to live on 
the islands. In addition to this, the planning and tax infrastructure should be supportive to 
business development and entrepreneurs should have access to ICT and coaching supports.  

6.58 The final section of the report will summarise the main findings of this report and make 
recommendations based on our research findings. 
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7 SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Cost of living issues and cost factors inhibiting the establishment and 
operation of commercial enterprises of the islands 

Summary of Findings 
7.1 For the islands covered by this study labour force participation rates are lower than on the 

mainland and the unemployment rate is higher. Based on an extrapolation from 2006 figures, a 
cumulative 280 people were seeking employment at that time although it is likely that this figure 
has grown as a result of the current economic downturn.  

7.2 The higher cost of living and working on the islands is recognised by various State agencies and 
Departments. This is evidenced through the provision of a variety of reduced charges and 
increased income payments such as: 

 Island Allowance (Social Welfare Payment). 

 Increased Gaeltacht Housing Grants.  

 Reduction in Motor Tax. 

 Subsidised cargo and passenger tariffs. 

 

7.3 In recent years, significant capital investment has substantially improved access to the islands by 
both air and sea; a cumulative €62m has been provided by the Department of Community, 
Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs in the last three years alone. Indeed, a departmental subsidy of 
island ferry services means that islanders can pay up to 54 per cent less than non-islanders for 
the same service.  

7.4 However, an ongoing and significant price differential has been identified by previous research 
carried out on consumer costs. Higher costs for food and groceries are related to the fact that 
islanders cannot always access larger supermarket stores and therefore, they may have to shop 
in local island stores which tend to be more expensive and/or they incur additional costs relating 
to travel to and from the mainland (i.e. ferry costs, maintaining a second car, etc). 

7.5 An added cost is the lack of access to professional services on the island, particularly in relation 
to maintenance and construction. Consequently, increased costs are incurred when specialist 
personnel need to undertake work on an island. Many islanders noted during our consultations 
that they are unable to avail of free installation and free delivery offers that are often available to 
consumers on the mainland. It was also acknowledged that there are higher costs associated 
with building housing and accommodation on the islands. 

7.6 Moreover, there are additional transport costs incurred with transporting and delivering goods to 
the islands (albeit that these are already highly subsidised). The impact of loss of access to the 
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island due to bad weather forcing the cancellation of ferry and/or air services can also have 
unforeseen cost implications whilst an under-developed broadband infrastructure has an indirect 
impact on the ability for local businesses to expand and deliver a comparable service to that 
provided on the mainland (including the potential risk of business opportunities foregone). 

7.7 A key issue emerging relates to the perception that islanders incur double VAT on transporting 
goods to and from an island (albeit that the reduction of tariffs on subsidised cargo services has 
ameliorated this phenomenon).  

7.8 The implementation of regulations such as HACCP was also highlighted as being burdensome 
for some businesses. The levying of rates upon island enterprises by local authorities without a 
comparable service to that provided directly by local authorities on the mainland was also 
identified as a key area of concern.   

7.9 Finally, accessing skilled labour can also be costly due to the added costs associated with having 
to provide accommodation for non-islanders. Intangible costs identified related to the associated 
day-to-day logistics of conducting business on the islands such as visiting suppliers and clients 
on the mainland whilst the planning process was also seen as been overly restrictive (i.e. island-
specific needs are not taken into account). 

Recommendations  
 It is recommended that the relevant authorities (including the Revenue Commissioners and the 

Department of Finance) should give careful consideration to the possibility of re-visiting the terms 
of the BES insofar as it applied to island-specific investments. 

 It is recommended that more coherent and island-specific planning guidelines are formulated by 
each local authority – in conjunction with the relevant island stakeholders – and are introduced 
over the medium-term. There is also a need to develop housing policy targets regarding attracting 
people to live on the islands and in particular the return of islanders to live on the islands. 

 It is recommended that the relevant State bodies take the necessary steps to ensure the full 
implementation of the roll-out of broadband across rural areas with a specific focus upon ensuring 
that the islands receive equal treatment in terms of improved connectivity (including comparable 
bandwidth). The provision of high-quality broadband access is a central tenet of any efforts to 
lower business costs (i.e. reduced incidence of business opportunities foregone), ensure access 
to educational courses from schools on the mainland and will also provide incentives for remote 
working. 

 It is recommended that the relevant public bodies consider a reduced and consistent system of 
rates for island-based businesses (i.e. one that reflects the level of service provided directly by 
local authorities to island-based populations and reflects island-specific trading pressures)16. 

 Finally, it is recommended that the relevant authorities consider whether there is a need to zero-
rate VAT on freight on a pilot basis (or whether the changes already introduced17 are sufficient). 
Any move in this direction should be accompanied by a monitoring mechanism to determine 

                                                   
16 For instance, a short tourist season, small local markets and so forth 
17 This refers to the significant reduction in tariffs which was intended to mitigate the impact of the VAT 
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whether this results in any cost savings to the public and whether the change should be 
discontinued beyond the short to medium-term. 

Economic development potential and employment needs of the islands 

Summary of Findings  
7.10 A key goal, under the entrepreneurship policy statement for Ireland, Towards Developing an 

Entrepreneurship Policy, is to optimise the number of start-up businesses and in particular to 
maximise the number of start-ups aspiring to and achieving high growth.  

7.11 Island businesses are focused primarily on agriculture, the marine and tourism/hospitality sectors 
and are micro-enterprises serving a relatively small year-round local market bolstered by the 
summer tourist season. With a small number of exceptions, there are few high growth, export-
orientated products and services being developed on the islands. 

7.12 There is a strong view that the focus should be on developing micro-enterprises, sustaining 
existing businesses and focussing resources upon proven entrepreneurs rather than dispersing 
efforts across an overly broad array of new start-up businesses (“we don’t need to re-invent the 
wheel…we already know what will work and what won’t”)18. Indeed, a number of individuals run 
multiple businesses on each island often constituting the majority of the enterprise and 
employment activity present. 

7.13 In the past, households have tended to earn income from traditional activities such as fishing 
although this has been in consistent decline. Larger fishing trawlers that put to sea on a year 
round basis are constructed, maintained and docked off-island in larger ports such as Ros a 
Mhíl, Killybegs and Baltimore, even though they may be owned, skippered or crewed by 
islanders.  

7.14 Moreover, it is unlikely that fishing quotas under the Common Fisheries Policies will be adapted 
or amended to single out the case of Ireland or its off-shore island fishing industry although there 
is an emerging consensus at EU-level that under a reformed CFP a more regional dimension to 
the policy may be introduced. However, although there is a move away from traditional fishing 
and farming activities, there is we believe, potential for the development of niche, branded island 
produce.   

7.15 Irish aquaculture has already created a niche place in the market and has earned an 
international reputation in today's seafood market for its high quality and modern production 
conditions. The NDP Seafood Development Sub-Programme will support the application of 
technological innovation to further develop environmentally sustainable techniques, including 
organic farming, and achieve successful diversification into new species.  

7.16 The development and expansion of aquaculture and fish farming was regularly proposed as 
having potential for success for the island economies throughout the course of our research. 
Moreover, there may also be other potential opportunities for economic development and 

                                                   
18 Quotes from island interviewees 
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enterprise through the use of the marine resources on the islands such as dry dock facilities and 
boat repair, water-based activity and adventure centres and the development of seaweed 
harvesting and processing. 

7.17 Fáilte Ireland (the National Tourism Development Authority) was established to guide and 
promote tourism as a leading indigenous component of the Irish economy. Fáilte Ireland is 
currently developing an “island product”; this is a strategy for the development and promotion of 
tourism on Ireland’s islands. 

7.18 Since 2006, Fáilte Ireland has marketed the islands on its website (www.irelandsislands.com). 
Recent research commissioned by Fáilte Ireland identified a number of deficiencies in the 
tourism ‘product’ offered by the islands (including access, facilities, awareness, etc). Indeed, a 
number of those consulted by the authors raised concerns with regard to the extent to which the 
island’s tourism potential was being promoted and their tourism potential fulfilled.  

7.19 In many cases, the islands are substantially dependent on tourism to sustain the local economy 
and the islands have attempted to realise their potential as a tourist destination. However, 
tourism development on the islands is dependent on a communications strategy which markets 
the islands as a specific tourist destination. In the case of the Aran Islands in particular, tourism 
(and the associated spin-offs) are the key employer/industry.  

7.20 Island inhabitants have a high degree of environmental awareness and are eager to develop 
enterprises or implement programmes which will sustain and protect the natural environment, 
beauty and resources of the island. Enterprise Ireland offers GreenTech Support, a scheme 
designed to help Enterprise Ireland companies take advantage of the opportunities presented by 
integrating environmental sustainability into their business. The islands are already pioneers in 
terms of the development of alternative energy resources, with Oileáin Cléire and Inis Meáin 
having developed wind generated energy.  

7.21 Eagerness was expressed by a number of islanders about using their island as a pilot for 
implementing alternative and renewable energy for new and existing businesses, especially 
tourism, as well as for individual households to move towards being as green as possible. 
Indeed, the current study into the potential for the Aran Islands to become energy self-sufficient 
has the potential to deliver some interesting learning and should represent a starting point for 
future developments. 

Recommendations  
 Due to the local market being so relatively small, it is recommended that there should be a 

concentration on island strengths in areas such as island-branded niche agricultural and marine-
based food produce (especially added value products), the development of aquaculture and 
water-based activities and support for tourism and green energy/environmentally sustainable 
projects. 

 It is recommended that all such endeavours be underpinned by a clear and coherent strategy 
regarding the ‘island product’ in terms of such branded produce (similar to Fáilte Ireland’s ‘Island 
Product’ strategy). 
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 Similarly, it is also recommended that Fáilte Ireland’s proposed island tourism product should be 
implemented in the short-term with a focus upon improving the deficiencies already identified in 
the present offering (i.e. poor awareness, paucity of information, access and accommodation). 

 As part of this process, it is recommended that steps are taken to provide simple tourist 
information infrastructure at piers (i.e. adequate signage, maps, etc) in addition to basic tourist 
amenities (i.e. public toilets, shelters, etc). 

 It is recommended that the feasibility of establishing a high-level inter-agency oversight and 
implementation group should be examined19. It is envisaged by the authors that such a body 
would be tasked with co-ordinating island employment and development initiatives, identifying 
what (if any) public administration-related tasks could be located on the islands and advising the 
Minister for Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs with regard to enterprise and employment 
on the islands. 

 It is also recommended that such a body could also be charged with driving the agenda vis-à-vis 
the development of a network of island-based food producers and the exploration of the potential 
of niche and branded island produce to support growth and employment. 

 It is recommended that the relevant authorities consider the establishment of a centralised video 
conferencing and communications centre on each island (perhaps including hot desk facilities and 
virtual services such as mailing addresses). 

 As part of this process, it is recommended that the relevant authorities explore the feasibility of 
(on an initial pilot basis) the various state agencies undertaking joint-integrated initiatives for the 
provision of services such as temporary employee housing and office/working space. 

Additional targeted support measures aimed at promoting sustainable 
development and employment creation 

Summary of Findings 
7.22 The Enterprise Support Scheme for non-Gaeltacht islands (currently suspended) is administered 

by the participating County Enterprise Board (CEB) for each of the relevant islands (CEBs in 
Sligo, Mayo, Galway, Limerick, Kerry, and Cork) and grants are available for a wide range of 
businesses and enterprises. A view was expressed that the scheme and the process of 
application were confusing and time consuming. The multiplicity of actors involved in this process 
can also generate confusion about the scheme although we understand that steps have been 
taken to address the latter phenomenon. 

7.23 Údarás na Gaeltachta is a dedicated State development agency for Irish-speaking areas and 
provides financial assistance to certain islands through a number of specific measures: 

 Feasibility study grants 

 Research and development grants 

 Capital grants 

 Employment grants 
                                                   
19 This composition of such a group could include Comhar na nOileán, Udarás na Gaeltachta, BIM, the County Enterprise 
Boards, SEI, Bord Bia, Teagasc, Enterprise Ireland and the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs. 
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 Training grants 

 Equity investment 

 Marketing schemes 

 

7.24 The new round of funding under the National Rural Development Programme and administered 
on the islands by Comhar na nOileán will have a positive effect as regards the creation of 
employment and the promotion of sustainable development thereon. 

7.25 Although the provision of grants is important, mentoring and other soft supports from a CEB are 
viewed as equally important. ("grants are not always the answer").In line with NDP objectives, 
there has been a shift in CEB activity from providing direct financial assistance to the softer forms 
of support such as advice, mentoring, training and development. CEBs also give priority to 
manufacturing and internationally traded service companies.  

Recommendations  
 Given the aforementioned difficulties in providing information to tourists aligned to confusion 

arising from the multiplicity of actors facing those seeking enterprise supports20, it is 
recommended that the relevant authorities establish a network of ‘One Stop Shops’ via the 
various Co-ops or CDPs. Each of these would constitute a distribution point for information and 
applications (i.e. Enterprise Support Scheme, etc). 

 It is recommended that the need for closer and more developed links between Údarás na 
Gaeltachta, the County Enterprise Boards and island communities should be met. This would 
cover both enterprise grants and softer support services (such as mentoring and training) and 
should also address the need to ensure the standardisation and targeting of available supports. 

 An examination of the designation of Special Areas of Conservation on the Islands should be 
undertaken in order to take account of the development needs of these communities. 

 It is recommended that the three targets outlined by the CPMR Islands Commission are pursued 
with the commission in order to offset the geographical disadvantage encountered by small island 
communities. 

 It is recommended that steps are taken to provide enhanced levels and mechanisms for business 
mentoring, coaching, training and development. This could include the establishment of a panel of 
mentors and business coaches (including successful island-based entrepreneurs) in order to 
provide direct one-to-one support in addition to a programme of annual seminars throughout the 
islands. 

 

 

 

                                                   
20 Relating to the provision of information, application forms and related tools and assistance to those seeking to access the 
various enterprise supports 
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Costs and Benefits of our Recommendations 

Summary of Findings 
7.26 At the outset, the reader should note that we have given extended consideration to the 

quantification of the costs and benefits associated with the recommendations presented 
throughout this report. 

7.27 However, having concluded that we cannot, at present, pronounce definitively on these costs and 
benefits we have endeavoured to clearly articulate these and to provide guidance on the likely 
nature and scope of these costs and benefits.  Our views on these issues are presented overleaf. 
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Table 7.1 Overview of Associated Benefits 

 

Development of coherent island-specific planning guidelines 

 Ensure that the planning and development system is better able to serve the needs of the 
islands 

 Provide greater clarity around the scope for development on the islands 

 Reduced incidence of lost business opportunities 

 Provide scope for the provision of enhanced island facilities (including housing) 

 Provide employment opportunities by unlocking medium-term construction potential (i.e. 
latent demand) 

Development of housing policy targets regarding attracting people to live on the islands 

 Provide structured pathway for the provision of the housing necessary to attract people to the 
islands 

 Provide the potential for growing the local populace through the provision of enhanced 
housing stock 

 Provide potential employment opportunities by unlocking medium-term construction potential 
(i.e. latent demand) 

Accelerate broadband roll-out across the islands under the National Broadband Scheme 

 Reduced business costs 

 Reduced incidence of lost business opportunities 

 Bring islands into line with current expected connectivity standards (a more even ‘playing 
field’) 

Consider re-visiting the terms of the BES 

 Makes the islands a more attractive investment prospect 
 Channelling additional investment activity into island enterprises 

Explore feasibility of undertaking joint-integrated initiatives (incl communications 
facilities) 

 Providing necessary enterprise infrastructure (i.e. hot desks, communication facilities, etc) 

 Supporting the development of networks of island entrepreneurs 

 Meeting needs of island enterprises in terms of accommodation and office space 

 Provide employment opportunities (i.e. construction, office management and administration, 
etc). 

 Costs associated with these developments can be offset (partly or wholly) by potential 
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revenues (i.e. accommodation lettings, rental of hot-desk/communication facilities, etc) 

Consider a reduced and consistent system of rates for island-based businesses 

 Provide a more consistent approach to the levying of rates across the islands 
 Reduced business costs 

Consider removing VAT on freight to the islands 

 Reduced cost of goods and services 
 Reduced business costs 

Concentrate on island strengths (including island produce and the development of 
aquaculture, etc) 

 Enable islands to better exploit their innate enterprise potential (i.e. playing to strengths) 

 Provide potential employment opportunities in various areas (i.e. food production, marine, 
etc) 

 Adding to the tourism potential of the islands (i.e. enhancing the reputation of the islands) 

Improve tourism infrastructure (as per Fáilte Ireland strategy) 

 Enable islands to better exploit their tourism potential 

 Attracting greater tourism numbers (and associated revenue) to the islands 

 Provide potential employment opportunities in services-related areas (i.e. servicing tourist 
needs) 

Establish a network of ‘One Stop Shops’ throughout the islands 

 Provide greater ease-of-access to scheme application forms 
 Provide improved clarity around sources of information and supports to island entrepreneurs 

 Introduce greater consistency (and an associated reduction in potential confusion) 

Develop closer and better links between the CEBs and island communities 

 Ensure that Údarás na Gaeltachta and CEB supports better serve the island communities 
(and entrepreneurs) 

 Ensure that Údarás na Gaeltachta and CEB supports to the islands are better leveraged and 
provide greater VFM 

Take steps to provide enhanced mechanisms for business mentoring, coaching, etc 

 Provide more rounded and effective enterprise supports to islanders 

 Provide access to expert and practical advice and guidance 

 Facilitates building of networks of useful contacts for start-ups 
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Table 7.2 Overview of Associated Costs 

Cost Headings Capital Exp Current Exp 

Development of coherent island-specific planning guidelines 

 Minimal cost to the local authority (i.e. increased labour cost 
allocation) 

 √ 

Development of housing policy targets regarding attracting people to live on the islands 

 Minimal cost to the local authority (i.e. increased labour cost 
allocation) 

 √ 

Accelerate broadband roll-out across the islands under the National Broadband Scheme 

 Potential ‘nil’ cost (already provided for under scheme)  √ 

Consider re-visiting the terms of the BES 

 Undetermined increase in tax foregone (dependent upon 
take-up) 

 Undetermined re-direction of investment away from non-
island enterprises (dependent upon take-up) 

 Potential ‘nil’ cost (if no change implemented) 

 √ 

Explore feasibility of undertaking joint-integrated initiatives (including communications 
facilities)* 

 Cost of feasibility studies 

 Cost of developing detailed plans (including architectural and 
engineering designs) 

 Cost of seeking planning approval 

 Land acquisition costs 

 Outfitting costs (office furniture, ICT equipment, etc) 

 Ongoing operational costs 

√ √ 

Consider a reduced and consistent system of rates for island-based businesses 

 Undetermined proportionate reduction in rates take 

 Potential ‘nil’ cost (if not pursued) 

 √ 

Consider removing VAT on freight to the islands 

 Undetermined proportionate reduction in VAT take 
 Potential ‘nil’ cost (if not pursued) 

 √ 

Concentrate on island strengths (including island produce and the development of 
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Additional Considerations 
7.28 In each case where a potential support measure or reform has been proposed, we have sought 

to articulate clearly the ultimate objectives of such a development alongside the associated 
benefits which we anticipate will accrue (i.e. more effective and better targeted supports for 
entrepreneurs, reduced loss of trading opportunities, a more even ‘playing field’ and so forth).  

7.29 However, in the case of the likely associated costs the position is less clear as it is difficult to 
arrive at a reliable quantification of the potential costs for a number of reasons, as follows: 

 In each case of changes around the VAT position or the BES, we have 
recommended that the relevant authorities undertake to consider the feasibility of 
such changes; 

 At this stage, it is also not possible to accurately predict the extent of any future 
take-up around the BES (if any changes are introduced); 

aquaculture, etc) 

 Cost associated with establishment of proposed Expert 
Group (likely to be minimal) 

 Cost associated with necessary mentoring and coaching 
supports (likely to be minimal; see below) 

 Any public sector investment in physical infrastructure 
associated with marine and aquaculture (if required) 

√ √ 

Improve tourism infrastructure (as per Fáilte Ireland strategy) 

 Cost of providing island signage (as required) 
 Cost of providing public toilets (as required) 

 Cost of providing in-door spaces and/or waiting facilities (as 
required) 

√ √ 

Establish a network of ‘One Stop Shops’ throughout the islands 

 Sundry expenses (i.e. collating various forms, etc in each Co-
op office 

 Associated costs related to shelving, signage, etc 

 √ 

Develop closer and better links between the CEBs and island communities 

 Sundry expenses (i.e. T&S, etc) 
 Increased labour cost allocation 

 √ 

Take steps to provide enhanced mechanisms for business mentoring, coaching, etc 

 Sundry expenses (i.e. advertising, T&S, etc)  √ 

* Costs associated with these developments can be offset (partly or wholly) by potential revenues (i.e. accommodation 
lettings, rental of hot-desk/communication facilities, etc) 
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 In the case of proposed capital investment (i.e. improved tourism infrastructure, 
provision of enterprise space, etc), it will also be necessary for the relevant 
authorities to undertake initial feasibility studies (i.e. extent of need by island 
communities; where these are to be based; size and configuration, etc) in order to 
allow for a firm decision on proceeding with each to be made (and detailed 
costings to be conducted thereafter). 

 

7.30 It is also clear that the economic downturn will mean that the scope for expenditure in 
Government Departments will be constrained and that they, in turn, will need to prioritise. The 
Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs will need to make judicious choices 
from amongst the menu of proposals presented here and consequently, it may be difficult to 
advance some of our proposals in the medium-term. 

7.31 Nevertheless, although the fiscal backdrop to this report is undoubtedly challenging, we believe 
that a number of the recommendations presented here can and should be advanced in the near 
term at a relatively low cost to the Exchequer.  

7.32 These include the establishment of the high-level inter-agency oversight and implementation 
group, the introduction of improved business mentoring arrangements, improved provision of 
scheme application forms through ‘One Stop Shops’ and the development of coherent island-
specific guidelines for housing, business infrastructure and holiday homes within each county 
council. 
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Consideration for Irish Regions Brussels: IRO 
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McCaig Watson, Seosamh Mac Donnacha. (2004) Review of Certain Subsidised Ferry Services to the 
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Websites consulted: 

Government Departments www.dcmnr.ie 
www.agriculture.gov.ie 

www.environ.ie 

www.pobail.ie 

 

Statutory Agencies www.bim.ie 
www.cso.ie 

http://beyond2020.cso.ie  

www.failteireland.ie 

www.revenue.ie  

www.udaras.ie 

County Councils www.corkcoco.ie 

www.donegalcoco.ie 

www.galway.ie 

www.mayococo.ie 

European  www.hie.co.uk 
www.europeanislands.net  

www.energiakademiet.dk 

www.pepesecenergyplanning.eu  

Other Irish websites www.citizensinformatioboard.ie 

www.oilean.ie 
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Terms of Reference 

1.  To analyse and report on cost of living issues for island communities, arising from 
their geographical location. 

2.  To analyse and report on cost factors that have an inhibiting effect on the 
establishment and operation of commercial enterprise on islands. 

3.  To analyse and report on the development potential and employment needs of these 
islands: 

3.a The demographic, employment and economic situation and trends overall and by 
reference to individual islands 

3.b The principal development challenges pertaining to the islands from the point of 
view of sustainable development and job creation 

3.c The extent to which existing subsidised transport services facilitate commercial 
development and the need for additional services 

3.d The telecommunications infrastructure, including broadband, needed to 
compensate for geographical disadvantage and to underpin enterprise development 
and the provision of education and health services 

3.e The identity of the islands and their cultural and linguistic heritage 

3.f The resources, sectors and clusters that offer potential for development to meet 
the islands’ employment needs on a sustainable basis and which can be stimulated 
by investment incentives 

3.g An analysis of existing investment-support measures, including an assessment of 
their effectiveness and an identification of any gaps that may exist 

3.hThe role of investment support packages and the potential role, if any, of tax 
incentive schemes in promoting the sustainable development of the islands, including 
economic, social, cultural, linguistic and environmental dimensions 

3.iThe principal EU policies that contextualize the development of the islands and, 
drawing on this policy context, the case that can be made for additional support 
measures to promote the sustainable development of the islands.  Particular regard 
should be had to  EU competition policy and applicable state-aid rules 

4. To make appropriate recommendations with regard to additional targeted support 
measures aimed at  promoting sustainable development and employment creation 

5. To conduct cost-benefit analyses of any new investment-support measures recommended 
as a result of the study. 
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APPENDIX 3 – COMPOSITION OF THE STEERING GROUP 
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Individual Organisation 

Aodhán Mac Cormaic An Roinn Gnóthaí Pobail, Comhionannais agus Gaeltachta 

(Cathaoirleach) / Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht 

Affairs (Chairman) 

Bairbre Ní Ghoill An Roinn Gnóthaí Pobail, Comhionannais agus Gaeltachta (Rúnaí) / 
Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs (Secretary) 

Máirtín Ó Conghaile  Údarás na Gaeltachta 

Stiofán Ó Cualáin Údarás na Gaeltachta 

Majella Ní Chríocháin 

(replaced by Maireád 
O’Reilly) 

Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann 
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APPENDIX 4 - CONSULTATIONS
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Schedule of Island Visits 

Island Date 

Toraigh 22 Jan. 2009 

Árainn Mhór 23 Jan. 2009 

Clare Island 15 Jan. 2009 

Inishturk 16 Jan. 2009 

Inishbofin 28 Jan. 2009 

Árainn 29 Jan. 2009 

Inis Meáin 09 Feb. 2009 

Inis Oírr 30 Jan. 2009 

Bere Island 13 Feb. 2009 

Sherkin Island 12 Feb.2009 

Cléire 11 Feb. 2009 

  

 
 

 Organisation Name and Role 

DCEGA 
Furbo, Co Galway 

Various officials 

Údarás na Gaeltachta National and regional executive  

Pádraig Ó hAoláin 

Fáilte Ireland  Helen O’Halloran 

County Enterprise Boards Various officials 

Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann Various officials 
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APPENDIX 5 – CONSULTATION DISCUSSION NOTE
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Background: 
The Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs (DCRGA) has commissioned a study of 
the Employment Needs and development Potential of the Islands.  
 
This will be an evaluation of the existing situation on the islands in relation to 

 the cost of living on the islands; and  
 the cost of running commercial enterprises on the islands 

 
The objectives of the study are as follows: 

 progress the implementation of a comprehensive development strategy for the islands; 
and  

 the introduction of appropriate measures to encourage entrepreneurship and business 
start-ups that will benefit the island communities. 

 
Discussion Guide: 
FGS Consulting are open to exploring a wide range of themes as part of our fieldwork during the 
series of visits to the islands. These can include, but are not limited to, the following: 
 

 Determinants of the cost of living on the islands 
 Determinants of the cost of running a commercial enterprise on the islands 
 Perceived value of current enterprise support measures (i.e. Enterprise Scheme for non-

Gaeltacht islands) 
 Perceived value and appropriateness of current connectivity – access to broadband, etc 

– and impact upon local enterprises 
 Scope to improve the provision of training, education and up-skilling for workers 
 Access to skilled labour 
 Potential scope for the development of future enterprises (i.e. branding of island 

produce; marketing as niche products, etc) 
 What additional incentives are required to attract investment (special taxation incentives, 

etc)? 
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APPENDIX 6 – BUSINESS EXPANSION SCHEME
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Business Expansion Scheme 

7.33 The investee companies must not be listed on the official list of a stock exchange or on an 
unlisted securities market of a stock exchange. 

7.34 The company in which investment is made must carry on qualifying trading operations. These 
are: 

 the manufacture of goods (including computer services).  

 the operation of certain tourist traffic undertakings.  

 internationally traded services.  

 the cultivation of mushrooms. 

 the micro-propagation of plants and plant cloning.  

 the cultivation of horticultural produce in greenhouses.  

 research and development activity which is undertaken with a view to carrying on 
certain of these qualifying trading operations.  

 commercial research and development activities.  

 the construction and leasing of Advance Factory buildings.  

 the production, publication, marketing and promotion of certain musical 
recordings by a new artist.  

 recycling activities in relation to waste material, which has been subjected to any 
process or treatment, which results in value-added material that is reusable. 

Some of these activities require certification by a development agency and/or grant aid to qualify for 
BES purposes, as follows: 

 Research and development activities undertaken with a view to carrying on 
certain. qualifying trades – Enterprise Ireland, SFADCO or Údarás na Gaeltachta, 
as appropriate.  

 Tourist traffic undertakings – Fáilte Ireland.  

 Micro-propagation of plants, plant cloning, and horticultural cultivation (in 
greenhouses) – The Minister for Agriculture and Food.  

 Music industry, promotion of new artist – The Minister for Arts, Sport and 
Tourism.  

 Construction and leasing of an Advance Factory – IDA, SFADCO or Údarás na 
Gaeltachta 

 

Investors must purchase new ordinary share capital in the company; shares must not carry 
preferential rights. The minimum investment by an individual in any one company which qualifies is 
€250; and the maximum investment by all investors in any one company or group of companies is 
€2,000,000 subject to a maximum of €1,500,000 in any one twelve month period. Shares must be 
held for a period of five years. The investor must be resident in the State for the tax year in respect of 
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which he/she makes the claim; subscribes on his/her own behalf for eligible shares in a qualifying 
company; and is not for the relevant period, as defined, connected with the company. 

The number of BES investors in any one company is subject only to the limitation on the number of 
shareholders in a private company; and subject to the overall limit of €2,000,000 (€1.5m per 12 month 
period) of BES funds that can be invested in any one company or in a number of companies promoted 
or owned by the same person(s). There is no limit to the number of companies an investor can invest 
in but tax relief is subject to the overall investment limit of €150,000 per annum up to and including 
2013. 

A qualifying company is: 

 a Micro, Small or Medium Sized Enterprise within the European Commission 
definition in force for the relevant period;  

 incorporated in the State or another European Economic Area (EEA) State;  

 resident in the State or is resident in another EEA State and carries on business 
in the State through a branch or agency;  

 not regarded as a firm in difficulty for the purposes of the Community Guidelines 
on State Aid for rescuing and restructuring firms in difficulty;  

 is an unquoted company (except in the case of companies listed on the Irish 
Enterprise Exchange (IEX));  

 engaged in a qualifying trade or whose business consists of holding shares or 
securities in one or more qualifying subsidiaries; and  

 has its issued share capital fully paid up 

 

The current EU definition of micro, small & medium-sized enterprises is set out as follows: 

 A medium-sized enterprise has less than 250 employees and has an annual 
turnover not exceeding €50m or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 
€43m;  

 A small enterprise has less than 50 employees and has an annual turnover 
and/or annual balance sheet total not exceeding €10m;  

 A micro enterprise has less than 10 employees and has an annual turnover 
and/or annual balance sheet total not exceeding €2m.  

 

The company must use the equity raised to do one or other of the following: 

 enable the company, or enlarge its capacity, to undertake its trading operations; 
or  

 enable the company to engage in, or assist the company in, research and 
development, the acquisition of technological information, the development of 
new or existing products or services or the provision of new products or services; 
or  

 enable the company to identify new markets, and to develop new and existing 
markets, for its products or services; or  
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 enable the company to increase its sales of products or provision of services;  

 create and/or maintain  employment in the company or, in the case of the 
construction and leasing of advance factory buildings, in either or both a company 
contracted to construct the advance factory building and a company which enters 
into a lease for its use. 

(Source: www.revenue.ie – accessed April 2, 2009). 
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APPENDIX 7 - UDARÁS GRANTS TO THE GAELTACHT 
ISLANDS 2004-2008 

 - 
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 Íocaíocthaí I Leith Tograí Oileánda 2004  

Áit Táirge/Seirbhís Deontas Ioctha  - 01/01/2004 
go 31/12/2004 (€) 

Toraigh C.C. Thoraí Teo - Forbairt Pobail 118,384 

Árainn Mhór Iascach 1,150 

Árainn Mhór Iascach 1,225 

Árainn Mhór Seirbhís Fhaisnéise 12,005 

Árainn Mhór Turasóireacht Chultúrtha 8,000 

Árainn Mhór Cairéalacht Chloch 6,500 

Árainn Mhór Iascach 1,200 

Árainn Mhór Fiontar Turasóireachta 34,587 

Iomlán  64,667 

Inis Meáin Earraí Cniotáilte 11,769 

Inis Meáin C.C.  Inis Meáin Teo - Fiontar Talmhaíochta 18,771 

Iomlán  30,540 

Inis Mór Fiontar Pobail 46,770 

Inis Mór Turasóireacht Chultúrtha 40,174 

Inis Mór Athchúrsáil Bruscair 16,675 

Inis Mór Óstán 246,818 

Inis Mór Iascaireacht 3,519 

Inis Mór Iascaireacht 2,650 

Iomlán  356,606 

Inis Oírr Óstán 70,160 

Inis Oírr Fiontar Turasóireachta 15,000 

Inis Oírr Iascach 0 

Inis Oírr Bialann 12,422 

Inis Oírr Comhar Caomhan Teo - Fiontar Pobail 3,149 

Iomlán  100,731 

Cléire Fiontar Mara 3,330 
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Cléire Plandaí gairdín 1,065 

Cléire Oideachas Aosach agus Eile 7,600 

Cléire C.C. Chléire Teo - Fiontar Pobail 52,708 

Iomlán  64,703 

 Mór Iomlán 800,298 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta administrative data, 2009 
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 ÍocaÍochtaí I Leith Tograí Oileánda 2005  

Áit Táirge/Seirbhís Deontas Ioctha  - 01/01/2005 
go 31/12/2005  (€) 

Árainn Mhór 
C.C. Forbartha & Fostaíochta Á. Mor Teo. - 
Fiontar pobail 

55,125 

Árainn Mhór Gnó Teileaseirbhíse 1,750 

Árainn Mhór Gníomhaíocht Ghlao-Ionaid 1,750 

Árainn Mhór Fiontar Turasóireachta 47,571 

Iomlán  106,196 

   

Toraigh Forbairt Pobail 1,892 

   

Inis Meáin Fiontar Mara 3,300 

Inis Mór C.C. Forbartha Árann Teo - Fiontar Pobail 218,586 

Inis Mór Próiseáil Feamainne 32,972 

Inis Mór Turasóireacht Chultúrtha 38,766 

Inis Mór Athchúrsáil Bruscair 46,774 

Inis Mór Óstán 210,000 

Inis Mór Óstán 6,080 

Iomlán  553,178 

Inis Oírr Óstán 187,689 

Inis Oírr Fiontar Turasóireachta 15,245 

Inis Oírr Bialann 1,578 

Inis Oírr Gníomhaíochtaí Cultúrtha 4,920 

Inis Oírr Seirbhís Iompar ar Oileán 22,500 

Inis Oírr Seirbhísí Aistriúcháin/Idirlín 6,500 

Inis Oírr Fiontar Pobail 8,555 

Iomlán  246,987 

Cléire Fiontar Mara 8,420 

Cléire Plandaí gairdín 2,605 
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Cléire Oideachas Aosach agus Eile 4,500 

Cléire Gorlann Cluas Mhara 73,222 

Cléire C.C. Chléire Teo - Fiontar Pobail 29,674 

Iomlán  118,421 

 Mór Iomlán 1,028,082 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta administrative data, 2009 
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 Íocaíochtaí I Leith Tograí Oileánda 2006  

Áit Táirge/Seirbhís Deontas Ioctha  - 01/01/2006 
go 31/12/2006  (€) 

Toraigh Áiseanna Stórála/Miondíolachán 20,712 

Toraigh C.C. Thoraí Teo - Forbairt Pobail 7,655 

Iomlán  28,367 

Árainn Mhór Iascach 1,348 

Árainn Mhór Fiontar Mara 1,140 

Árainn Mhór Fiontar Turasóireachta 18,000 

Iomlán  20,488 

Inis Mór C.C. Forbartha Árann Teo - Fiontar Pobail 11,300 

Inis Mór Óstán 43,182 

Inis Mór Turasóireacht 147,257 

Inis Mór Gnó Teiripe 5,000 

Iomlán  206,739 

Inis Oírr Bialann 5,560 

Inis Oírr Fiontar Turasóireachta 15,745 

Inis Oírr Comhar Caomhan Teo - Fiontar Pobail 96,811 

Iomlán  118,116 

Cléire Oideachas Aosach agus Eile 4,500 

Cléire Gorlann Cluas Mhara 30,511 

Cléire C.C. Chléire Teo - Fiontar Pobail 52,797 

Iomlán  87,808 

 Mór Iomlán 461,518 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta administrative data, 2009 
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 Íocaíochtaí I Leith Tograí Oileánda 2007  

Áit Táirge/Seirbhís Deontas Ioctha  - 01/01/2007 
go 31/12/2007  (€) 

Árainn Mhór Oideachas agus Oiliúint 198 

Árainn Mhór Micreaghrúdlann 7,500 

Árainn Mhór Deisiú agus Cothabháil Feithic 8,000 

Árainn Mhór Naíonra 297 

Árainn Mhór Fiontar Turasóireachta 8,051 

Iomlán  24,046 

   

Inis Meáin Earraí Cniotáilte 20,697 

Inis Meáin Fiontar Mara 725 

Inis Meáin Bialann 81,700 

Iomlán  103,122 

   

Inis Mór Fiontar Pobail 59,391 

Inis Mór Spórt Mara 10,150 

Inis Mór Gníomhaíocht Caitheamh Aimsire 3,482 

Inis Mór Ionad Béaloideasa Arann 12,000 

Inis Mór Fiontar Mara 6,400 

Iomlán  91,423 

Cléire Gorlann Cluas Mhara 65,544 

Cléire Fiontar Pobail 24,684 

Iomlán  90,228 

 Mór Iomlán 308,819 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta administrative data, 2009 
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 Íocaíochtaí i Leith Tograí Oileánda 2008  

Áit Táirge/Seirbhís Deontas Ioctha 01/01/2008 
go 31/12/2008  (€) 

Toraigh Bialann 18,869 

Toraigh Áiseanna Stórála/Miondíolachán 20,000 

Toraigh Gníomhaíochtaí Scannán /Físeán 11,000 

Iomlán  49,869 

Árainn Mhór Naíonra 891 

Árainn Mhór Fiontar Turasóireachta 18,470 

Iomlán  19,361 

Inis Meáin Earraí Cniotáilte 20,807 

Inis Meáin Déantús Saintáirgí Stroighne 83,750 

Iomlán  104,557 

Inis Mór C.C. Forbartha Árann Teo - Fiontar Pobail 8,000 

Inis Mór Próiseáil Feamainne 19,360 

Inis Mór Gnó Teiripe 5,000 

Inis Mór Ionad Béaloideasa Arann 3,000 

Iomlán  35,360 

   

Inis Oírr Comhar Caomhan Teo - Fiontar Pobail 34,353 

Cléire Fiontar Mara 6,081 

Cléire Seirbhís Leathanbhanda 14,580 

Cléire C.C. Chléire Teo - Fiontar Pobail 4,363 

Iomlán  25,024 

 Mór Iomlán 268,524 

Source: Údarás na Gaeltachta administrative data, 2009 

 

 


