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JOINT COMMITTEE ON RURAL AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

In 2016, with my Business Partner Tom O’Leary, we set about funding and 

developing the 1st coworking hub in County Kerry. 

Privately funded and operated, HQTralee has grown from 1 building in Tralee 

town centre, to a 2nd building in the campus, and in 2018 we opened a 3rd 

building, this time in Listowel in County Kerry. 

Today our hubs provide a home for almost 200 people in County Kerry. We 

recognised the essential need within Tralee and Listowel for these spaces, like 

many other towns around Ireland. In total we have provided in excess of 

15,000ft2 of shared office, coworking, meeting and community space within our 

hubs, at a fraction of the cost of a space in a larger city. Our hubs all offer 1Gb 

Broadband connection using a combination of local Internet Service Providers and 

the SIRO/Vodafone’s Giga-bit hub initiative. 

We house a wide range of individuals and companies, everything from start-up 

hi-tech IT companies, to medium sized fintech companies, sole-trader 

freelancers, social-enterprise businesses, not-for profit communities and an ever-

expanding range of remote workers. 

In my submission to this Committee I want to highlight some Key factors, that 

we have learned through our involvement with this industry. 

You would have all heard from previous speakers, not only today, but also in 

recent sittings of this committee, that remote working, enabling broadband 

connectivity, and supporting hubs are critical to reviving and sustaining rural and 

regional towns. My submission today is not about re-iterating the same things to 

you, but is focused on the here and now and trying to demonstrate what can 

actually happen if all the elements are brought together. 
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One of the key things we have learned over the past few years is that the 

importance of these hubs is not solely on the service that it provides for 

companies and remote workers, but in fact it also is very important to highlight 

the economic and social benefit to a town. 

In the past three years we have seen every day examples of how a hub, and 

supporting people to return to a town can actually benefit the local economy. And 

this is not just on a financial level, but it is worth noting that our hubs have an 

average salary of over twice that of the local economy, which means double the 

spend per head in the locality. 

On a human level, we have seen business owners and newly returned remote 

workers getting involved in supporting local Tidy Town Groups, Chambers of 

Commerce, Sports Clubs, Charities and Volunteer organisations. The benefit of 

working from a regional town, with low commute times and a better quality of 

life, means that these people have more time to get involved in organisations and 

causes that matters to them. As these individuals typically have been used to a 

city commute and a longer working week, they have more time on their hands to 

get involved. And it isn’t just the town that the hub is based in, that benefits. 

Returning Remote Workers and SME Business Owners are also opting to live in a 

quieter village or townland near, but not in, the main town. This is having the 

benefit of supporting the local smaller primary schools. Typically, the people we 

see returning are at the age that they are considering, or have recently started to 

have a new family. To a degree the companies and remote workers we’ve 

supported in returning to Tralee and Listowel have returned because they had a 

connection with the location. We have found it tough to attract back the younger 

generation and graduates. 

On a business level, there are two critical elements to providing this opportunity 

for regional and rural towns. The hubs actually support the growth not only of the 

Businesses based within the hubs, but also the Businesses in that town. This is 

not anecdotal, this is real! 

We see it every day ourselves. The support to businesses is very wide and varied, 

and I could speak about this topic all day long.  
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But being conscious of the few minutes I have here today, there’s a few elements 

I’d like to focus on: 

Staff Retention. Ask any employer of an SME in Dublin or Cork, in specific 

in some technical sectors. Staff retention is the one thing that’s absolutely 

killing their business. This issue of not being able to hang onto good staff is 

being compounded by a number of key factors, that this Government has 

an element of control over. 

a. Quality staff are being hoovered up by the large multinationals, and 

invariably they are being lured from our indigenous companies at an 

alarming rate. We all welcome each announcement of the next 

Facebook, Google or Salesforce entering the Dublin market, but 

behind that is a real concern that smaller companies will not be able 

to retain their skilled staff. 

b. Each big announcement also adds even more pressure onto an 

already over-heated housing market in our large cities, forcing even 

more people to seek housing further and further out of the city, 

adding hours each day to their commute. 

What the hubs in regional locations offer is an opportunity. And I cannot stress 

this enough. We are selling ourselves short if we pitch these regional 

locations as a compromise. In fact, these regional locations are an absolute 

godsend to many indigenous SME’s in the technical sectors. We have seen this 

first hand ourselves in Tralee. We had one company join us a little over a year 

ago, primarily because the larger companies in Dublin were poaching their staff. 

Since coming down this 2 man operation has grown to 7 people and plans on 

expanding even further this year, to possibly 20 or more people. 20 People to 

some may not sound like much, but the 10’s and 20’s quickly begin to add up, 

which is huge news for a smaller town. 
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Secondly, to support staff retention, and to echo previous speakers, these hubs 

present a major opportunity for large organisations in Dublin to retain their staff 

by allowing them to remote work, and have a better quality of life. We have seen 

this ourselves, but larger companies need to be put under greater pressure to 

allow their staff have this choice, and support them in their remote working 

journey. The vast majority of our remote workers in Tralee and Listowel are 

paying for their space in our hubs themselves, because, while their Employers 

supported their decisions to remote work, they wouldn’t provide them the 

financial support. That’s despite the obvious cost savings to the company 

themselves! 

The second set of Businesses that benefit from the hubs are actually not based in 

the hubs themselves.  Those business are local businesses based in the town. 

The shops, restaurants and pubs. When we opened our first hub in 2016, we 

knew that the streets around our hub needed some support. Our first building in 

Tralee was a large vacant property, while a fantastic modern building, it had laid 

idle for over 9 years, and faced out onto a semi-derelict side street. So we 

developed a plan to promote the neighbouring shops, bars and restaurants and 

help them raise their footfall. We formed a community of businesses that worked 

together which led to us taking on a privately funded regeneration project for the 

streets around our hub in Tralee. So much so 2 new business opened up on the 

street since. 

Listowel, as winners of the Tidy Town Awards in 2018, didn’t need our support in 

regeneration projects, the support they needed was in infrastructure. Listowel is 

one of the many towns in Ireland under-serviced by the National Broadband 

providers. We knew our hub wouldn’t work there without investment into 

broadband, so in Listowel we supported a private investment into bringing 1Gb 

Wireless Broadband into the town using a local Internet Service Provider. Today, 

many of the people based in our Tralee hub help underpin the Tralee Chamber 

Alliance, and are dedicated to supporting business and community growth in our 

town.  
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I mentioned earlier where we struggle is in attracting the younger generation to 

our hubs. Through my work with Tralee Chamber Alliance, and connecting with 

Chamber’s all over the Country, I know that Tralee and Listowel are not unlike 

many towns in regional Ireland, there has been a drain of talent and younger 

people over the past number of years. A very visible cause and effect of this 

drain is on the daytime vibrancy and nightlife in these towns. We know our high-

streets are struggling, rural bars and nightclubs are in free-fall, our Institutes of 

Technology are fighting the larger Universities to attract students, and as the 

cities grow and expand the younger generation are being lured and retained 

there. 

Kerry for example, now has the oldest average age in the Country, and the 

statistics show we have a dip in the mid-20’s age bracket. Just like after the 

collapse of the Celtic Tiger, we saw a so many young people leave Ireland, and 

everyone cried foul for a lost generation. Well today the same thing is happening, 

a generation is immigrating internally from rural to capital. We collectively, 

Private and Public, must take this issue seriously or the regional areas will 

become a retired home having lost generation after generation. 

=============== 

When I started by submission earlier, I said I wouldn’t focus on what others have 

said, but I would focus on what we have learned by doing what we’ve done in 

Kerry. 

To finish, I’d like to focus on what we would like to see happen next – In 

business, this is called ‘The Ask’ 

We, and many others like us in both the public and private sectors will build 

more hubs, and I know we will all join the dots eventually on rural connectivity. 

However, All of That will be absolutely useless unless the demand is in increased. 

In some towns and villages the demand may never be there for large hubs, and 

we have seen that first hand with some hubs already struggling to survive 

despite significant investment from the public sector. But like the spokes of a 

wheel, smaller towns will benefit from their nearest regional town, and some 

remote workers will opt to work from home from smaller towns and villages once 

they are enabled with broadband. 

 



 
 

6 
 

So the ask is this: 

1. Firstly, We see an immediate need for a Government Backed Team, 

supported by Enterprise Ireland and the Local Chambers of Commerce – 

Who’s sole remit is to connect SME’s in Dublin and Cork primarily, with 

Regional Town Hubs and Remote Work organisations. Utilising the industry 

connections of Enterprise Ireland and the on-the-ground connections of 

local Chamber’s, this team should have a sole function of providing a 

funnel of people and companies who want to escape the larger cities to 

set-up in regional locations. This team should have the backing of a 

dedicated incentive programme fund to support these companies and 

remote workers in their relocation. There are numerous examples in the 

States and the Continent, of successful incentive programmes, where 

relocation assistance packages are provided to enable remote workers and 

SME’s to move to regional locations, and these are done for a fraction of 

the cost currently being spent in other avenues to create jobs in the 

regions. Not only does this help support job creation in regional locations, 

but it also relieves the pressure on housing and infrastructure in Dublin.  

2. Secondly, We need support in our regional towns to attract back and retain 

the younger generation and families. Without adequate funding to enhance 

the offering on the ground, younger workers will not consider these 

regional towns. Specific investment must be put into towns in order to 

increase their vibrancy and support the retail and service industries, so 

that younger workers don’t feel like they are in any way compromising on 

their experiences. Locations must become more people-focused in their 

infrastructure development and that includes the vibrancy of the town 

where these people work and live. Utilising the Framework for Town Centre 

Renewal Document, published by the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and 

Innovation, my Ask would be for the legislation to go one step forward and 

officially legislate for the formation and crucially the funding of strong 

Private led town teams with the authority to support town regeneration. 

I thank you all for the opportunity to speak with you today, and I welcome any 

questions you may have. 

ENDS 


