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ON ‘SUPPORTING COMMUNITIES AND SUSTAINING SMALL RURAL BUSINESS 
WITHIN THE BORDER REGION AFTER BREXIT’ 
 
 
 
ICBAN is the local authority led partnership for the area known as the Central Border 
Region. The member Council areas of the partnership include: Armagh City Banbridge and 
Craigavon; Cavan; Donegal: Fermanagh and Omagh; Leitrim; Mid Ulster; Monaghan; and 
Sligo. The Partnership was formed in 1995 and works to develop common solutions to area-
based challenges. The 25-member Management Board of the organisation are drawn from 
Council elected members and are representative of the main political interests in the area. 
 
It is recognised that Brexit represents the single greatest challenge to cross-border 
cooperation since the ending of The Troubles. Community uncertainties around what 
impacts this will have, have been identified (in joint studies conducted between ICBAN and 
QUB http://icban.com/site/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Brexit-at-the-Border-FINAL-Jun-
18.pdf ) as already impacting on the lives of border citizens and businesses. As a 
consequence, many individual and organisational plans are being postponed as the shape 
of the final outcome is awaited. The most recent study referenced here has identified that 
the most important consideration is protecting the hard-won peace.  
 
The agreed focus by the ICBAN Management Board is to work to negate any negative 
impact of the Brexit process on the citizens and businesses of the Central Board Region. 
The area is recognised as predominantly rural in nature with only a few larger settlements. 
Small businesses are the backbone to the local economy and there are many interlinked 
examples of border businesses drawing upon labour market and supply chain supports from 
both jurisdictions, relying of course on an open border and common arrangements. 
 
Of course, no one knows what Brexit will yet look like but in an understanding that it has 
been impacting and will create change, the following brief comments are made with regard 
to supporting and sustaining communities and small businesses in the area post Brexit: 
 
There is the continuing need to ensure free movement of people, goods and services. The 
consequences of significant disruptions could be devastating on the area, and in the rural 
community context this includes ensuring access to health and education services 
straddling the border.  
 
Brexit has served to challenge the community cohesion of the area, with a resurgence of 
national identity. It is therefore more important than before to prioritise North-South Co-
operation and cross-border co-operation regardless of Brexit outcomes, and in so doing to 
help work against any drift to back-to-back development again. For example in reference to 
the National Development Plan, and in the absence of a Regional Development Strategy 
review in NI, cognisance should be taken of Local Development Plans and how NI Councils 
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through these are reaching out to neighbouring Councils, and secondly of the merits and 
value in the Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy being developed for the Northern and 
Western Area being influenced by those NI Local Development Plans. 
 
Connectivity Infrastructure is key to this largely rural area in enabling access to services. 
This includes both digital communications and roads-based transportation, issues on which 
the area’s local authorities are consistent. Delivering on the National Broadband Plan 
ambitions is critical, and as interested commentators on the subject we would encourage 
that if the NBP cannot be advanced further to delivery in its current format, that an 
alternative solution is found. It is not too late for considerations to be given to where North-
South alignments could benefit, given that the need and stage of development to enhance 
broadband connectivity is at a similar stage of development north of the border. Indeed, it 
could be very timely to yet look at potential all-Island solutions.  
 
In the absence of a rail network in the north west quadrant of the island, strategic road 
corridors are key for transportation access and movement. It would be therefore helpful 
if both Governments formally recommitted to the long-planned N2-A5 Dublin to Derry 
dualling project, highlighting the priority nature of this. The importance of the A4-N16 
Sligo to Ballygawley and Belfast route is important for East-West navigation across the 
northern part of the island and needs support from both governments. 
 
There are many best-practice regional examples where government has helped as a 
catalyst to spur on a renewed regional economy. Whilst recognising that local efforts are 
key to such; the Central Border Region would benefit from bespoke government 
intervention and support to help kick-start a necessary regional response for an area that is 
lagging economically. Through ICBAN the 8 local authority areas are keen to work together 
and the initiative by Monaghan and Mid Ulster Councils to create a Common Statement on 
Planning, is an example of some of this self-help in action. 

Whilst national governments and political attention continues to be focused on Brexit, and 
while it is expected that this would continue for some time yet, the delivery of local services 
to citizens of the border region must continue to be a priority. In the vacuum of a working 
NI Executive, local authorities in NI continue to play a key role in the democratic 
functioning of government. The work of local authorities in engaging with their 
counterparts across the border will be vital in the future to help ensure that, through 
Community Planning and its focus on the economic and social elements of well-being, that 
the impact on local services can be minimised.  

Continued direct interventions into promoting cooperation in the Region will be needed, 
through the delivery of PEACE, INTERREG or LEADER funds, in arrangements between UK 
and EU, or in the absence of these ensuring that these are directly replaced. These EU 
supports have been vital for communities and businesses of the Region and without these it 
will be incumbent on the Irish and UK governments to replace these.  

Infrastructure supports are critical for the area to ensure the region maintains its 
competitiveness. However, the form of support should not be focused on infrastructure 
alone and instead there should be provision also for the softer people-to-people and 



community-based initiatives also. These will help ensure that ambitions in terms of 
reconciliation and the development of good relations can be delivered. 

Policy and delivery must continue to support the regeneration and revitalisation of border 
towns and villages in the border area. Many communities, small towns and villages have 
declined in recent years, due to out-migration and other factors. Brexit serves to be the 
latest challenge, and as the focus of community life these settlements and the services 
access provided through these must receive a renewed focus to help maintain service 
delivery in 21st Century. 

There is a need for government, telecoms providers and the Regulator to ensure that 
inadvertent roaming charges will not be reintroduced, and which would serve to 
disenfranchise cross-border travellers, as a result of the UK leaving the Single Digital 
Market. 

 


