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Statement of Louth County Council to the Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeftacht Affairs on "The future 
of community, social and economic development and co-operation in border 
counties., 

Introduction 

L.outh County Council greatly welcomes this opportunity to address you committee on the 
future of community, social and economic development and co-operation in the Border 
Counties. Communities throughout Ireland have faced difficult times over the past 
decade or so due to the prolonged economic crisis. Reductions in both central and local 
government support and funding, coupled with large gaps between vital programmes such 
as INTERREG, LEADER and PEACE, have meant that it is been very difficult indeed to 
either maintain or develop community infrastructure or facilities. The recent 
commencement of these programmes has been a tremendous boost for the people of 
County Louth. 

People in Border Areas which are, by their nature, so often on the periphery and far from 
centres of government and power, have always considered that they suffer additional 
difficulty and disadvantage. The long recession has certainly exacerbated this problem and 
towns like Dundalk continue to suffer unemployment rates above the national average. 
The retail and hospitality sectors have- been badly hit and our proximity to the Border, 
coupled with the ever-present challenge of fluctuating currency exchange rates, makes 
recovery that bit harder. 

The decision of Britain to feave the European Union is an added challenge and at the 
present time, when so little is known with any certainty about what the final Brexit package 
might look like, there is widespread concern throughout the county in all sectors about the 
future. Cross Border co-operation and cross border programmes have been an integral part 
of community social and economic development in this area for many decades, including 
right throughout the Troubles. Most of the key programmes, such as INTERREG and 
PEACE, on which we rely so much, are at least partly funded by the European Union. 
While a reasonable degree of certainty has been brought to the current round of funding, a 
future without these programmes is afmost unthinkable and if they cannot continue in their 
present form, then similar replacement programmes must be developed and put in place by 
both Governments. Our own Council's close relationships with Councils in Northem 
Ireland date back to the early 1970s and we would not like to see this valuable cooperation 
damaged or diminished, especially as a result of Brexit. 
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I have set out below a brief description of some areas which may be of interest to the 
Committee members: 

Louth Local Economic Community Plan 

The matter of Community Development has been largely legislated for in recent times 
through aspects of the Local Government Act, 2014 which provided the statutory basis for 
both Local Economic Community Plans (LECP) and associated Local Community 
Development Committees (LCDC) and the Public Participation Network (PPN). The LECP in 
particular has provided specific goals and actions to underpin the principal of encouraging 
Community Development. Louth County Council are now moving forward and are putting 
a mechanism in place that will monitor the implementation of these actions both by 
ourslelves and by a wide range of other bodies and agencies who are also responsible for 
delivery and implementation of actions under the Plan. 

The Community Goals of the Louth LECP are: 

../ Strong, safe and flourishing communities 

../ Access to education 

../ Prosperous, inclusive communities and places 

../ Health and wellbeing 

../ Nurturing children and young people 

../ An age-friendly society 

../ Entrepreneurship, innovation and enterprise 

../ A valued environment 

The Economic Goals of the Plan also play a critical role in supporting our communities with 
jobs and investment. These goals are: 

../ Foreign Direct Investment 

../ Sustainable Development 

../ Education & Training 

../ Future focused Innovation 

../ Indigenous Industry 

../ Tourism and Heritage 

../ Agriculture, Food and Fisheries 

../ Broadband Connectivity and Transport 
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Town and Village Renewal Scheme 

The above scheme which was reintroduced by Government in 2016 provided a most 
welcome and needed opportunity for groups to develop smatl capital works that would 
provide both a community and economic benefit to their area. Louth County Council relied 
on the existing supported Tidy Towns Network of 22 groups (Louth Tidy Towns Together) to 
promote and develop proposals. Although the timeframe was extremely short, a number of 
projects of merit were delivered but more importantly others have been prepared for the 
2017 scheme, to which we are also looking forward. We continue to work very closely 
with Louth Tidy Towns Together and many of the projects proposed will be part of each town 
or village's National Tidy Towns Plan. Clearly the ongoing enhancement and 
improvement of towns and villages and their facilities is of huge benefit in improving the 
quality of life of residents. In addition, these works also make the places more attractive 
from a tourism and investment point of view and obviously that is of critical importance as we 
continue to recover from the very long recession. 

Rural Development Programme - Leader 

As I mentioned above, there has been a long gap since the end of the last LEADER 
Programme. The Louth Rural Development Programme developed through LEADER which 
is detailed in the Local Development Strategy (LDS) will provided an even more sustainable 
opportunity for community and social development, which will address identified local target 
groups. The same supported communities have been active in contributing to the 
development of the LDS which is now grounded in a funding model. It should be noted again 
that the LOS is specifically compatible and complimentary to the LECP actions. In County 
Louth the LAG if Louth LCDC and our delivery partner is Louth Leader Partnership who have 
long experience in delivering LEADER Programmes since the 1990s. The programme 
has just recently opened a number of calls. 

INTERREG Programme 

The European Union's INTERREG Programme has also been a crucial source of funding for 
an astonishing variety of projects in the Border Region of Ireland and Northern Ireland for the 
past 25 years. Louth County Council is part of a local authority-led cross border 
organisation which was established in 1976 to facilitate and promote cross border economic 
development. The organisation is the key mechanism through which local authorities in 
the East Border area have access EU funding such as INTERREG. Just to give a flavour 
of the financial impact of the programme in the region: 

INTERREG IliA (2000-2006) - East Border Region was the Implementing Agent and 
supported projects to the value of €25 million 

INTERRREG IVA (2007-2013)- East Border Region was lead Partner on projects valued at 
€24m ill ion 
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Under the INTERREG V Programme Louth County Council have already been awarded very 
significant funding for a greenway extension project about which there are further details 
below. 

PEACE Programme 

With regard to the border community, Louth County Council is a beneficiary of the PEACE 
Programme and again a strategy was developed to address the particular needs of border 
communities. An initial funding allocation has been made against these themes and again a 
similar process of addressing target groups is planned. A peace partnership committee has 
been established representing all target groups as outlined in the programme. This 
committee reports via the LCDC ensuring an integrated approach to this element of specific 
community development. The PEACE Programme has been ongoing since the mid-
1990s and over the years very many worthwhile projects of both a capital infrastructure and 
a soft support nature have been undertaken. An example of the latter would be the 
Challenge of Change project which dealt with the integration of new communities from Africa 
and Eastern Europe in particular. 

Tidy Towns & Estates and the Pride of Place Competition 

Louth County Council has a very long history of encouraging communities to assist 
themselves and, to this end, we have been providing grant assistance to both Tidy Towns 
Groups and Residents Associations to develop and support project that better the general 
community. This support has been successful over many years and helps to provide and 
sustain the community structures that can then avail of any funding schemes that are 
available. 

County Louth has been a very successful participant in the National Tidy towns Competition 
for decades and the Wee County tends to punch well above its weight. We are currently 
the proud holders of no less than 4 Gold Medals, with a further collection of Silver and 
Bronze. We also hold several hugely popular local competitions at village and housing 
estate level. 

In the past few years we have entered the All Island Pride of place Competition. This is 
truly one of those competitions where the taking part is more important than the winning and 
I have been delighted at the huge beneficial impact of participation on all those businesses, 
estates, communities, towns and villages who have been entered for Pride of Place. 
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Louth Tourism and Heritage Action Plan 

1) Sharing our Heritage; 

The Louth Tourism and Heritage Action Plan 
2017 - 2021 was launched by the Louth 
Economic Forum on the 81

h March, 2017. This is 
the second such plan developed by the Louth 
Economic Forum and it detaifs its strategy to 
maximise Louth's tourism potential to 2021, 
through three key themes: 

2) Exploring our Mountains, Fields and Sea; 

3) Enjoying Our Arts, Culture~ Food and Festivals. 

Louth County Council aims to position the county as a leading sustainable tourism 
destination by harnessing the potential offered by its unfque location within Ireland's Anc•ent 
East, as the hub for the Boyne Valley and the Cooley, Mourne and Gullion Regions. 

The plan sets out a range of actions, ind uding: 

./ Increasing the number of bed nights and "dwell time" • 

./ Promoting Louth's unique heritage, arts and cultural strengths, including supporting 
Louth County Counci l's bid to have Monasterboice designated as a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site . 

./ Promoting Louth as a key destination for adventure sports, cycling, watersports, and 
horse racing . 

./ Regenerating Louth's indigenous craft industry, focusing on thatching and boat 
building to enhance the visitor experience . 

./ Establishing an annual award structure to reward Good Food establishments and 
food producers in Louth. 

Carlingford Lough Greenway 

The Carlingford to Omeath Greenway was built in 2013 by Louth County Counci l with 
grant aid from the Department of Transport's Smarter Travel fund. Over 6km of off road trail 
on the route of a disused railway along the shores of Carlingford Lough has been 
constructed to date. The trail has proved extremely popular with locals and tourists alike with 
over 53,000 users in 2016 - 25% of which are cyclists. The Carlingford to Omeath 
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Greenway is part of a proposed cross border cycling and walking route linking Dundalk with 
Newry. It will tie into the Newry Tow Path and the National Cycle Network in Northern Ireland 
and to the developing National Cycle Network in lrefand. Recently Newry, Moume and Down 
District Council constructed over 2km of Greenway, providing another element of this 
project. 

Working together, Louth County 
Council and Newry, Moume and Down 
District Councils have recently 
successfully obtained nearly €3.5 
million of EU INTERREG VA funding 
to further develop this project. This 
funding together with funding from the 
Department of Transport, Tourism and 
Sport and from the Department of 
Regional Development Nl will be used 
to construct a further 1 Okm of 
Greenway by 2019. Louth Council as 
lead partner is overseeing this cross border project which when completed will connect 
Carlingford with Newry and onwards via the Canal Tow Path towards Lough Neagh, thus 
providing more sustainable mobility tor cross border travellers. 

Broadband 

When the Government launched the National Broadband Plan. it was envisioned that 75% of 
premises in County Louth, by the end of 2016, would have broadband by commercial 
operators offering at least 30 Mbs. However, since then the roll out of broadband in County 
Louth by commercial operators has accelerated and it is anticipated that the county wi ll 
have over 85% of premises with broadband speeds in excess of 50Mbs bv mid-2017. 

This acceleration has been facilitated through the implementation of our Louth Broadband 
Action Plan. In December 2015, Louth County Council through the Louth Economic Forum 
launched its Broadband Plan to deliver on key actions and establish an implementation 
committee to coordinate and facilitate the roll out of broadband in County Louth. The 
implementation committee, made up of the broadband infrastructure providers and 
Louth County Council, provides a forum to review the progress of broadband deployment 
and prioritise key actions to focus on. The action plan also promotes the county's broadband 
value proposition by highlighting the benefits that County Louth has in relation to broadband 
del ivery, capacity and availability. 

The plan also includes: 

./ the identification of black-spots for remediation throughout the county 

./ to work with the Department of Communications, Climate Action & 
Environment, to ensure that those areas of County Louth (15%) where the 
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market will not deliver is featured prominently in the Government's 
intervention strategy 

./ to respond to the high speed broadband needs of indigenous industry 
through publicising broadband capacity 

./ promote and capitalise on County Louth's enviable position of high speed 
broadband connectivity availability for VOIP, video conferencing, cloud 
services and remote working 

./ explore the possibility of developing a Green Data Centre Park and promote 
the county as a location of choice for international IT organisations who 
host digital assets to service European and Middle Eastern markets 

./ work with Newry, Mourne & Down District Council and telecom providers to 
explore broadband possibilities to our mutual benefit for the communities 
both sides of Carlingford Lough 

BREXIT 

On 23rd June 2016 the UK voted in a referendum to leave the European Union. This 
dramatic result means there will be a significant change in the relationships between the UK 
and the European Union and more importantly between the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland. County Louth is at the frontier of this change. The major areas of change will be in a 
large number of strategic areas e.g. Trade, Foreign Direct Investment, Energy, Migration and 
Labour Market, European Union Funding, Financial Services, Immigration, Border Controls 
to name but a few. 

Working through our MOU between Louth County Council and Newry, Mourne and Down 
District Council and alongside other Border Counties. a strategic study, analysing the impact 
of Brexit in the frontier region of Louth and Newry, Mourne, Down has been commissioned. 
The results of this study will help shape Newry, Mourne & Down District Council's 
submission to the UK Government and the Northern Ireland Assembly. The issues to be 
considered in the study are: 

./ What is the message from the Louth and Newry, Mourne, Down Region . 

./ What are the key issues for our businesses, citizens, communities, farming 
and fishing section . 

./ What is meant by a 'soft border' . 

./ What is our position on the Common Travel Area and Custom Union . 

./ What do we mean by bespoke arrangements . 

./ What are the legal issues for our area. 

At a local level, Louth County Council, through the Local Enterprise Office and the Louth 
Economic Forum has been active disseminating BREXIT guides and advice from the 
Government's Information Service (Dept of Taoiseach), Enterprise Ireland and InterTrade 
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Ireland to the business community. A 'Brexit Information Centre' has been established on 
the LEO website and updates are issued to a subscriber base through social media 
platforms and email bulletins. 

In November 2016, Louth County Council through its LEO assisted lnterTradelreland in 
delivering a free breakfast briefing in County Louth for SMEs with advice and information 
to help businesses prepare for new trading relationships that emerge from BREXIT 
negotiations. The event focused on business planning, currency hedging, innovation, 
diversification and building cross-border relationships. Earlier this year, Louth County 
Council's Head of Enterprise compiled an Opinion Editorial (Op-Ed) on the impacts and 
options for small business resulting from BREXIT which was published by the Independent 
Media Group's two publications in County Louth. A number of information briefings for 
business, in conjunction with the banks, Enterprise Ireland and lnterTradelreland are being 
planned for the county in 2017. 

Conclusion 

As you can see, successful communities in border areas (and indeed everywhere) depend 
on a wide range of factors, including: 

./ Building capacity for self-help and development in each community 

./ A strong cohort of plans and supports from central and local government, 
along with a wide range of other agencies and organisations 

./ A certain and predictable future within which communities can plan and 
hope 

Many of these ingredients are in place for our border communities at the present time. We 
have had a very welcome return of nearly all funding programmes and communities can now 
plan again with some confidence. In County Louth there are very strong relationships and 
cooperation between the Council and all other state and non-state agencies which play a 
vital role in the health of our communities and I am confident that we will successfully deliver 
on most of the actions set out in our Louth Local Economic and Community Plan. 

However, we need all of these ingredients to remain at the disposal of our communities and 
the looming shadow and uncertainty of Brexit is probably the greatest area of concern at the 
current time. Certainly local authorities are still hugely underfunded compared to pre
recession levels and this impedes our ability to deliver as much as we would like for our 
communities but things are getting better and I am optimistic that they will continue to 
improve. Brexit is an entirely different matter. It is currently no more than a "concept". 
We have no idea what it will look like and can be certain about nothing. One thing I am 
certain of, however, is that the possible or more likely probable loss of existing levels of EU 
funding has the potential to do irreparable damage to and stunt the future development of 
many communities. As I said in the introduction above, it is essential that steps are 
taken now to ensure that this does not happen. 

Joan Martin 

Chief Executive, Louth County Council 
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