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Joint Committee on Rural and Community Development  

“Supports for SMEs, and also remote working” 

20th February 2019 

 

Opening Statement 

Chair, Committee Members,  

To begin I would like to thank the Committee for inviting me here today to speak with you. I am 

joined by my colleagues Michael Brougham, Regional Director for the Midlands and Mid East and 

Rowena Dwyer, Manager of Policy, Planning and Government Relations. 

 

1. Introduction  

Enterprise Ireland’s primary remit is to support indigenous companies engaged in manufacturing and 

internationally traded services. The agency also has a responsibility for foreign direct investment in 

the food and natural resources area.  

 

The majority of the companies that Enterprise Ireland works with are Small and Medium Enterprises 

(SMEs). Through a national network of 10 offices, the agency works with these companies to assist 

them: 

 Start;  

 Innovate;  

 Grow their business;  

 Target and secure export sales in international markets; and  

 Strengthen their competitiveness.  

These companies cross a wide range of sectors and are located in every county throughout the 

country.   
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Enterprise Ireland also works in partnership at a local level with a wide range of enterprise 

development partners to support regional enterprise development, including all the Local Enterprise 

Offices, the Business Incubation Centres, the Design and Crafts Council, funding for which comes 

through Enterprise Ireland.  

 

In addition, upon direction from Government, the agency administers funding schemes to non-

agency clients, such as the Online Retail Scheme launched by the Department of Business, Enterprise 

and Innovation (DBEI) in late 2018 to support eligible SMEs in the retail sector to develop a more 

competitive online offer.  

 

Enterprise Ireland’s Strategy  

At the centre of Enterprise Ireland’s strategy, Build Scale, Expand Reach 2017 – 2020, are strategic 

targets focused on:  

 Assisting clients to create 60,000 new jobs by 2020 while sustaining the existing employment 

levels;  

 Growing the annual exports of client companies by €5bn to reach €26bn in 2020;  

 Increasing the level of spend made by client companies in the Irish economy by €4bn to 

reach €27bn in 2020; and 

 Inspiring more Irish owned companies to have global ambition.  

 

National Impact of Enterprise Ireland’s Clients 

Reflecting the strength of the Irish economy and of global markets in 2018, Enterprise Ireland client 

companies reported strong employment performance. Enterprise Ireland’s 2018 employment survey 

reported:  

 the highest employment in the history of the agency with 215,207 people employed in 

Enterprise Ireland supported companies;  

 9,119 new jobs created after losses are taken into account; and 

 employment growth across all regions.  

 

Enterprise Ireland’s client plays an important role in the regional economy, for example:  

 In 2018 64% of employment was in client companies located outside of Dublin. 61% of new 

jobs reported were created in companies located outside of Dublin. 

 Enterprise Ireland supported companies sustain over 375,000 direct and indirect jobs 

nationwide.  
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 The total spend of Enterprise Ireland clients in the Irish economy across payroll and goods 

and services purchased reached €26.79bn in 2017.  

 

Through the agency’s network of 33 international offices Enterprise Ireland has assisted client 

companies to increase their exports to a record €22.71 billion in 2017, a growth of 7% compared to 

2016’s exporting results. Importantly, Enterprise Ireland’s clients are increasingly diversifying their 

global footprint beyond the UK.  

 

2. Working with Client Companies  

As we move towards 2020, Enterprise Ireland’s focus is to assist client companies build on the 

strength of their 2018 performance by supporting them to start, innovate, be competitive and to 

diversify their global footprint. In delivering on this, new supports have been introduced, others 

streamlined, for example supporting: 

 

Start: Start-up companies are key contributors to the Irish economy. Enterprise Ireland provides 

support to start-up companies to assist with business planning, mentoring and development advice. 

The agency also provides feasibility funding and finance, often in the form of equity investment, as 

appropriate to the founder’s ambitions and the company’s potential and stage of growth. To support 

start up activity: 

 Enterprise Ireland’s New Frontiers Development Programme, the national entrepreneur 

development programme for early-stage startups, is ran in partnership with 14 Institutes of 

Technology throughout the country.  In the period 2016 - 2018, Enterprise Ireland has 

supported 496 entrepreneurs across the country on this programme. 

 In 2018 Enterprise Ireland approved 50 new early stage businesses investments of up to 

€50,000 each through a series of Competitive Start Fund calls to support companies to reach 

key technical and commercial milestones.  

 Enterprise Ireland actively works with High Potential Start-Ups (HPSUs), companies with the 

potential to develop an innovative product or service for sale in international markets and 

the potential to create 10 jobs and €1m in sales within 3 to 4 years of starting up. In 2018 

Enterprise Ireland supported 82 HPSUs within the Class of 2018 with equity investment. 

 In promoting entrepreneurship and start-up creation I would like to flag the importance of 

social inclusion. To support this, Enterprise Ireland has a targeted female entrepreneurship 

programme and has run graduate Competitive Start Fund competitive calls - initiatives such 

as this allow a community and region to harness the entrepreneurial power within it. 
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Innovation: Innovation is essential for companies to be competitive internationally and to win 

market share. Enterprise Ireland is working with its clients to drive innovation activity via a number 

of supports that enable companies to:  

 Diagnose their innovation readiness;  

 Finance in-house R&D projects; and  

 Finance collaboration with research expertise within the Higher Education Sector and with 

companies. 

 

To support these activities, in 2018 Enterprise Ireland: 

 Approved 138 R&D projects to clients over €50,000; 

 Approved funding for 436 industry innovation projects at Technology Gateways throughout 

the country; and 

 Provided financial support for 1,048 collaborative innovations between industry and higher 

education institutes across the country. 

 558 innovation vouchers were redeemed. This initiative enables small business to build links 

with Ireland's public knowledge providers. 

 

Market Diversification: Enterprise Ireland is actively working with companies with global ambition 

to internationalise, and in doing so, diversify their global footprint. This is critical for long term 

business growth.  In 2018 Enterprise Ireland: 

 Supported clients in winning 1,504 new overseas contracts; 

 Supported clients establish 402 new overseas presences;  

 Supported 82 first time exporters outside the UK;  

 Ran 1,023 international buyer visits; and 

 Launched a new Market Discovery Fund to incentivise companies to research viable and 

sustainable market entry strategies in new geographic markets. To date 239 Market 

Discovery Grants have been approved.   

 

Competitiveness: Competitiveness is critical for companies to scale and internationalise. To assist 

client companies stay ahead of competition in a rapidly evolving business landscape, in 2018 

Enterprise Ireland launched an Operational Excellence Offer. This offer supports established SMEs to 

https://www.enterprise-ireland.com/en/research-innovation/companies/collaborate-with-companies-research-institutes/innovation-voucher.shortcut.html#Knowledge%20Providers
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target a whole of company transformation including capital investment, business innovation and 

training.   

Enterprise Ireland’s Lean Business Offer is designed to encourage clients to adopt Lean business 

principles in their organisation to increase performance and competitiveness. In the period 2015 – 

2018, Enterprise Ireland has approved 724 Lean Grants to client companies.  

 

In 2015 Enterprise Ireland collaborated with the Local Enterprise Offices to pilot a lean offer for their 

client companies. Based on the success of this pilot, the offer was rolled out to all Local Enterprise 

Offices. In 2018 Local Enterprise Offices approved grant aid for 1,259 applications under this 

initiative. 

 

Brexit 

The outcome of the Brexit negotiations remains uncertain. It is going to result in increased costs and 

trade disruptions for both exporting and importing companies. To support client companies navigate 

potential emerging challenges, Enterprise Ireland has engaged in a programme of:  

 Building resilience in Irish exporting companies focused on innovation, market diversification 

and competitiveness (as described above); and 

 Addressing the awareness and preparedness of companies to Brexit. 

 

Being prepared for Brexit is critical for companies as long-term, structural and disruptive change will 

emerge. To promote awareness, and supported by a national Prepare For Brexit campaign, 

Enterprise Ireland has: 

 Developed and launched a Brexit SME Scorecard, an interactive online platform which can be 

used by all Irish companies to self-assess their exposure to Brexit under six business pillars. 

To date over 4,435 companies have utilised this Scorecard. 

 Designed and launched a Be Prepared Grant that supports the costs of SME clients up to €5k 

in preparing a plan to mitigate risks and optimise opportunities arising from Brexit. To date 

156 companies have been approved for support under this initiative. 

To assist companies progress from the awareness to the prepare phase, in 2018 Enterprise Ireland: 

 Ran Brexit Advisory Clinics to support companies to take immediate action to address their 

potential exposure. These clinics aim to strengthen their capabilities in the business areas of 

financial and currency management, strategic sourcing, and customs, transport and logistics. 
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In 2018 9 Brexit Advisory Clinics have been run throughout the country. Events are 

scheduled for 2019, with the next one being held in Cork on the 27th of February.  

 The Act On Programme is providing an independent consultant to companies for a course of 

two half day sessions focusing on (1) Financial and Currency Management (2) Strategic 

Sourcing and (3) Customs and Logistics.  This initiative will assist companies decide on 

specific actions over a short period to address some of the risks and opportunities from 

Brexit. To date 190 Act On projects have been completed.  

 Enterprise Ireland launched an online customs-training course to assist companies in 

preparing for Brexit. The Customs Insights course, which is open to non-clients, aims to help 

businesses understand how customs works including the documentation and processes 

required to operate and succeed post-Brexit. 

Enterprise Ireland client companies are taking action to prepare for Brexit. A September 2017 survey 

reported that 38% of clients surveyed had taken Brexit Actions. In May 2018 this figure increased to 

85% of client companies surveyed. The survey reported that client companies are taking action in 

areas such as market diversification; developing strategic partnerships; improving operational 

competitiveness, improving financial management, and strengthening business in the UK. 

 

Skills 

Investment in skills and human capital is critical to drive innovation, competitiveness and 

diversification in Irish businesses. As the economy approaches full employment, the challenges of 

matching enterprise skills needs with available labour supply comes into greater focus. In 

partnership with the Department of Education and Skills and the Department of Business, Enterprise 

and Innovation, the agency is supporting client companies to identify and address their critical skills 

needs. Under this collaborative programme, Enterprise Ireland has designed regionally focused 

Spotlight on Skills Workshops (Spotlight on Skills is part of the Skills for Growth Initiative, which is led 

by the Department of Education and Skills).  

 

The aim of the Spotlight on Skills Workshops is to assist client companies to identify their critical 

skills needs, and to support the growth of their businesses. The output from these workshops is: 

 Deepening Enterprise Ireland’s understanding of the specific skills needs within EI client 

companies; and  

 In collaboration with the Department of Education and Skills and the Regional Skills Fora 

managers, is informing engagement with the Higher Education, Further Education and other 
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training providers to tailor future supports to assist client companies to meet their skill 

requirements.  

 3. Supporting Enterprise Development with Regions 
Enterprise Ireland is seeking to ensure that all regions throughout the country are growing optimally, 

based on their innate and unique strengths and capabilities. In this way jobs will be sustained and 

created, jobs will be future proofed, and the reach of the agency’s client base will be expanded. 

Within an Enterprise Ireland context, three critical components of this include: 

 Supporting client companies to grow in all regions; 

 Building a regional infrastructure that can support enterprise activity including coworking; 

and 

 Harnessing the enterprise potential of regions and the entrepreneurial assets within them.  

 

Building Regional Infrastructure  

Enterprise Ireland has made a significant investment in supporting the establishment of 

infrastructure that can house enterprise activity in regions throughout the country, details of which 

are presented in the table below.  

 

 

Providing funding 

to assist regions 

support 

enterprise 

activity 

 

 Funded establishment of a national network of business innovation 
centers and specialist bio-incubation facilities across the Higher 
Education Sector. There are over 347 companies in incubation 
centers throughout the country employing 1,751 people.   
 

 Co-funded, with local enterprise development groups, 157 
Community Enterprise Centers across the country totaling €64 
million. There is now a Community Enterprise Centre located in every 
county. The agency has also provided €2m, via competitive 
competition, to support the role of 46 Business Development 
Function/Manager in Community Enterprise Centers. These centers 
employ 6,000 people across 1,200 companies and are hubs of 
enterprise activity in many areas. 

 Under the 2015 -2017 Accelerator Development Scheme, Enterprise 
Ireland approved funding to 4 Regional Accelerators to increase the 
number of accelerators operating in the Irish market to support 
entrepreneurship, and company and job creation in new 
manufacturing and Internationally Traded Services companies.  

 Enterprise Ireland has a Service Level Agreement in place with four 
Business Innovation Centers throughout the country. These bodies 
work in partnership with Enterprise Ireland to assess, advise, validate 
and progress early stage-business plans of Enterprise Ireland clients 
to an investor ready stage. The objective of this activity is to assist in 
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driving the number of HPSU approved each year by Enterprise 
Ireland. 

 Under the Community Enterprise Initiative 32 projects received 
funding to support their public and private community enterprise 
organisations to work together to drive local job creation.  

 

Co-working Space 

The investment detailed above has resulted in an increased capacity of regions to offer co-working 

spaces.  Co-working facilities have an important role to play in the rebalancing of regional growth 

throughout the country. The facilities can help regions retain skills and talent and can assist 

companies with skills retention. The ability of these workers to remain in their locality daily has both 

a positive economic and social impact in their locality.  

 

Harnessing Regional Enterprise Capability  

Under Enterprise Ireland’s Regional Enterprise Development Fund, the agency has approved €60 

million in investment to 42 projects located throughout the country. This competitive fund, provided 

by Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation through Enterprise Ireland, is a key action to 

support the Regional Action Plan for Jobs / Regional Enterprise Plans and the Action Plan for Rural 

Development.  

The Fund had four funding streams which provided a competitive funding framework that was open 

to local and community groupings seeking funding for enterprise centers to industry clusters and 

large regional and multiregional initiatives that have potential for national impact. 

The Fund will support significant collaborative regional initiatives to build on specific industry 

sectoral strengths and improve enterprise capability, thereby driving job creation.  

 

Building on EI’s Regional Investment Going Forward    

In line with the agency’s investment in regions to date, corporate strategy and national enterprise 

and regional development policy, the agency will undertake initiatives that will foster an 

environment where jobs will be created and sustained in regions allowing people to live and work in 

their local area. Such initiatives will include: 
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 Fostering increased resilience and productivity within client companies throughout all 

regions to enhance productivity and agility to respond to economic shocks, such as those 

emerging from any kind of Brexit.  

 Balancing regional development in rural, urban and regional city locations by: 

o maximising the investment in regional infrastructure, such as that in co-working 

facilities to retain mobile talent in regions; and 

o make second sites in regional locations a feasible strategy for the agency’s clients 

engaged in growth plans.   

 Seeking to secure Food FDI projects in regions.  

 
 Addressing the skills challenge facing clients.  

 

Enterprise Ireland is aware that further efforts are needed to ensure that companies are resilient to 

the challenges they face as they start and scale in regions throughout the country. The agency 

understands the important positive and social impact these companies play in their local areas. 

To this end, the agency will continue to work with client companies to support their efforts on 

innovation, competitiveness and diversification, the key attributes of internationally competitive 

companies. Second sites, skills needs and co-working spaces in regions that build on the agency’s 

investment will also be a key focus.  

Enterprise Ireland will continue to work with Government and non-governmental stakeholders to 

support rural, urban and regional city development so that client companies can build on their 

ambitious strategies to sustain and create jobs throughout the country. 

I welcome any questions on these activities and would like to thank the Committee for the 

opportunity to talk with you this morning. Thank you.  ----------End ------------- 

 

 

Speaker: Mark Christal, Divisional Manger for Regions and Entrepreneurship  

 


