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Western Development Commission (WDC) 

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Rural and Community Development 
 

RE: Invitation to discuss “Past Performance and Future Strategy” 
[Chairman Dr. Deirdre Garvey; Chief Executive Ian Brannigan] 

 
 
 

 
1. History and purpose of the WDC – A Regional Development Capability since 1998. 

 
The WDC is a statutory body formed in 1998, promoting economic and social development in the Western 
Region of Ireland (counties Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Mayo, Galway and Clare).  The WDC 
operates under the aegis of Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD).  The general 
functions of the WDC are set out in the Western Development Commission Act as being “to promote and 
procure the promotion of, and assist in, foster and encourage economic and social development in the 
Western Region”.  
 

Principal Activities: 
 
The WDC has developed a way of working that delivers a unique and effective response to the development 
challenges of a predominantly rural region. The WDC delivers a critical capacity to the Western Region to 
identify, design and implement economic development and growth. Furthermore, it adds value and regional 
‘sensitivity’ to the work of national and international bodies and actively engages with regional 
interests.  The WDC has sought to establish a capability for future growth both for the region and its citizens 
and will continue to realise these capabilities by continuing our activities in: 
 

 Investment and realisation in regional jobs through implementation of strategic growth initiatives 
(e.g. in Business and cultural tourism, creative economy, green economy, marine etc)and  funding 
towards regional enterprise growth 

 Regional Policy and analysis capability – lending support to advances in critical areas such as 
broadband roll out, proliferation of gas network to towns in regions and ensuring regional 
involvement in national initiatives e.g. Ireland 2040, RSES etc. 

 Regional capability to access EU Programming Funds for SME’s and stakeholders  

 Regional “access to finance” capability – WIF offers a unique source of risk funding to projects, 
businesses and communities in the region. 

 Regional identity – www.lookwest.ie platform gives the region a brand with real reach, but also 
allows local authorities, organisations, individuals and businesses to engage with one another in all 
things WEST 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.lookwest.ie/
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The WDC currently has the following key Strategic Goals1, which are outlined in its Strategic Statement 2015-
18: 
 

 “To inform and influence policy-making on economic and social development in Ireland’s Western 
Region through high quality analysis.” 

 “To promote the benefits of living, working and doing business in Ireland’s Western Region.”  

 “To encourage the development of the Western economy based on the sustainable development of 
the Western Region’s strengths and resources.”  

 “To provide risk capital to micro, small and medium sized and social enterprises (in their start-up and 
expansion phases) through the WDC Investment Fund (WIF).” http://www.wdc.ie/wp-
content/uploads/FINAL-WDC-SS-2015-2018-EN-16pg-v2.pdf 

 
The recent “Programme for a Partnership Government “2 (see annexe C), included a specific commitment to 
reinforce the role of the WDC to support the implementation of the regional jobs plans in the West and 
North-West. Similarly the recent strategic statement of the DRCD3, which had a strategic goal to enhance 
Regional Development, included an objective to “strengthen the role of the Western Development 
Commission in contributing to regional and national policy objectives”.  These far-sighted and commendable 
commitments to Regional Development are being realised by the WDC in a number of ways: 
 

 Involvement with the Implementing Committees which oversee the delivery of the Action Plans for 
Jobs for the West and North-West regions.  Collaborating on multiple actions which are leading to 
regional enterprise development.  E.g. Working with the Audio-Visual sector, Local authorities, and 
Galway Film Centre to devise and deliver on a Regional Film Fund (€2M allocation from the WDC 
investment fund reserves), which aims to boost the sector and productions in the Western region.  
Already one international film has been secured attracting finance from Film Four (UK), and Irish Film 
Board, with others in the pipeline.  

 Representation on the Monitoring Committee for the Action Plan for Rural Development. 

 Representation on a new Taskforce to progress the concept of an Atlantic Economic Corridor along 
the western seaboard.  Here the WDC has already supported the enterprise sub-committee’s 
assessment of regional enterprise centre needs. 

 Involvement in the emerging Regional Spatial Economic Strategies (RSES) 

 The general socio-economic growth initiatives of the current and emerging WDC commitments as 
outlined in the aforementioned WDC Strategic Statement 2015-18. More details in Annexe A and 
below. 

 
 

2. Past performance - The Impact of the WDC in recent years 

 
The WDC through its collaborative efforts in recent years has directly supported hundreds of regional 
enterprises. Through partnering with regional stakeholders, relevant national and international bodies, and 
the departments, the WDC has also supported or created 5000 jobs. Critically it has also acted as an enabler 
for our regions development and supported an identity for thousands of citizens engaging in or events and 

                                                 
1
WDC Current strategic statement 2015-18 https://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-WDC-SS-2015-2018-EN-16pg-v2.pdf  

2 www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Work_Of_The_Department/Programme_for_Government/A_Programme_for_a_Partnership_Government.pdf  pg. 41 
3
 https://drcd.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/DRCD-Statement-of-Strategy-ENGLISH-final-14032018.pdf 

 

http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-WDC-SS-2015-2018-EN-16pg-v2.pdf
http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-WDC-SS-2015-2018-EN-16pg-v2.pdf
https://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-WDC-SS-2015-2018-EN-16pg-v2.pdf
http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Work_Of_The_Department/Programme_for_Government/A_Programme_for_a_Partnership_Government.pdf
https://drcd.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/DRCD-Statement-of-Strategy-ENGLISH-final-14032018.pdf
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programmes. The current activities are outlined in greater detail in “Annexe A”; however here are some 
summary performance key-points: 
 

 Investment in regional jobs - Since 2010 the WDC has sourced and directed over €13M in total 
funding towards regional enterprise and employment development. 

 Regional policy and analysis capability – This regional capacity has led to advances in critical areas 
such as broadband roll out , proliferation of the gas network to towns in the region, showcasing 
novel growth sectors such as the creative economy and ensuring the region is at the forefront of 
growing these areas. Ensured region involved in national initiatives such as Commission for Economic 
Development of Rural Area (CEDRA), Project2040, Sectoral submissions etc. 
This capability also allows for detailed regional socio-economic analysis e.g. Travel to work, County 
incomes and GDP, Labour supply analysis. All of which better informs regional decision making and 
growth.  

 Realisation of regional jobs – In recent years approx. 2700 direct jobs and 5000 total (indirect and 
direct), have been significantly supported by the WDC in the region (Many through the WIF facility). 

 Regional capability to access EU programming funds – From a standing start in 2009 the WDC now 
has a regional capacity to develop and deliver significant funding across a range of key growth 
sectors. In 2018 the WDC are engaged in 10 EU projects with a total value  exceeding  €20M and 
have supported a wide and diverse range of regional clients and stakeholders to benefit from this 
capacity : 
 

a.  120 creative industry businesses in the region have access to international markets through 
the www.mycreativeedge.eu marketing platform. 

b. Renewable energy businesses are gaining access to markets, support and innovation funds to 
develop and grow their businesses in the region e.g. Proair in Galway,  

c. Developed novel products in renewable energy and waste efficiency in the region. The WDC 
have partnered with a number of organisations and universities in Belgium, France, 
Germany, the United Kingdom and Ireland  on the RE-DIRECT project to set up regional and 
interregional “development kernels”  in order to help kick start a circular economy based on 
resource efficiency.  The project will focus on the conversion of unused or waste biomass 
into value added activated charcoal or bio-char products through a thermal conversion 
process known as pyrolysis. 

d. WDC have arranged for local authorities, technical assistance funding to access over €5M in 
low interest loan funding. 

e. Through our EU capacity we have offered scores of stakeholders and hundreds of SME’s, 
access to EU expertise and resources e.g. Local authorities, HEI’s, Údarás, SEAI, Marine 
institute, Design and Craft council , Galway film centre, etc. 

 

 Regional “access to finance” capability- The Western Investment Fund (WIF), a critical component in 
the WDC’s abilities to undertake its remit was established by the Irish Government to be a unique 
source of risk funding to projects, businesses and communities in the region, has increased the 
regional access to venture capital (VC) funding from 3% of state avg. to over 7% in the last 10 years.  
Cumulative gains to date: 

 €48 million invested 

 134 enterprises supported 

 €208 M additional investment leveraged 

 2,500 jobs directly supported, 5000 in total  

 Capital reserves available for more growth projects 

http://www.mycreativeedge.eu/
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 In 2017 the WIF achieved the following  
o Actively involved with three Accelerators in the region – BioExel focusing on the 

Medtech sector and NDRC@Portershed focusing on the ICT sector and YieldLab 
targeting the AgTech sector 

o Re-launched Community Loan Fund 
o Made a €2m application to EI’s Regional Enterprise Development Fund for the 

Creative Hub project 
 

 Regional identity – The www.Lookwest.ie platform has both given the region a brand with real 
reach (over 1M visits since launch, almost 20,000 social media “friends”), but has also allowed local 
authorities, organisations, individuals, and business engage with one another in all things of the 
West. Included in the recent achievements of the WDC regional promotion activity is : 

 Development of a “Regional Talent Tool”, with partners such as IDA, GMIT, LYIT, ITSligo 
etc. The aim here is to leverage the WDC Lookwest.ie platform to capture the thousands 
of individuals seeking to work in the western region. Thus supporting both the inward 
investment case in the region, but also the indigenous business growth. 

 Cultural tourism product development – Working with key partners in Failte and the 
regional sector the WDC is seeking to build in the success of the 2015 yeats150 national 
commemoration programme it ran , to develop a sustainable cultural tourism model to 
increase visitor numbers and spend. 

 

 Operational effectiveness – The WDC annually contributes to the cause of regional development 
more than twice the total value of its exchequer allocation. In total for the last 3 yrs. on average 
€3.28M has been invested in the regions development by the WDC for an average total allocation 
of approx. €1.4M.  

 
 

3. Current context  
 
However despite all this strong performance and achievement, it is important to reflect on our regions 
performance relative to its national and international benchmarks. In 2007 gross value added (GVA) in the 
BMW region was at the EU average (100.9) but it declined relative to the EU average until 2014 (77.1%) with 
only slow growth for 2015 and 2016 (it is estimated at 80.1% of the EU average in 2016), compared to 213% 
in the S&E region. So there remains potential for considerable growth in this key figure within the western 
region.4 
 
Given the continuing opportunity for growth, and indeed the observed growth in key areas of regional 
opportunity such as the creative economy, a rethink may yet be needed on how we currently address the 
issue of Regional Development, as additionally, as well as having innate potential, investing in regional 
growth helps minimise regional “lag” and reduces pressures such as price rises in areas in and around the 
capital or outperforming region.   

Furthermore, whilst recognising that our region is primarily rural in nature, it is understood that urban 
centres (such as Galway) may effectively anchor the regional growth.  This is a positive aspect.  What would 
make it an indispensable aspect is designing the support policies to effectively disperse the economic 

                                                 
4
 https://www.wdc.ie/wdc-insights-publications-on-county-incomes-and-regional-gdp/ 

http://www.lookwest.ie/
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benefits to the wider hinterlands. As such consideration for design and implementation of effective spatial 
and economic development strategies will need to be considered to support this aim. 

 The WDC would wish to achieve a significant step-change in the effectiveness of key parts of our regional 
economy (70% of which is rural in nature).  The goal of WDC would be to upgrade the diversity and nature of 
the regional economy to make the region (and indeed Irish regions), better able to sustain continuous long-
term growth and contribute even more to the national success story. 

Whilst in the main the WDC has today sought to inform the members on its recent strong past performance 
in delivering both on its remit and on the applicable national and regional policy directives, it is also 
important to note the current efforts on formulating an appropriate future strategy for the organisation. 

Today the WDC is advancing the formulation of its next strategic statement. This is being led by the board 
who have appointed a dedicated sub-committee for the purpose of guiding and co-ordinating the work-plan 
for identifying the goals of the 2019-2023 strategic statement. 

At this moment the sub-committee and executive have worked together in procuring an external body to 
engage and undertake a stakeholder consultation, which upon conclusion will inform the strategic choices to 
be decided upon to drive the regional growth agenda in an appropriate and compliant manner.   

One again Chair, may I extend gratitude, to you and the committee for affording us the opportunity to 
discuss this matter with you today. 

 
 
 
Ian Brannigan,       Dr. Deirdre Garvey 
 
 
 
CEO (a) & Head of Regional Development    Chairperson 
Western Development Commission    Western Development Commission 
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Annexe A – Some examples of recent WDC growth priorities 2018 

Key Growth Areas   Current initiatives   Aim/Outcome 

Regional Development 

priority initiatives 

(Supporting regional 

businesses and 

stakeholders to realize 

potential in strategic areas) 

1. Regional Tourism convention 
bureau (TCB). To assess the need 
and benefit of a TCB for the rural 
West of Ireland. If positive to 
create a Western TCB with 
partners. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

2. Regional Film Fund (WRAP fund). 
Using WDC investment fund 
resources  

 
Update – initial regional fund launched by 
Minister Kyne in Q4 2017 (€2M value). 
Intended to support 60 SME’s over 3 year 
pilot period. 
 

3. Regional Whiskey Distillery 
/tourism initiative. 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Action Plan for Jobs (APJ) support 
program  

 
 
 
 
 

5. Action Plan for Rural Jobs (APRJ) 
 

6. SMART region assessment and 
design. 
 
 
 
 

1. To assess need for and establish a 
TCB in the west region. Thus allow 
rural/regional tourism sector actively 
attract business tourists for the first 
time with Failte etc. 

 
Update – Following feasibility stage, 
Failte have announced funding for 
Galway TCB. Now WDC working to 
engage the wider region. €3.9M in 
Q1 additional bookings forecasted 

 
2. To assess need and if positive, 

establish an innovative vehicle to 
fund and support widespread film 
making in the West of Ireland ( 
Galway Film Centres and 5 local 
authorities to partner) 
 

 
 

3. To assess case for, and if positive, 
establish funding and identified 
supports to create a sustainable 
Whiskey distillery tourism sector in 
rural West of Ireland for global 
markets.  
 

4. WDC is involved in several major 
collaborative APJ initiatives 
supporting government regional 
development. They include initiatives 
in SME, Access to Finance, Creative 
economy, Renewable energy etc. 
Now planning for 2019-2020 cycle. 

 
5. WDC supporting attendant APRJ 

actions from department. 
 

6. Working with NWRA, NUIG etc. the 
WDC is building the foundations for 
the creation of a “Smart” digitally 
connected region in the West, linking 
businesses and citizens to global 



 
 

 7 

  www.WDC.ie 

 
 

7. Atlantic economic corridor (AEC).   
 
 

 
 

8. One region one vision – initiative 
with NWRA to support region 
being awarded European 
entrepreneurial region award 
2018. 
 
 

9. Xchange initiative - 4th year of a 
high touch B2B matchmaking 
programme. 

markets and knowledge. 
 

7. AEC – Working with the department 
and regional stakeholders the WDC is 
advancing the work of the AEC in 
realising opportunities in the region. 
 

8. Undertaking a program of PR and 
events to underline enterprise 
growth in Western Region 
 
 
 
 

9. www.thexchange.ie 
/Xchange has annually connected 24 
regional business leaders with 24 
SME’s looking to grow. To date this 
has supported over 50 companies. 
Outcomes have included jobs, 
knowledge transfer, investment etc. 
EY have partnered since 2016 and 
count this as one of the best of this 
type of business support nationally. 

Access to Finance                     

(Solving the issue of access 

to growth capital) 

10. Western Investment Fund (WIF) – 
a. Community loan fund 
b. Business investment fund 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11. Creative industries micro loan 
fund -   
 
 
 

12. Accelerator initiative – to address 
the need to increase the numbers 
of enterprises in the region  

 

10. Unique evergreen venture capital 
fund helping scores of western firms 
develop and grow. Approx.  €1.5M 
disbursed annually. Over 2500 jobs 
directly supported in recent years. 
Significant performance has meant 
the WIF reserves now suitable for 
considerable re-investment in 
regional growth under WDC remit. 

 
 

11. Targeted program to kick start 
western creative firms. Total €1M 
earmarked. 
 
 
 

12. In 2017 three regional accelerator 
initiatives were commenced with 
partners including NUIG, GMIT. 
These support business growth in 
Agtech, ICT and MEDtech. Further 
using the WIF concept to increase 

http://www.thexchange.ie/
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regional entrepreneurial 
opportunities. 

Regional Analysis and 
Policy    
(identifying regional issues 
leading to  designed 
solutions) 
 
Highlighting the benefits of 
balanced regional 
development, to both the 
Western Region’s and 
Ireland’s advantage. 

13. Travel to work study 
 
 
 
 

14. New research on the economic 
and social impact of the West of 
Ireland Creative sector 
 
 
 

15. County labour markets   
 
 

 
 

16. Broadband (BB) 
 
 

 
 

 
17. Rail freight analysis for region 

 
 

 
 

18. Regional Policy insights initiative 
and policy blogs  

       e.g. County incomes and GDP etc. 
 

13. Outlining the scope and issues in the 
regions commuting 
www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-
and-papers/ 
 

14. Outlining the importance of our 
creative economy 
www.wdc.ie/category/news/ 
 
 
 

15. Information to inform counties on 
planning and development 
www.wdc.ie/category/news/ 
 

 
16. Supporting regional BB growth. Next 

Gen BB development 
www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-
and-papers/ 
 

 
17. Delivered on regional rail freight 

report 
www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-
and-papers/ 

 
18. Latest updates on Census, Population 

etc. available 
www.wdc.ie/policy/wdc-insights-blog 
 
 

Renewable Energy                          
(developing the largest 
regional opportunity for 
growth) 

19. EU GREBE €1.8 M total EU project 
to support bio energy sector 

20. EU FREED €1.9 M total EU 
initiative to identify and fund 
renewable energy innovation in 
region 

21. EU Re-direct €5M project for 
commercial use of bio-waste 
 
 
 

19. Supporting Regional energy sector 
20. Linking innovation to energy in the 

Western Region ( e.g. Proair in 
Galway received €20K in innovation 
support for enthalpy product 
development) 

21. Working with international 
partnership to assess and develop a 
pilot “Activated Bio-charcoal” plant 
in region for biomass produce. Jobs 
and sector growth aim as high value 

http://www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-and-papers/
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-and-papers/
http://www.wdc.ie/category/news/
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-and-papers/
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-and-papers/
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-and-papers/
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/reports-and-papers/
http://www.wdc.ie/policy/wdc-insights-blog
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22. Blue Circular Ocean – an EU 

project designed to develop and 
grow a  plastic free marine sector  

 

product. 
22. Sets out to form marine economic 

clusters to accelerate the potential 
economic value chains potential of 
the micro-SMEs, who operate within 
a regional market. 

Creative Economy                         
(Diversifying the regional 
economy to help its 
sustainability – supporting 
micro business) 

23. www.MyCreative edge.eu online 
business platform developed. 

 
 
 

24. Memorandum of understanding 
(MOU), with the Craft Council of 
Ireland. 

 
 

25. Scriptwriting excellence program. 
 

 
26. CREATIVE MOMENTUM €1.9 M 

EU initiative supporting creative 
sector  
 

27. Business Literature Tourism EU 
project (€1.5 M) 

23. Shop window for hundreds of rural 
creative businesses (200 businesses 
engaged), €700k EU initiative with 
NUIG developing stimulus for whole 
creative sector. 
 

24. MOU for crafts – driving growth 
through trade fair funds and export 
drive. 
 
 

25. Growing commission capture (TV & 
Film) in the region.(Complete) 
 

26. Enabling hundreds of regional 
creative businesses access global 
markets. Sector analysis shows 4,882 
businesses with a value of €729M in 
2017. 
 

27. EU program designed to develop and 
grow the Literary and cultural 
tourism product in the region. 

Regional Promotion & 
Tourism                       
(supporting niche tourism 
and the regional and 
national brand) 

28. www.Lookwest.ie 
 
 
 
 
 

29. Regional TALENT TOOL - 
Developing regional skills register  

28. Unique regional portal that has 
achieved over 1 M visits. Attracting 
people to invest and visit the West of 
Ireland. 20K social media 
ambassadors. Driving engagement in 
the region. 
 

29. Register to capture available high 
end people willing to work in region 
(with IDA/EI/HEI’s etc.). Supporting 
FDI and indigenous business growth 

Yeats2015                             
(designed and delivered on 
the national 
commemoration of WB 
Yeats 150th anniversary in 
2015 – showcasing the 

30. In 2015 Designed and delivered 
for the state the Yeats2015 
commemoration initiative.  Now 
building on this cultural legacy 
with regional 
partners(www.Yeats2015.com) 

30. WDC delivered a global showcase for 
the nation and region. Final report 
showed that the initiative involved 
over 1000 events in 30 countries, 
with an estimated 34 M people 
engaged. The assessed ROI was 

http://www.lookwest.ie/
http://www.yeats2015.com/
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regions creativity globally 
and driving growth) 

(COMPLETE) conservatively estimated at over 
€3M in PR value alone. A substantial 
return on the €500k investment.  

 

 

Annexe B: 

 
THE OECD VIEWPOINT 2018 

 (http://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/regionaldevelopment.htm ) 
 
WHAT IS REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT? 

“Regional development is a broad term but can be seen as a general effort to reduce regional disparities by 
supporting (employment and wealth-generating) economic activities in regions. In the past, regional 
development policy tended to try to achieve these objectives by means of large-scale infrastructure 
development and by attracting inward investment. 
Past policies have failed to reduce regional disparities significantly and have not been able to help individual 
lagging regions to catch up, despite the allocation of significant public funding. The result is under-used 

economic potential and weakened social cohesion. 
OECD work on regional development recognises that a new approach to regional development is emerging; 
one that promises more effective use of public resources and significantly better policy outcomes. This 
involves a shift away from redistribution and subsidies for lagging regions in favour of measures to increase 
the competitiveness of all regions. 
Some key features of this new approach to regional development include: 
  

 a development strategy that covers a wide range of direct and indirect factors that affect the 
performance of local firms; 

 a focus on regional specific assets, and less on top-down investments and transfers; 
 an emphasis on opportunity rather than on disadvantage or need for support; 
 A collective/negotiated governance approach involving national, regional and local government plus 

other stakeholders, with the central government taking a less dominant role.” 

 

 

 

Annexe C -  

 
“D) Western Development Commission  
We will also reinforce the role of the Western Development Commission (WDC), so that it supports the 
implementation of regional jobs plans in the West and North-West. As part of 42 this, the WDC will be given a 
specific mandate to stimulate the development of enterprise networks in these two regions and to stimulate 
innovative approaches to development. This will build on the recent allocation of €2million in additional 
funding to support regional economic development in the West of Ireland, which the WDC will administer 
across a number of economic development projects.” 

http://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-policy/regionaldevelopment.htm

