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Statement by Paul Holden  

to the Joint Committee on Communications, Climate Action & 

Environment  
re his proposed re-appointment as  

Chairperson of the Digital Hub Development Agency 

 

0. Introduction 

I wish to thank the chairman, Ms Hildegarde Naughton T.D., and members of the Joint Select 

Committee on Communications, Climate Action & Environment for their invitation to address the 

Committee. I an extremely honoured by Minister Naughten’s stated intention to reappoint me to the 

Chair of the Digital Hub Development Agency, and I welcome the opportunity to outline to this 

Committee the work of the Agency and to inform the members about its current contribution to 

economic development, urban regeneration and community engagement, and about its very 

significant potential for the future. 

1. The Digital Hub Development Agency 

1.1 
Establishment 
and Main 
Function 

The Digital Hub Development Agency (DHDA) was established under the Digital 
Hub Development Agency Act 2003, and operates under the aegis of the 
Minister for Communications, Climate Action & Environment. Its main function, 
as set out in the Act, is to develop The Digital Hub as a location for digital 
enterprises and related activities. 

1.2 An 
Enterprise 
Cluster 

My understanding, and that of the Board, is that the Act envisages the 
development of an ‘enterprise cluster’, in which a variety of businesses engaged 
in similar or complementary activities are located in close proximity, where they 
can share problems and solutions, ideas and talent, facilities and costs, where 
they can trade with one another, and where they can inspire and learn from 
one another. 

1.3 Location 
and Property 

The ‘digital hub’ is defined in the Act as a geographical area of roughly 9 acres in 
the historical Liberties area of Dublin 8, spanning both sides of the western end 
of Thomas Street (see appended maps). Within the defined area, the DHDA 
owns some 19 buildings, many of which are protected structures of 
architectural interest, or of interest because they played a significant role in 
Dublin’s industrial past. We also hold another building on a 99-year lease from 
the Office of Public Works (OPW), and manage two other buildings that are 
owned by the OPW. 

1.4 Urban 
Regeneration 

The DHDA recognises its responsibilities as the custodian of these important 
buildings, and the requirement to maintain them in good and safe condition, 
and to convert them to productive use when possible. Nine buildings in The 
Digital Hub area are currently actively operated by the DHDA, including the 
three that are owned by the OPW. The rest of the buildings in the DHDA’s 
portfolio are currently derelict or otherwise unsuitable for occupation, and it is 
the DHDA’s intention to develop these over the coming years. 
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1.5 Current 
Status of the 
Cluster 

The Digital Hub is the largest cluster of technology, digital media and internet 
companies in Ireland. It is currently home to some 95 companies of various 
sizes, ranging from one- and two- person operations to ones employing in 
excess of 40. Total employment in client companies is roughly 725. One of the 
unique features of The Digital Hub – and one of its most important – is that the 
client base consists of approximately 50% indigenous companies and 50% 
foreign-owned companies – from France, the UK, Italy, Canada, South Africa and 
the USA. This rich ferment provides great potential for networking, learning, 
and accelerated development. 

1.6 What The 
Digital Hub 
provides 

The Digital Hub provides flexible leases and tenancy arrangements that greatly 
facilitate companies in early development and growth phases. It also provides a 
very strong technical infrastructure, meeting rooms, on-campus café, 
networking and educational events, and facilities support. This allows the 
companies to do what they do best and to focus on their product development, 
marketing and sales, without much of the administrative overhead that 
normally burdens early-stage companies. 

1.7 Role in 
Dublin’s Digital 
Enterprise 
Ecosystem 

The Digital Hub is also playing a significant role in the development of Dublin’s 
digital enterprise ecosystem. We work closely with IDA Ireland in attracting FDI 
to the city, and have provided many FDI clients with a ‘soft landing spot’ when 
they first set up operations in Ireland. With the support of Dublin City Council, 
we have recently taken over some of the responsibilities of the Office of the 
Dublin Commissioner for Startups to support and promote the establishment 
and growth of innovation-led, product-based companies, including the current 
Tech Concierge service, the organisation of the monthly Brekkie Networking 
event and the publication of The Dublin Globe newsletter. 

1.8 Local 
Community 
Engagement 

We are also committed to working with our local community to ensure that The 
Digital Hub is not a high-tech enclave isolated from its neighbours. We have 
taken a number of initiatives aimed at improving digital inclusion in Dublin 8, 
and have run very many digital literacy programmes over the past 13 years, 
aimed at providing skills, motivation and access for local people. These include: 

 The highly successful Future Creators and Future Creators Cadets 
programmes, run in conjunction with the National College of Art & Design, 
which has informed an EU-wide initiative, and which has opened significant 
personal development, educational and career opportunities for young 
people in our community; 

 The Schools Broadband Exemplar Project, which we ran on behalf of the 
Department of Communications as a pilot to guide and inform good 
practice. Among other benefits, this project enabled pupils at a local school 
to participate in Leaving Certificate Honours Maths classes at a different 
school, to succeed in exams and go on to study STEM subjects at third level;  

 A number of digital literacy programmes for local residents (particularly 
older people, parents with young children, and others who had previously 
little or no exposure to technology) and programmes to help local 
businesses advertise and trade online. 

The DHDA also works closely with the Liberties Business Forum – our CEO is on 
its Board – and we are supporting this year’s Liberties Festival. 
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1.9 Recent 
Development 
of the Campus 

In the recent past, the DHDA entered into an arrangement with a private 
property development company for the conversion of a derelict 18th Century 
grain store into modern offices in return for the transfer of title to a disused 
warehouse, on the site of which the company built high-quality student 
accommodation. The newly restored Grainstore building was officially opened 
in September 2015, providing contemporary office space for growing 
technology companies. The student accommodation facility is also now fully 
operational and used by almost 500 students.  

1.10 Benefits 
of this 
Development 
Model 

This project has been a win-win one. It yielded benefits: 

 For The Digital Hub, as it provides us with an additional 10,650 square feet 
of office accommodation; 

 For the operators and users of the student accommodation (in a city that 
has a severe shortage of such accommodation);  

 For the local community and the local economy, as it brings a new lease of 
life and increased economic activity to the area; and 

 For Dublin city, as a derelict corner of the Liberties has been transformed 
into a thriving and vibrant area, with a new public pedestrian walkway. 

1.11 Proposed 
Development 
on Thomas 
Street 

For the past two years, the DHDA has been laying the groundwork for 
redevelopment of a 2.7-acre site on the south side of Thomas Street, which 
includes a number of buildings fronting Thomas Street and the iconic Vathouse 
building, formerly part of the Guinness production facility. The Competitive 
Dialogue process has engaged a number of private sector developers who are 
keen to participate, and the DHDA has been assisted throughout the process by 
Dublin City Council, as well as by legal and technical advisers. The DHDA 
intends, with Ministerial consent, to issue a call for tenders shortly, and it is 
expected that the development will be worth in excess of €100 million, with the 
potential to employ over 1,000 people during the construction phase, and to 
greatly increase the quantum of office space available to the DHDA for 
expansion of the digital cluster. It will also result in very significant rejuvenation 
of the Thomas Street area, in line with the Local Area Plan, and have an 
important impact on tourism traffic and spending, as the site is just around the 
corner from the Guinness Storehouse – one of the biggest tourist attractions in 
the country. 

1.12 Impact of 
Proposed 
Development 

This project is of major importance for the future of The Digital Hub. The DHDA 
is currently in receipt of Exchequer funding to the tune of approximately €1.7 
million, and generates a further €2.9 million in commercial revenue. The DHDA 
expects that the availability of the additional office space will enable the Agency 
to become financially self-sustaining in the medium term. 

1.13 Transition 
to Dublin City 
Council 

The final piece of background information is that as part of the Programme for 
Public Sector Reform, Government has decided that the Agency should transfer 
to the aegis of Dublin City Council. Considerable work has been done on this 
transition, by the Agency itself, by the Department and by Dublin City Council. 
This transition will enable the DHDA to make a broader contribution to Dublin’s 
social and economic life and to the development of the city’s reputation as a 
world-class centre for high-tech industry. 
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2. My approach to the role of chairperson 

2.1 
Responsibilities 

As Chairperson, my responsibility is to: 

 Manage and provide leadership to the Board of the Agency;  

 Act as a direct liaison between the Board and the Chief Executive Officer;  

 Communicate Board decisions to the CEO where necessary; 

 Provide independent advice and counsel to the CEO; 

 Keep abreast generally of the activities of the Company and its 
management; 

 Ensure that the Board is properly informed and that sufficient timely 
information is provided to enable the members to monitor performance, 
make sound decisions and give appropriate advice to promote the success 
of the Agency; 

 Develop and set the agendas for meetings of the Board in consultation with 
the CEO;  

 Act as Chair at meetings of the Board; 

 Review and sign minutes of Board meetings following their approval by the 
Board; 

 Monitor the work of Committees of the Board; 

 Call special meetings of the Board as necessary; 

 Assess and make recommendations to the Board and to the Minister 
regarding the effectiveness of the Board as a whole, the Committees of the 
Board and individual Directors;  

 Ensure that the Directors regularly hold discussions without management 
present; and 

 Work with the Board to ensure implementation and delivery of the DHDA 
Strategic Plan by the management team. 

2.2 In Board 
Meetings 

In Board meetings, my approach is to: 

 Encourage and facilitate each member of the board to participate in 
discussions, and ensure that no member dominates; 

 Listen to all members and make sure that their contributions are heard and 
respected; 

 Insist that questions to management are answered clearly; 

 Direct the meeting in such a way that all views are heard; 

 Ensure that the time of the meeting is used in a way that is proportionate to 
the importance and complexity of the topics under discussion; 

 Ensure that there is a balance between discussions of strategy and those of 
operations; and 

 Ensure that decisions are clear and clearly understood by all members; 

 Strive for unanimity. 
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2.3 Outside 
Board 
Meetings 

Outside of Board meetings, my approach is to: 

 Stay in contact with the CEO to ensure that I am fully informed of 
developments that may require Board input, without attempting to micro-
manage. Act as a sounding board and mentor to the CEO; 

 Stay in contact with Department officials as necessary, to ensure that the 
Department and the Minister are fully briefed on any matters that may 
require their input (including any changes to Board membership); 

 Keep in touch with Committee Chairs, to ensure that all relevant matters 
are included in the Board agenda. Attend Committee meetings as 
necessary; 

 Liaise with other Board members as necessary to hear any concerns that 
they may have and ensure that they are dealt with at the appropriate level 
(executive or Board); 

 Identify any need for induction of new Board members and for training of 
existing Board members to ensure that the Board has the skills and 
knowledge necessary to fulfil its functions. Ensure that any such need is 
met; 

 Lead the Board in evaluating its own performance and that of individual 
directors (including the Chairman); 

 Participate in the evaluation of applications for Board membership, when 
such are made through the Public Appointments Service; 

 Participate in the selection process for the CEO position if a vacancy arises; 

 Participate in evaluation of tender submissions as appropriate; and 

 Represent the Agency and/or Board to outside bodies, and attend 
networking events organised for clients and prospective clients. 
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3. My views on the future contribution of the Board to the DHDA 

3.1 Board’s 
twin 
responsibilities 

The Board is responsible for promoting the success of the DHDA by leading and 
directing the Agency’s activities. To employ a metaphor, it has twin controls: an 
‘accelerator’ and a ‘brake’. The accelerator is the strategic role, and the 
constant challenge to management to set ambitious goals and to pursue them. 
The brake is the governance role, and the obligation to promote and oversee 
the highest standards of corporate governance, ethical conduct and social 
responsibility, and to represent the interests of taxpayers. 

3.2 Optimising 
the 
Composition of 
the Board 

Following representations I made to the Minister and his Department, the 
Board has been strengthened in the past year by the addition of three members 
with very particular and relevant expertise and experience – construction/ 
property development, finance, and the local community – and will now be 
further strengthened with the Minister’s decision last week to appoint two 
members from the IDA and Enterprise Ireland. I am now satisfied that the Board 
has a very good mix of individuals who collectively have the expertise needed to 
provide both the strategic direction and the oversight required. I am also happy 
that they fully understand their responsibilities and that they are committed to 
the success of the Agency and the realisation of its potential. 

3.3 Pursuing 
Strategic Goals 

The Agency is currently operating in accordance with a strategic plan that has 
seen the cluster gradually increase in size as buildings were repurposed and 
new office accommodation became available. The facilities we have developed 
are kept fully occupied. Occupancy is carefully managed to achieve this, even 
while we encourage a continual refreshing of the client base – some 20% of 
clients leave and are replaced each year. 

The continued success of this strategy depends to a large extent on the 
outcome of the competitive dialogue and tendering process for the 
redevelopment of the Thomas Street/Vathouse site as outlined above. 

3.4 Reviewing 
and Revising 
Strategy 

Later this year, the Board will work to develop a further iteration of its strategic 
plan covering the next five years, which should see the Agency transition to the 
aegis of Dublin City Council, double its capacity and occupancy, and become 
financially independent. 

3.5 Increasing 
the ‘Cluster 
Effect’ 

There are a number of opportunities for improving the clustering effect within 
The Digital Hub, and these need to be recognised in the new strategy. The 
Agency already has some initiatives in place to foster the development of 
companies in the health and life sciences sector, for which it is well-placed, with 
its close proximity to St James’ Hospital and the imminent development there of 
the National Children’s Hospital. There is a clear opportunity to encourage the 
development and growth of companies in that sector. Similarly, with our close 
ties to the NCAD and our proximity to IMMA (the Irish Museum of Modern Art) 
and BIMM (the British and Irish Modern Music Institute) we are well-placed to 
foster companies engaged in digital content creation across the spectrum. 
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3.6 Serving the 
Clients 

The Board also needs to consider the particular needs of companies that are 
striving to achieve the scale that will enable them to compete and to establish 
commanding positions in global niche markets. This suggests that the core of 
the cluster should be surrounded by a periphery of support services, including 
financial advice, venture funders, legal expertise (for example, in intellectual 
property, in mergers and acquisitions), graphic design, and digital marketing. 
While these services need not be located in The Digital Hub, we should seek to 
attract such services into the immediate locality, in order to foster symbiosis. 

3.7 Successful 
Transition to 
DCC 

The Board will also contribute by working to ensure that the DHDA’s vision and 
mission are preserved in the transition to Dublin City Council, so that in its new 
incarnation it can continue to contribute to the economic, social and cultural 
development of Dublin 8, Dublin city, and the country as a whole. 
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4. Paul Holden: Biographical Note 

Paul Holden is the managing director of Rédacteurs Limited, an editorial consultancy practice 

specialising in technology and public policy. Since founding the company in 1989, his clients have 

included a wide range of private sector companies and governmental, representative, educational 

and not-for-profit organisations. Of particular relevance is his work for the Enterprise Strategy 

Group, the Small Business Forum, the Interdepartmental Committee on Science, Technology & 

Innovation, Forfás, Enterprise Ireland, IDA Ireland, the Department of Education & Skills, the 

Department of Finance, the National Centre for Technology in Education, the Centre for Software 

Engineering, the European Commission, Science Foundation Ireland, and the National Procurement 

Service. 

Prior to setting up the company, Paul worked with the National Board for Science & Technology, 

where he was involved with researching and formulating science and technology policy. His earlier 

career included spells with IBM (Ireland) as analyst/programmer, and with Cii Honeywell Bull (Paris) 

as technical writer. 

In 1997, he was appointed to the Irish Council for Science, Technology & Innovation (ICSTI), on which 

he served for seven years, most notably on the Technology Foresight Task Force (as chairman of the 

ICT Foresight Panel), and on Task Forces dealing with the public awareness of science, with industrial 

design and development (chairman), and with strategic technology platforms (chairman).  

From 1997 to 2009, he served as Chairman of ECDL (Ireland) Limited (t/a ICS Skills), the organisation 

established by the Irish Computer Society to promote and certify computer literacy skills. Under his 

chairmanship, ECDL (Ireland) became the most successful such organisation in the world, and 

developed a business model that was widely adopted by other ECDL operators throughout the world 

in a digital literacy programme that has now reached more than 14 million people. From 2001 to 

2004, Paul served as Director of Equalskills (UK) Ltd, a joint venture between ICS Skills and the 

Huddersfield Textile Centre of Excellence to promote basic computing and internet skills among 

ethnic minorities and disadvantaged groups. He also served on the board of Generics Software Ltd, a 

high-tech spin-out from TCD, from 1983 to 1988. 

From 2003 to 2011, Paul was also a member of the Steering Group of the Discover Science & 

Engineering Integrated Awareness Programme, established to promote awareness of science and 

technology, particularly among young people and their influencers. 

In 2012, he was appointed to the Board of the Digital Hub Development Agency, and served as Chair 

of the Audit Committee until 2014, when he was appointed Chair of the Agency. Under his 

chairmanship, the composition of the Board has been greatly strengthened to reflect current needs, 

a new Chief Executive has been recruited (following two interim appointments), and a new senior 

management team has been put in place, resulting in a new dynamic, and robust governance 

structures. He commissioned an independent review of Board effectiveness and worked with the 

Board to implement the recommendations. The mix of clients in the enterprise cluster has grown 

and developed, and now has a 50/50 mix of indigenous and FDI companies. Three disused and/or 

derelict buildings have been renovated and made productive. A Competitive Dialogue process was 

initiated with the aim of securing the redevelopment of a major part of the south side of the 

campus. Commercial income has been increased and costs reduced, so that Exchequer funding has 

decreased from over 56% of total income to just 37% (a trajectory that is continuing).  

Paul holds a BA degree in Philosophy and Mathematics from University College Dublin. He is married 

with three children and seven grandchildren. 
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Contact details: 

Home address: 8 Dargan’s Way, Railway Avenue, Sutton, Dublin 13, D13 H2T0 

Phone: 087 267 9860 

Email: pholden@redact.ie 

LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/pau1holden 

Office: Rédacteurs Ltd, 165 Howth Road, Dublin 3, D03 H6C5 

Phone: (01) 833 0444 

Web: www.redact.ie 

  

http://www.redact.ie/
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5. Further Information 

On the Digital Hub Development Agency 

Enabling Act: http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2003/act/23/enacted/en/pdf 

Board: www.thedigitalhub.com/board-members 

Notable Companies at The Digital Hub 

 Bizimply: Irish, 17 employees  

 Eventbrite: American, 1 employee 

 Gingerbread Animation: Irish, 5 employees 

 Lonely Planet: American, 22 employees 

 patientMpower: Irish, 3 employees 

 Software AG: UK, 17 employees 

 Sonru: Irish, 9 employees 

 Square1: Irish, 15 employees  

 Wachsman: American, 5 employees 

Full list at www.thedigitalhub.com/companydirectory   

Community Learning Initiatives 

www.thedigitalhub.com/futurecreators 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ummxs8V0Ea0 

 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2003/act/23/enacted/en/pdf
http://www.thedigitalhub.com/board-members
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ummxs8V0Ea0


12 

 

 
  



13 

 

 

  



14 

 

 


