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FOREWORD 
Before we begin, I would like to acknowledge the excellent work and unwavering 
commitment of my predecessor Joe Kelly, and all the other members of executive 
committees gone by, for all they have done to support, promote and develop the 
community and regional enterprise sector in Ireland over the past 2 decades. Their 
vision, drive and enthusiasm for community enterprise has facilitated the 
development of a vibrant network of over 120 enterprise centres, technology and 
coworking hubs across rural and urban Ireland that is having a very real and positive 
impact on local and regional economic development and social prosperity. 

 

In June 2018, following the election of a new executive committee, the National 
Association of Community Enterprise Centres (NACEC) set about developing a road 
map for the future growth of the organisation and the sector in order to build on 
the solid foundations that were already in place. Following extensive consultations with member and non-member 
centres, clients and initiatives throughout Ireland, local and national government and state agencies and the private 
sector, it was agreed that a significant change management programme would be implemented in order to steer the 
organisation and the sector forward. 

 

This Strategic Plan not only builds upon previous studies and reports commissioned by NACEC as well as the vast 
experience of its members and their networks, it also aligns neatly with all new and existing government policy and 
strategy objectives that seek to develop a more accessible, affordable and inclusive society where people can benefit 
from the shared experiences, knowledge, access and prosperity that thriving community hubs and advanced ecosystems 
can offer without having to suffer all the negative impacts that endless hours commuting to and from work can inflict on 
families and communities. 

 

With this ever expanding national network of enterprise and technology centres and coworking hubs, NACEC is ideally 
placed to support the future of work, remote/smart working, rural regeneration, community/regional enterprise 
development and collaboration, clustering, FDI, diversity, inclusion, health and wellbeing and most importantly, the 
environment. Our members are economic and change leaders who are deeply rooted in their communities and well 
networked across counties, regions and borders and this new Strategic Plan will help NACEC, its members and the 
communities they serve, through more effective, efficient and measured practices, to reach their full potential and 
expand their reach beyond all boundaries. 

 

My thanks to Orla Casey and the amazing team at Momentum for all their support in developing this strategic plan. 
Thanks to all our members, partners, collaborators and supporters across the public and private sectors for informing 
and engaging with the process and supporting our efforts. And last, but by no means least, a very special thank you to all 
the voluntary members of the current NACEC Executive Committee for all they have done to get this over the line and 
everything else they do on a daily/weekly basis to support the members, their communities and the sector at large. 

 

As a network we look forward to developing existing relationships and building new collaborative partnerships as we 
deliver this new Strategic Plan through 2019-21 and beyond and we welcome all opportunities to engage, learn, support 
and grow, so let’s connect and work together for success. 

 

Gary O’Meara 

(CEO, Meath Enterprise) 

Chairperson, NACEC    16th October 2019 
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1 | WHO WE ARE … 
 

The National Association of Community Enterprise Centres (NACEC) is the national representative organisation of 
community enterprise centres in Ireland. NACEC  supports, promotes and develops the community and regional 
enterprise sector.  Across 120  communities, each enterprise centre operates as social enterprise/social innovation entity, 
specifically:  

• leading and enabling enterprise revitalisation through creative and innovative economic development solutions,  

• providing a powerhouse of entrepreneurial activity and job creation in their area,  

• and providing and delivering  positive long-term sustainable impacts on regional economic and social prosperity. 
 

 

While the provision of physical workspace is central to the enterprise centre business model, enterprise centres provide 
entrepreneurs with a supportive environment to help establish and develop their projects. By providing services on a 
'one-stop’ basis and enabling overhead costs to be reduced by sharing facilities, enterprise centres can significantly 
improve the survival and growth prospects of start-ups and small firms at an early stage of development. Enterprise 
centres emerged in Ireland in the late 1980s and 1990s in areas of low employment and population, with the support of 
Enterprise Ireland, Local Enterprise Offices, Local Development Groups and other local community and social enterprise 
organisations.   Typically, they emerge through two approaches:- 

• Reactive approach -  in response to poor local economic performance or specific incidents e.g. loss of major 
employers with a mission and solutions to  stimulate job growth 

• Proactive approach –  in response to strengths and opportunities for regeneration that are specific to their area 

 

 

NACEC was formed in 2008 building on the foundation of earlier regional enterprise centre networks.   NACEC members 
fulfill the following criteria:- 

• They are an enterprise support facility (community or university based) such as an Enterprise, Innovation or 
Technology Centre, Digital Hub, Incubator, Accelerator, Coworking Hub, Hot Desk Centre etc. 

• They have a primary remit to support, promote and drive economic and enterprise development 

• They work collaboratively with local government, state agencies, education & training providers and business 
groups to support start-ups and SMEs in their local area and the wider region 

• They are a Not-For-Profit (NFP) legal entity in the form of a CLG, DAC, Registered Charity or similar 

 

 

Weathering two major recessions, NACEC members are to the fore in delivering responsive, creative and innovative 
infrastructure economic development business models and solutions. 2019 is a year of transformation for NACEC. Now 
a CLG structure, a new national executive for NACEC was elected in 2018 effecting the following changes :- 

• Change of membership criteria to be more inclusive of different models of CLG based enterprise centre stimulus 
models  

• Piloting a Regional Ambassador programme in the Mid-East region with a view to roll out on a full regional basis 
focused on providing centre to centre connectivity and better.  The Ambassadors support new and existing 
members to develop their enterprise centres/hubs, projects and initiatives and thereby help drive enterprise 
activity and collaboration in their region 

• The new CLG structure brings a professionalism to the network, and opens up new opportunities for programme 
delivery  

• Progression of the position of a full-time NACEC Chief Executive, to be appointed late 2019/early 2020 

• Complete overhaul of the NACEC www.enterprisecentres.ie online presence, to include database searchability 
of centres across different space and services offerings 

 

 

 

 

http://www.enterprisecentres.ie/
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In 2019, NACEC commissioned the development of a Strategic Plan based on a robust evidence of need through a series 
of internal reviews, a comprehensive member survey, the crafting of this Strategic Plan 2019 – 2021 and a funding 
application to the Regional Enterprise Development Fund 2019.  

 

NACEC has members in every county in a regional cluster approach aligned to Enterprise Ireland’s regional structure. 

Headline findings which position NACEC to the fore as the leading networking body for enterprise centres include  NACEC 

members: 

 

• Supporting 5,500 + jobs in regional 
economies in over 1,800 businesses, 
empowering them to make an 
economic impact in the area.    The 
wages contribution alone from 
these jobs is €247.5 million per 
annum.1 

 

• 76% providing support services to 
the wider entrepreneur base in their 
area (non-tenants) 

 

• Spearheading economic growth in 
their communities, 88% of NACEC 
members support community 
projects in their area, facilitating 
social innovation and 
entrepreneurship, upskilling and 
community transformation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Based on average annual salary of €45,000. 

Mapping of NACEC centres across Enterprise Ireland regions 
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2 | WHAT WE DO … 

   
A successful enterprise centre will generate a steady flow of new businesses with above average job and wealth creation 
potential in a region. NACEC members support over 1,800 tenant companies in 120 enterprising communities through 
a framework of supports which span: 

• With a quantum of well over half a million square feet of enterprise space and decades of management 
experience, NACEC members share and seek out best practices in the purposing, configuration, funding and 
management of enterprise centres. Newly emerging centres benefit from the shared learning and knowledge 
intensity of their experienced peers.   

• The national profile of NACEC serviced workspace breaks down as  

 

 
• Common services: including secretarial support, common reception, access to ICT equipment, meeting, training 

and conference rooms, cafeteria/canteen facilities.  

 

• Provides the infrastructure for co-working in a connected environment – given 42% of NACEC members 
presently offer this service, NACEC is  uniquely placed to play a strategic role in the delivery of Enterprise Ireland’s 
Powering the Regions Co-working #Worksmartchallenge target of supporting 10,000 co-working and incubation 
spaces in regional locations.   The infrastructure offering of NACEC members is designed to increase the 
productivity of co-working as a viable option for those working for corporations or enterprises, reducing 
commute times.  The infrastructure can be profiled as all inclusive, full service hot desks, agile workspaces that 
are backed by support amenities in a welcoming community environment.  See Strategic Goal Action 3.   

 

• The value added of enterprise centre operations lies increasingly in the type and quality of business support 
services provided to clients.  There are four key areas in this respect: entrepreneur training (often part of ‘pre-
incubation’), business advice, financial support (usually through links with external providers), and technology 
support.  It is important to highlight that this service is provided in collaboration with the key agencies, 
particularly Local Enterprise Offices, Integrated Development Companies (to LEADER and SICAP client groups). 

 

• Centre managers play a ‘hands-on’ advisory and support function which includes advice, mentoring and training 
to start-up and existing businesses. Importantly, centre managers also provide after care and networking with 
SMEs who are scaling from the enterprise centre to maximise long-term benefits to the region.   
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• Partnerships to deliver various infrastructural developments, networks, training initiatives, mentoring and other 
activities to assist businesses grow in the community.  

 

• Leadership in nurturing sector specific clusters including, ICT, creative and cultural industries, ag-tech,  clean 
tech, food and social enterprise sectors etc. Examples include contract management service for business 
networks for LEO Dun Laoghaire Rathdown and The Food Hub, Drumshanbo active as lead of the Taste Leitrim 
food business network.  

 

 

In a global context ...  

Interestingly, with more than 9,000 incubators/enterprise centres worldwide in 2015, Irish enterprise centres have 
followed the trajectory of global enterprise centre/incubation progression: 
 

 

 

 

 

The rationale for funding enterprise centres lies ultimately in addressing market failures, i.e. gaps and deficiencies in the 
support structure available to smaller firms (lack of affordable, divisible workspace, facilities, services, of access to 
finance, information and other resources, etc.). These market failures stem from the relatively high costs and risks of 
providing services to SMEs compared with larger firms and the unwillingness of the private sector to assume these costs 
and risks given the often-modest returns.  
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ABOUT OUR SURVEY 

From June – July 2019, NACEC commissioned Momentum Educate + Innovate to complete a major consultation process 
and survey to establish a robust collective evidence base, to act as an insightful benchmark of our sector and the 
challenges and opportunities we face. This was NACEC’s fourth survey of the Community Enterprise Centre Sector in 
Ireland within the last 9 years; the first carried out in 2010, the second in 2013 and the third in 2016. To summarise the 
context of previous surveys:  

• The 2010 survey determined the extent of economic fallout suffered by the sector due to the recession and 
showed very large drops in occupancy levels and income from the peak levels of 2007 and 2008. At that time the 
future outlook for improvements was low among Centres.  

• The 2013 survey findings showed a significant improvement in occupancy rates among centres. However, the 
trading situation had not improved in line with this, due to low rent rates and significant competition from the 
private sector. Dealing with borrowings, operational costs and achieving a sustainable financial position were 
the key issues facing NACEC members in 2013.   

• The 2016 survey highlighted that operational environment had improved with an upward trend in occupancy 
continued, albeit at a slower pace. Rental rates had marginally improved and on average centres were achieving 
a breakeven point on purely commercial activities.  

• The 2019 survey was completed by 42 enterprise centres managers, while 40 enterprise centre managers 
participated in a consultation workshop series.  
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3 | SURVEY FINDINGS 2019 
 
CENTRE OFFERING 

More than a landlord, enterprise centres are an important conduit for enterprising regions.  NACEC members provide  …  

 
 
 
CENTRE SIZE  

NACEC members represent enterprise centres of scale. Some 73% of centres operate more than 10,000 sq. ft while almost 
46% operate more than 20,000 sq. ft and 13.5% operate more than  50,000 sq. ft.   In all, the centres represent well over  
half a million square feet of enterprise space.  
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SOURCES OF INCOME 

There are 6 main sources of income for 
NACEC enterprise centres. While rental 
income is still the bedrock of the income 
basis for enterprise centres, other income 
streams, particularly as a training base and 
provider, are becoming increasingly 
important.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PIPELINE OF ENTREPRENEURS 

NACEC members are increasingly to the fore in facilitating an increase in business starts.  

• In 2018, members received over 1204 individual enquiries  - an average of 30 enquiries per enterprise centre.   

• From January to June 2019, enquiry levels were up 15% on the same level in 2018.      

 

 

STRUCTURE AND MANAGEMENT 

• In terms of ownership models, 69% of NACEC members are formed as community led CLGs while 20% are CLGs 
with agency involvement (e.g. local authority).   

• In 2016, while the majority of centres employed a Manager, just 57% of these were full-time. By 2019, the 
number employing a full-time Manager had risen to 68%.  Part time managers are in place in 16% of Centres 
(typically those centres under 10,000 sq. ft) and subcontract management relates to 4% of centres.  

• Volunteer management arrangements is in place in 12% of centres. 

• 43 % of centres employ staff members on a full-time basis which 75% rely on part time positions.  

• 45% of our members benefit from funding support for staffing and community retaining programmes.  Of these,  

− 26% benefit from the CE (Community Employment) scheme  

− 26% benefit from the Rural Social Scheme  

− 21% benefit from the TUS programme   

− 13% benefit from the Jobs initiative scheme 

− 9% benefit from the Community Services Programme 

 

These positions provide valuable contributions in roles such as caretaking and administration. 

 

 

CONNECTIVITY 

Broadband capacity is an obviously critical factor for enterprise centres and vital as centres deliver more coworking 
offerings in their area. 50% of members offer up to 100mb fibre broadband while 28% offer up to 1000mb/1Gbps 
broadband.  
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TENANT PROFILES  

AGENCY FINANCIAL AND ENTERPRISE SUPPORTS  

Of the tenant businesses that are agency supported, it is not surprising that Local Enterprise Office achieve 100% traction 
with these micro enterprises while 54% receive support from LEADER and 36% receive support from Enterprise Ireland.  

 

LENGTH OF STAY 

In terms of the length of tenure of NACEC member clients, there is no one common approach with members employing 
a cross-section of tenure approaches according to their own circumstances. The breakdown is very much 50:50 based on 
the local demand for enterprise space, the financial circumstances of the centre and a pragmatic approach by the 
enterprise centre.  Taking a deeper look at both strict tenure and variable and customized tenure policies gives interesting 
insights into the approaches: - 

 

Strict tenure policies 

• Licences are issued for a 5-year duration 

• We provide a 3-year incubation period then full 
commercial rent.  Reality - most lease 
agreements renewed.  

• Tenants are required to move after 4 years nine 
months; however, tenants can apply to the board 
for a further extension if needs be. All prior rights 
are signed away if extension is granted. 

• Tenants are asked to move on every 2-3 years 

• A new policy came into force Jan 2019. Prior to 
that, the initial period was for 4 years 9 months, 
then 3 years, then maybe annual.  Now, it's 
annual, with a view to extend for another year if 
support is warranted. If there is considerable 
capital investment in getting the space suitable, 
there may be a 3-year licence agreed by the 
board. We are aiming for shorter terms, and 
faster turnover in future. 

 

Variable and customised  tenure policies 

• Focus is on business/job creation. Move on 
policy is flexible and based on the premise that 
tenants can remain in place as their business 
grows.  When they reach 7-10 employees, they 
would be expected to look for other business 
expansion options  

• No policy in place, lease term rollover at present 

• No Time Constraint, they move on when they 
need to 

• If we have a good company creating significant 
employment, we want to hold on to them for the 
long term 

• We don't enforce exits; natural turnover creates 
sufficient movement.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE  

In terms of financial viability, of 
NACEC members, 63% are making a 
profit or are at breakeven, with the 
breakdown as follows:- 
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Of the 27% other members 
working towards profitability, 
there are three scenarios:- 

 

 

 

 

It is interesting to review the circumstances behind the 27% of loss-making centres. Five main reasons came                           
through: - 

 

1. The need for expansion is pressing; smaller centres require a larger quantum of space to increase rental 
income as expressed by a consultee - ‘Without expansion there is no more room for profit. We urgently need 
new space both manufacturing and office and we have a strong interest from clients for it’    

2. Beyond traditional business models of rental and training income, the need for diversified growth strategies 
is pressing. As articulated by one centre ‘The level of profit is in decline, with rising costs and a significant 
reduction in Training income, which in previous years was approx. 25% of income. This year the projection is 
breakeven’. It is worth highlighting the incorporation of co-working space is making a difference to the 
bottom line of some centres, ‘some new internal conversions yielded a modest income growth which we 
expect to grow significantly’ 

3. Accounting for depreciation was cited as a challenge for 50% of our loss-making members 

4. Higher than expected investment on capital expansion due to construction inflation  

5. Repair & maintenance costs were higher than projected 

 

 

We asked centres to highlight the 
issues that they were paying most 
attention to.  These included: - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OPERATING COSTS  

Profitability is also impacted by 
management of operating costs.  
Since 2018, the operating costs 
for NACEC members are            
(3% were unsure). 
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The leading reasons cited for increasing operational costs are:-  

• Businesses getting busier consuming more site utilities 

• Utilities have increased by 30%, with a marked increase in price of Energy costs (Oil, Gas and Electric) 

• Insurance Costs have increased between 10% to 60% for enterprise centres 

• Future increase in operating costs likely to be due to aging building and repairs required in roof, security, carpark, 
health & safety, emergency lighting upgrades etc.  

• Increase in salaries and number of employees 

• Increased investment in facilities for innovative projects such as food labs, digital labs, which are more costly to 
service  

• Increasing professional fees  

• Maintenance costs/repairs/equipment/upgrades and servicing costs 

 
 

DEBT LEVELS  

In the member survey 2016, debt levels had substantially reduced and were no longer seen as the major concern they 
were in 2013. However, it must be noted that investment levels were particularly low in this uncertain period. Key 
contributing factors cited were evidence of excellent cost management and control and a lesser reliance on state support.  
Debt analysis in 2019 shows an interesting picture: 

 

 

 

 

FOCUSED ON GROWTH 

NACEC members are ambitious and are continually investing in their premises.  63% have capital investment or growth 
plans within the next 2 years, while 23% may undertake investment/growth plans in that period. This is a substantial 
increase on the 58% of enterprise centres with growth plans in 2016. The plans span a range of ambitions and include:- 

 

• The development of a Digital Hub x 5 members. Included in this cohort is a member plan to add a 2,000 sq. 
metres extension for scaling technology companies employing up to 30 people+. This centre will have the 
capacity for 250 - 300 people. Planning application has been submitted  

• The development of Co-Working Hub x 7 members. The reconfiguration of large units into co-working hubs.  

• Acquiring or collaborating with publicly owned buildings to convert to enterprising space x 3 members   

• Increasing centre size.  The plans are ambitious and based on actual need.  Members plans include:-  

− the development of adjacent land to build 2,000 sq. ft. additional space 

− currently developing a new building of 10,000 sq. ft. incubation space and negotiating to increase portfolio 
by taking on the management of a further 20,000 sq. ft. 

−  planning permission for 10 units depending on grants  

−  the extension of an International Trade Centre 

− Successful planning permission to develop another 5000 sq.m of commercial units and office space on 
neighbouring sites. The challenge is they don’t have the match funding capital to avail of grant aid but have 
demand from two existing tenants that need to scale-up and three interested food companies for large units 

• Increasing ICT capacity x 3 members. Currently seeking funding to redesign/partition areas within the Centre to 
increase available space by providing some additional small office spaces and a proposed incubation space 
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• Improved training facilities x 4 members are currently seeking funding to update education and training  

facilities within their centres 

• Innovation lab plans include adding a FabLab, Wet Lab units, Food Tech units and a MakerSpace is now ready to 
provide a space for a cluster of IT/digital innovators 

• Other expansion plans include: - 

− Investment in broadband connection to MANS available in the area  

− Further development of existing infrastructure and services 

− Taking on a full-time Manager for the first time  

− Expanding our Board and the development of a new Strategic Expansion Plan 

− Childcare extension - plans being prepared 

−  Regeneration of vacant/derelict properties - some purchased - one at planning application stage 

 

A key role for NACEC will be supporting members through these growth plans with appropriate supports. See Strategic 
Goals 1 to 5.  

 

CHALLENGES 

Respondents were asked to share the top 3 challenges facing their Enterprise Centre in the period ahead. Aligned to the 
growth ambitions expressed, the key challenge for NACEC members is capital funding for expansion projects, both in 
terms of securing grant aid and match finance. Raising finance for expansion is very much to the fore in the current 
positive funding environment with opportunities arising from Project Ireland 2040 and the funding streams of Regional 
Enterprise Development Fund, Rural Regeneration Development Fund and Urban Regeneration Development Fund. 
However, such opportunities demand considerable resources to develop plans, securing planning permission, public 
procurement and finance package securement. With limited staffing resources, the management of expansion projects 
on top of day to day management was also highlighted as a challenge.  The other challenges were cited as:  

 

• Future proofing - Investment to modernise infrastructure was cited on numerous occasions including centres 
highlighting the need for immediate expansion and upgrading of space and facilities or risk losing tenants.  
Future proofing is more than capital investment in enterprise space, it also includes development and research 
and providing workspace + talent solutions 

• Sourcing new space to attract more inward investment to the area was also highlighted – one respondent 
shared that ‘a lack of adequate scaling workspace options means we are losing companies from our region’     

• Cultural/Business Model change from a landlord only offering to an enterprise development vehicle/driver 
(also highlighted as an opportunity). One member refers to this as the reorientation of their organisation and 
their centre to meet new needs 

• Controlling income and expenditure.  Specific need arising in terms of keeping costs down while investments 
are underway 

• Retaining talent and graduates in our region to service both the NACEC members but the wider skills pool in 
the area. Talent of Centre Managers was also highlighted in terms of the need to attract appropriate Human 
Resources and talent at Board level to deliver and drive the necessary change and development. As highlighted 
by one respondent, ’the need for a full-time manager is vital and without which it is impossible to achieve a 
larger more dynamic hub/centre’ 

• Poor broadband connectivity 

• Developing business models for the operation and marketing stimulus of co-working, collaborative workspaces 
and innovation offerings   

• Responding to changing work patterns and being agile enough to offer the right mix of workspace 
configurations  

• Challenge to get support from public bodies for our vision and work 

 

 

 



  

page 16 

 

 

 

 

Interestingly, just 15% of NACEC members cited BREXIT as a challenge while 60% saw it as an opportunity to attract Brexit 

relocation businesses to their centres as tenants. 

 
 

OPPORTUNITIES 

It is very clear there is a resolute ambition for transformational change both at individual enterprise centre level and at 
national organisational level for NACEC to uplift the community enterprise sector in Ireland. Project Ireland 2040 is a key 
contributor as a more positive funding environment is in place that values and rewards collaboration and regional 
approaches. Members contributed a useful summation of opportunities which we have grouped into key themes, all of 
which are addressed in our Strategic Goals.    

 

Collaboration and Connections   

• Strengthened collaborative relationships are emerging with Public Bodies with increased precedence and 
opportunity for co-development of regeneration and enterprising investment projects 

• The pilot testing of the Regional Ambassador programme in the Mid-East is a step-change opportunity to lever 
the vast experience and hard-earned lessons of enterprise centres for the benefit of newer centres and their 
management teams. Rolling out this programme nationally will yield powerful peer to peer learning, 
collaboration and the advantages of regional cluster 

 

Focus on Talent 

• Workspace is just one consideration when a company chooses to establish in an area. The availability of the right 

skills and competencies in the right place is a vital consideration. Given that enterprise centres have such a strong 

focus as training hosts and upskilling providers, they have a role to play with others such as the Regional Skills 

Forum, Education and Training Boards, Skillnets Ireland and third level colleges to act as a strategic outreach 

learning hub. Community based training & development facilities support skills development for employability, 

enterprise training and development through collaboration   

•  The motivation for Enterprise Centres is very clear as typified by centre feedback: - 

“we have 2 employers willing to place at least 14 people here if we can get the people” 

“up-skilling local people in high-demand digital skills is a win-win situation” 

“the opportunity to make a real contribution to STEM training and digital fabrication skills” 

 

Focus on The Future of Work  

Our centres facilitate participation in the labour force through flexible working solutions. Many of our centres are based 
in commuter towns – we are ideally placed to deliver wellbeing and environmental benefits of remote working.   

 

Focus on Climate Change 

Given the research findings that cost of utilities for enterprise centres have increased by 30% with a marked increase in 
the price of energy costs, it is no surprise that members see opportunities and want to exploit climate change practices 
and solutions. In addition, community enterprise centres provide the basis for carbon cost reduction by providing a viable 
local work base for commuters and remote workers. We have the opportunity to lead by example and encourage and 
facilitate our tenant businesses and learners to adopt sustainable and responsible business practices.  

 

Transforming Regions 

Operating in 120 distinct communities with their own challenges and opportunities, community enterprise centres have 
transformation at their core. Often established as reactive approaches where communities and agencies mobilise to 
address poor local economic performance or specific economic loss incidences, they have worked hard for the 
betterment of their regions. Community enterprise centres have track record, support 5,500+ jobs in over 1,800 
businesses and consultees feel they have only just begun! 
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Brexit 

We highlighted that 60% of NACEC members see Brexit as an opportunity to attract Brexit relocation businesses to their 
centres as tenants. Local Enterprise Offices together with Enterprise Ireland are working hard to raise awareness to 
increase levels of preparedness within enterprises for Ireland. NACEC can play an active role providing a tangible 
programme to support companies to develop and execute sustainability and growth plans. Further, NACEC will 
specifically target Brexit relocations from Northern Ireland and UK through clever and very focused collective marketing. 

 

 

HOW NACEC CAN ADD VALUE + BENEFIT ITS MEMBERS? 

It is very clear there is a resolute ambition for transformational change both at individual enterprise centre level and also 
at national organisational level. NACEC’s change actions in 2018 are seen as just the start of a repurposing programme 
for the organisation and members are very clear on how NECEC will function as the platform through which they can 
make breakthrough change in their own centres and on a regional level. NACEC’s added value is seen by its members in 
the following framework: -  

 

POSITIONING  

Members want: -  

• NACEC to be one of the most powerful enterprise support conduits in the country.  A new brand, with a 
marketing toolkit and visibility at individual enterprise centre level is the starting point 

• ‘A good marketing strategy’ implemented by NACEC CLG staff member, ‘it is hard for Centre Managers to 
dedicate time to promoting NACEC and run their own Centres at the same time’ 

• The launch of the new enhanced 
www.enterprisecentres.ie website as a strongly 
populated ‘go-to’ portal to find an enterprise 
space anywhere in Ireland 

• Joint Marketing – regionally and nationally, 
promoting Centres vacancies and facilities for 
tenants 

• Sharing our impact - an annual survey that shows 
the combined contribution enterprise centres 
make to community, employment and enterprise 
thereby getting the attention and recognition of 
state agencies and public and government bodies 

• The development of quality standards that would underpin the brand. This now forms a key deliverable and a 
new departure for NACEC as it will build the first quality standards framework for enterprise centres in Ireland 
and beyond 

• Greater input into policy at national level. Continue to work with state agencies and influence public policy in 
our sphere of operation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.enterprisecentres.ie/
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CONNECTED NETWORK 

Members want:-  

Internal  

• More networking opportunities for centre managers and centre tenants. As articulated by members ‘this is 
a unique forum to openly and honestly share concerns and issues and receive support’ and ‘The sharing of 
information, challenges, successes etc. has been very useful to us. In the next year, templates governing the 
operation of the centres would be really beneficial’ 

• Regional and sectoral (e.g. digital, food, creative industries etc.) platforms for member networking  

• To build international contacts and get involved in European projects 

 

External  

• Collaborate nationally for roll out of programmes supported by LEO/EI etc. 

• Co-ordinate with organisations for the achievement of goals in both organisations 

 

 

CONNECTED KNOWLEDGE 

Members want:-  

• A platform/repository and mechanism to share best practice/operating procedures/documentation etc. 

• Publish best practice and worst practice 

• Mastermind groups/accountability partners and/or buddy systems for experienced and novice centre 
promoters and managers 

• Knowledge and skilled resource on funding opportunities, ideally a service in funding awareness and 
applications 

• Information on trends  
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4 | POLICIES TO GUIDE US 
 

The development of our Strategic Plan 2019 – 2021 is firmly rooted in national and regional policies as the overarching 
direction or Project Ireland 2040. NACEC is in a strong positioned to deliver upon the key strategies as follows: - 

 

 
o National Enterprise Policy - Enterprise 2025: Innovative, Agile, Connected 

NACEC aligns to this Policy by providing access to enabled enterprise infrastructure.  Given  that 
our 29% of our membership represent digital hubs and a significant portion of member growth 
plans include adding digital hub facilities and upgrading ICT and connectivity, we are ensuring 
that all regions can engage in the digital economy. The provision of 120 enterprise centres home 
to 1,800 businesses, contributes to Ireland’s enterprise policy and regional development goals 
by responding to the needs across a wide range of sectors, with a strong training remit NACEC 
is responding to the demand for talent, enabling the innovation at the core of economic 
performance, and contributes to Ireland’s position as an attractive place to invest.  

 
 
o Future Jobs Ireland Strategy 

According to the World Economic Forum, in 2030 on job out of two will have disappeared and 60% of jobs in 2030 just 
don’t exist yet. Furthermore, 50% of workers are set to be remote by 2040. The Future Jobs Ireland Strategy advocates 
for lifelong learning as the norm as we adapt to new technology and sectors. It also advocates that businesses needs to 
consider new ways of attracting and retaining talent through remote and flexible working options to ensure that we 
sustain and grow jobs through initiatives that will see companies embrace innovation and technological change and will 
drive productivity and resilience in the face of future challenges. 

 

NACEC is well placed to contribute to emerging Remote Working Policy. The IDA has 
estimated that around 216,000 people work remotely across Ireland and the Department of 
Business, Enterprise and Innovation recently held a consultative forum on the model 
attended by NACEC representatives. The Forum considered the factors that prevent 
businesses from introducing remote working policies. The lack of infrastructure was 
identified as a potential barrier for business. This includes access to office space and 
technology necessary to facilitate remote working, as well as the availability of high-speed 
broadband.  DBEI is currently conducting research that will inform policy on the future of 
work. Enterprise Ireland are working on a regional smart work strategy and one of its 
intended aims over the coming years is to provide spaces for up to 200,000 people who 
normally commute to an office. With a membership of 120 community-based enterprise 
centres, NACEC is uniquely placed to contribute to achieving that target.  

 

 

 
 

o   Realising Our Rural Potential. Action Plan for Rural Development 

The Action Plan acts as an overarching structure for the co-ordination and implementation of 
initiatives right across Government which will benefit rural Ireland. It focuses on supporting 
enterprise and employment in rural areas, improving infrastructure and connectivity, and 
supporting sustainable rural communities. NACEC has members in every county in Ireland, 
from the smallest villages to commuter growth towns in need of economic activity to reverse 
draw to urban centres.   
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o OECD SME and Entrepreneurship policy review in Ireland 

The draft results of this seminal review published in April 2019 as relevant to the design of NACEC’s 
Strategic Goals highlight that:- 

• SMEs are a critical pillar of the Irish economy and the Irish share of micro-enterprises is 
slightly above the OECD average of 90% and the share of medium-sized firms somewhat 
lower than the OECD average of 1.5% 

• SME productivity lags large firms and has been stagnant - from 2006-15 established SMEs 
(not large firms or high-growth enterprises) experienced very low productivity growth, 
especially in services (OECD, 2018c; Department of Finance, 2018).   

• Ireland had the second lowest share of start-ups in the business economy and the second 
lowest share of employment in start-ups in 2015 among OECD countries  

• A high proportion of Irish SMEs engage in innovation activities. Almost 60% of Irish SMEs 
engage in product, process or mixed modes of innovation, compared to an OECD average of 48.6%. Furthermore, 
Irish SMEs display the third-highest share of new-to-market production innovation in OECD economies 

• Ireland’s SME export performance is very low by international standards, with only about 6% of Irish SMEs trading 
across borders 

• Entrepreneurial attitudes in Ireland are generally positive and close to the OECD averages 

 

 

o National Skills Strategy 2025 

Sets out an ambitious trajectory for the next ten years for skills development in Ireland, this 
strategy marks an important step in the evolution of Ireland’s education system to a system which 
fully supports lifelong learning and is more responsive than ever to the changing needs of 
participants, enterprise and the community. In every region, NACEC members are collaborating 
with ETBs, Skillnet training networks and Regional Skills Fora.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
National Social Enterprise Policy for Ireland 2019 – 2022 

NACEC will benefit from and contribute to the recently launched National Social Enterprise Policy 
for Ireland, the new policy framework for the development of the not-for-profit sector.  In 
addition to our member’s status as social enterprises in their own right, our survey reveals that 
88% of NACEC members support community projects in their areas. NACEC will play an active 
role in delivering appropriate enterprise supports to other organisations (community and 
voluntary organisations, charities, social innovators and social enterprises) to improve their 
capability to tackle social issues, create social enterprises and contribute to a fairer and more 
inclusive society.     In addition, NACEC members are well placed to enable social enterprises to 
grow in scale, support jobs, and make a positive impact on individuals and communities in our 
area. 
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o Climate Action Plan 2019 

NACEC is committed to a strong climate action focus contributing to the central objective of 
Government and the Climate Action Plan putting Ireland on a sustainable pathway to achieving a 
longer-term vision for decarbonisation. We will show leadership and drive change by introducing 
a Community Enterprise Centre Climate Action Mandate and have dedicated a Strategic Goal for 
this purpose. NACEC will also cultivate and actively participate in partnerships with special interest 
and community groups who have as their goal improvement in use of resources and reduced 
climate impact 

 

 

 
 
o National Broadband Plan – Broadband Connections Points (BCPs) in Rural Areas 
 

The primary purpose of BCP sites is to provide remote communities with focal points where they can have free access to 
high-speed broadband early in the rollout of the National Broadband Plan in order to improve the daily lives of residents 
in rural communities.  The BCP site will be an  ‘always on’ Wi-Fi facility, available 24/7.  

 

NACEC members will position themselves to benefit from a high-speed broadband connection which will be brought to 
each BCP within the first year of the NBP contract being signed. The initial connection will be wireless, which will be later 
replaced by full fibre. The cost of this will be borne by the NBP. The BCP site owner will not be liable for costs associated 
with initial connection.   Costs for the purchase and installation of network equipment, plus the costs for maintenance, 
repair and, where necessary and reasonable, replacement of network equipment will be paid by the Department of Rural 
and Community Development. The key benefits of the BCP project include: - 

 

• Digital economy can build a competitive and inclusive community 

• Reduces distances between businesses and markets 

• Small companies can be global exporters 

• Local communities can access new jobs, training and economic opportunities 

• Can reduce the costs of public services and renew community engagement  

• Further enhance rural communities as places to invest, work, learn, live and visit 
 
 
National Strategic Outcomes in the National Planning Framework 
 

• NSO3:  Strengthened Rural Economies and Communities  

The National Development Plan 2018 – 2027 states: “Full participation of rural communities in the strategic development 
as envisaged under the NPF is imperative to achieving the full potential of a broad range of strategic outcomes detailed 
in the National Development Plan.”  This implies that investment not only in physical infrastructure, such as highly 
connected enterprise hubs are required, but as importantly investment in knowledge and capability is a perquisite in 
strengthening rural economies. Increased connectivity will encourage greater propensity to establish a business in the 
region and greater propensity by business to access new markets and create more jobs. NACEC members are very clearly 
providing enterprise facilities to stimulate rural job creation which tackles rural depopulation and increases the levels of 
spend and economic activity in rural areas.   

 
• NSO5:  A Strong Economy, supported by Enterprise, Innovation and Skills                                                                

An innovative and resilient enterprise base is essential to provide the jobs and employment opportunities for people to 
live and prosper in all regions. To achieve the visions of the national enterprise policy as set out in Enterprise 2025: 
Innovative, Agile, Connected, such as balanced employment and regional productivity convergence, and the aims of the 
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NPF of growth in the Regional Assembly areas, NACEC works towards achieving these aims through: 

• Contributing to Regional Entrepreneurship goals of achieving a one-third increase in levels of entrepreneurship and 
survival of start-ups that are trading in all regions 

• Utilising and building on the capabilities of the third level education sector to support regional economic 
competitiveness and support entrepreneurial growth 

• Contribute to a joined-up region wide entrepreneurial support programme and building a new cohort of competitive 
and sustainable regionally spread enterprises 

• Delivering new capabilities to new and existing entrepreneurs in the areas of innovation, futureproofing 

 
 

• NSO8:  Transition to a Low Carbon and Climate Resilient Society 

Lower commute times will reduce the overall environmental impact in the rural economy. The reductions in travel 
distance and associated CO2 emissions, contributes towards a Low Carbon Economy. 

 
 

At Regional Level 

The launch this year of the Regional Enterprise Strategies, led by the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, in 
collaboration with other Departments and public bodies, is clear in the need for collaborative action. The reports are 
developed in the context that Government itself cannot create jobs at regional level (or, for that matter, at national level) 
– it is businesses and entrepreneurs that create employment. However, the State sector, including local government and 
NACEC members can help to support the business community and encourage entrepreneurship through its policies, its 
investment in infrastructure and educational facilities, and by providing supports to business through its agencies. NACEC 
will work to get regional representation for its members on the Implementing Bodies for the Regional Enterprise 
Strategies.  

 

• Enterprise Ireland “Powering the Regions”  

Enterprise Ireland “Powering the Regions”, within the context of its “Build Scale, Expand Reach 2017-2020” corporate 
strategy, sees Enterprise Ireland drive and support optimal economic balance in regions, cities and urban centres. The 
focus is on the indigenous enterprise base developing resilience and enhanced productivity, growing and expanding into 
the regions, driving new starts, attracting and retaining talent, supporting female-led enterprises and attracting foreign 
direct investment in the food sector. NACEC members are at the ready to play a major role in contributing to the six new 
national initiatives to futureproof our regions. As Enterprise Ireland stimulates investment through the Regional 
Enterprise Development Fund to strengthen regional infrastructure and drive the growth of businesses across Ireland, 
NACEC members are to the fore in putting forward and collaborating with others to put forward robust applications to 
deliver transformative enterprise advancement in the regions.  

 

At European and Global level, NACEC contributes to:- 
  
• EU Action for SMART VILLAGES Cork Declaration 2.0 - 2016 

The European Network for Rural Development (ENRD) seeks to tackle the ‘Digital Divide’ via the “provision of high-speed 
or next generation broadband connections and the availability “of appropriate facilities and digital skills to use digitisation 
opportunities”. Digital hubs are highlighted as essential in overcoming the digital divide between rural and urban areas 
to develop the potential offered by connectivity and digitisation of rural areas e.g. eHealth. The Declaration highlights 
the need for integrated approaches and the interaction between different players in view of increasing complementarity 
and coherence – exactly as NACEC members are working towards.  

 
o UN Sustainable Development Goals 

Climate action must be seen as complementary to other important policy objectives, such as promoting sustainable 
economic development pathways as developed by NACEC members.    See Strategic Goal 2, Action 1 for NACEC’s powerful 
contribution to SDGs.  
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5 | STRATEGIC GOALS 
 

Strategic planning is about change. To guide transformation and accelerate growth in the period 2019 to 2021, NACEC 
has adopted a series of 5 Strategic Goals and 20 Actions to maximise the local and regional contribution each centre 
makes in their regional locations.  

STRATEGIC GOAL 1   - ENTERPRISING REGIONS 
Our clients and community are the heart of 
everything we do and our member’s core function is 
to provide them with a progressive enterprise 
support environment. This includes transition from 
desks and space to innovation, talent and learning.   
To achieve this, collaboration and connections are 
central to the NACEC business model. Enterprise 
centres are a key part of enterprise ecosystem, often 
acting as a conduit between our industry clients and 
knowledge providers, and as means through which 
connected communities (hotbeds) of 
entrepreneurship can thrive.  

 

Project Ireland 2040 explicitly highlights the 
Government’s policy goal of supporting 
strengthened regional economies and communities. 
While the OECD report that Ireland’s enterprise 
networks are weak, with members in every county, 
NACEC are establishing 9 regional clusters aligned 
to Enterprise Ireland’s regional structure. See 
Appendix 2.  

 

Each action has been crafted into our overall Delivery Plan presented later in this section.  
 

Action 1: In each region, we are launching a Regional Cluster Programme, a networking platform for both established 
and newly emerging enterprise centres.  At alternating locations, our regional members will meet three times 
per annum. Key to the programme, members will provide a peer-to-peer mentoring and support service via 
seasoned enterprise centre managers. We will identify regionally based advanced skillsets and specialized 
expertise within the Network and develop a process for peer-to-peer mentoring and support service (currently 
actioned in a nonformal way).  

 

Action 2: Each region will run an Annual Regional Summit for enterprise centre personnel and tenants in the region to 
meet, learn and network. 

 

Action 3: Develop a Communication System that promotes resource and knowledge sharing in the regions. 
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Action 4: Accelerating Start-up Ecosystem Development.  As mentioned,  the Regional Ambassadors Programme was 
piloted in the Mid-East. Meath Enterprise on behalf of NACEC Mid-East partnered with Start-up 
Genome (https://start-upgenome.com) to carry out a Start-up Ecosystem Assessment of the Mid-East 
Region (Meath, Kildare & Wicklow). This process started in October/November 2018 and engaged all the key 
players in the enterprise support network including NACEC members, County Councils, Local Enterprise Office, 
ETB, Chambers of Commerce, Enterprise Ireland,  Mid-East Regional Skills Forum,  Mid-East Action Plan for Jobs 
Committee  IDA amongst others. See Appendix 3 for listing.  Start-up Genome began in 2011 as a project with 
Steve Blank, recognized Silicon Valley entrepreneur, Chuck Eesley (Stanford University), and Ron Berman 
(Wharton University) to codify success factors of start-ups and start-up ecosystems.  

 

                 The resultant Mid- East report2 can be summarised as:- 
 

 

 

NACEC will encourage two other regions to engage the Start-up Genome Accelerating Start-up Ecosystem Development 
process by the end of 2021.  

 

 
2 - https://start-upgenome.com/blog/ireland-mid-east-region-start-up-ecosystem 

 

https://startupgenome.com/
file:///C:/Users/orla/Documents/LEOs%20and%20Local%20Authorities/NACEC/Strategic%20Plan/-%20https:/startupgenome.com/blog/ireland-mid-east-region-startup-ecosystem
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STRATEGIC GOAL  2- CLIMATE CHANGE + SUSTAINABILITY 
 

Climate change is bad news for everyone, but particularly for small businesses, which face increasing energy costs and 
suffer far more relative financial challenge then larger businesses. Enterprise centres are acutely feeling the impact of 
increased utilities costs with +30% in some cases.  NACEC are developing a three-pronged approach to improve 
environmental performance for our enterprise centres (75.5.% of our members are experiences increased costs since 
2018), and our client businesses.     Given that 88% of NACEC members support community projects in their area, this 
Goal 2 Climate Action + Sustainability will have important wider community reach and impact. 

  

Launched in September 2015, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are the new KPIs for the planet and 
seek action on 17 critical social and environmental issues — by 2030. They position business as a vital partner to 
achieving sustainable development.  In Ireland, they are seen as a whole of Government priority and Enterprise 
Ireland prioritise ‘Transitioning to a Low Carbon Economy’ as part of it’s Powering the Regions Strategy.   This 
Strategic Goal is also linked to NACEC’s infrastructure leadership  for co-working in a connected environment – given 
that  42% of NACEC members presently offer this service, NACEC are uniquely placed to contribute to the delivery of 
Enterprise Ireland’s Powering the Regions Co-working #Worksmartchallenge target of supporting 10,000 co-working and 
incubation spaces in regional locations.    

 

 

The follow SDGs are of specific relevance to NACEC:- 

 

• Economic, Education & Innovation:  4. 8, 9 & 11 

• Environment: 7 , 11, 12, 13 

• Community Improvement: 1, 2, 4, 6, 8 - 12 
 

As highlighted by Business in the Community3, the Global Goals present Irish business with a new framework that 
can inform the design, delivery and communication of their sustainable and responsible business practices.  
Importantly, the Goals establish how local action and local movements are critical for progress.  Importantly for  NACEC, 
the Goals position partnership as necessary to achieve the scale, innovation and impact needed for their attainment.    

 
3 www.bitc.ie 
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Action 1:  Sustainable Development Goals Charter 

                  NACEC members will play a progressive leadership role in implementing and communicating the SDGs in their 
network of influence.  The foundation of this Strategic Goal is the development of an SDG Charter which each 
NACEC member will formally commit to with a view to a culture change, prioritising sustainability, mindfulness 
of consumption and resource reduction.    

 

Action 2:  Enterprise Centre Climate Change Programme 

 There are two motivations to develop a tailored Climate Change programme for Irish enterprise centres. Our 
survey revealed that a key concern of NACEC members is investment to modernise infrastructure. Anticipated 
future increases in operating costs due to aging buildings and repairs was cited on numerous occasions. 
Combined with increasing energy costs, it is time to act.    

 

 We will retain external specialists to assist 9 enterprise centres over 2 years (1 in each of our regions) to apply 
to the EXEED grant scheme, which is designed for organisations who are planning an energy investment project. 
The EXEED Grant Scheme provides grant support of up to €500,000 per year. This scheme is open to all 
organisations planning an investment in an energy project. This includes public and private sector, new design 
projects, major energy upgrades of existing buildings and assets. Grant applications must be submitted by the 
organisation as the investor/owner or operator of the asset. While discrete retrofit upgrade projects in isolation 
are not eligible for funding e.g. a lighting upgrade project or a boiler upgrade, these can be supported if they 
are part of a larger EXEED project.  

 

                 In conjunction with this programme, we will provide a Guide to Healthier Enterprising Communities, a practical 
guide to helping centres embed a healthy outlook. Typical inclusions will be bicycle stands, standing desk 
options, and wellbeing workshops. 

 

 

Action 3:  SME Climate Change Programme 

 Improving environmental performance is a significant business opportunity for SMEs. SMEs are often unaware 
of many financially attractive opportunities for environmental improvement. There is a widespread 
misperception that protecting the environment is associated with technical complexity, burdens and costs. 
Even when they are aware of the potential of better environmental performance to improve a firm’s 
competitiveness, a lack of appropriate skills and expertise commonly prevents firms from acting upon win-win 
opportunities. At the same time, the lack of resources often leads to SMEs being risk-averse and less willing to 
invest in new technologies, partly because of the uncertainly about the payback period. 

 

 We will work with 10 community enterprise centres (5 per annum for two years) to deliver an SME Climate 
Change Programme to 50 micro enterprises (5 per enterprise centre) to adopt sustainable practices, seize green 
business opportunities, tackle resource constraints, skill deficits and knowledge limitations. Each participating 
business will benefit from a bespoke environmental performance training programme in SME clusters. 
Participants will also receive mentoring to  include defining the capital investment programme required and 
signposting to sourcing so funding for same. The project will collaborate with Enterprise Ireland’s 
environmental information portal at www.leanbusinessireland.ie designed to enhance environmental 
awareness and improve performance in Irish industry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.seai.ie/business-and-public-sector/business-grants-and-supports/exeed-certified-grant/
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STRATEGIC GOAL 3 – SKILLS + DIGITISATION  
 
3.1   SKILLS 
As highlighted by the OECD draft report SME and Entrepreneurship Policy in Ireland presented at the 55th Session of the 
Working Party on SMEs and Entrepreneurship in April 2019, small firms are experiencing shortages of skilled personnel, 
finding it difficult to compete with more lucrative large employers.  
 
NACEC members have a prolific training reach – 94% of members offer training facilities while training provision is a core 
income stream for 55% of members and training room hire is an income stream for 67% of members. However, this role 
is somewhat under the radar and fragmented, with no one source of information on this important offering – addressed 
in Action 1 below.  
 
 
Action 1   Skills Provision Mapping  
                  Map all skills development collaborations by NACEC members with key skills and knowledge providers and 

combine with a full overview of training originated by the NACEC members.  This will feed into a regional 
talent map (to combine workspace and talent available in a marketing package to potential tenants and FDI 
leads) and engagement with the Regional Skills Fora across the country. 

 
Action 2   Skill Programme Portal 
                 Link all training programmes offered by NACEC members to a dedicated page on the central website 

www.enterprisecentres.ie and regularly update.  
 

Action 3   Secure A Skillnet Training Network for NACEC and our Clients 

                  Apply for a dedicated Skillnet learning network for NACEC and our clients to facilitate increased participation 
in enterprise training and workforce learning in Ireland. Enterprise Groups need to present a strong business 
case to Skillnet Ireland on the challenges and opportunities within the relevant sector/region and both the 
current and future skills required to address such needs. Each applicant needs to outline how the proposal is 
aligned to national skills policy for the relevant sector or region. This is a 2020 action as Skillnets Ireland 
prioritise projects that tackle technology skills-gaps and boost productivity through targeted workforce 
development initiatives.  

 

Action 4:  Align with Education and Training Boards National Skills Strategy 2025.   

                  NACEC members have strong relationships with regional Education and Training Boards and are ideally placed 

to deliver impact in the realisation of this new strategy.  NACEC will also continue to engage with Regional Skills 

Fora.  

 

 

3.2   DIGITISATION 

NACEC members are to the fore in providing high-speed or next generation broadband connections, but also the training 
environment for appropriate digital skills and digitisation opportunities. The OECD draft report SME and 
Entrepreneurship Policy in Ireland highlights that the productivity gap of small enterprises can be addressed if digital 
technology improves.  They highlight that the digital skills among the general population in Ireland are quite weak. NACEC 
will extend their mentoring offering to include business development focusing specifically on the adoption of digital tools.  

 

New research commissioned by Vodafone4 suggests that setting up digital hubs in every county in Ireland could create 
more than 8,400 new jobs NACEC are playing a strident role in digital hub role out – 29% of members are already have a 
digital hub offering with many more are bringing digital hubs to market.  This is just the start.  As highlighted in the report, 
‘alongside alleviating urban migration and slower regional economic growth, the study also makes the case that the 

 
4 STIMULATING REGIONAL ECONOMIC GROWTH, Socio-Economic Analysis of Smart Working, A Report by Jim Power 
Commissioned by Vodafone Ireland, published October 2019. 

http://www.enterprisecentres.ie/
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 widespread adoption of smart working would result in a significant reduction in congestion and commute times, ease 
pressure on housing in cities, provide greater availability of school places and generate more employment of young  

graduates locally.’  Gigabit connectivity is fundamental to enabling smart working.  Our plans are emerging to increase 
the digital competencies of our clients and our communities across the following actions: - 

 

Action 1:  Digital Hub plug in to existing centres 

 Digital Hubs are seen as a key economic stimulus tool for regional development. NACEC members to the fore 
of digital hubs are proving that they have the power to fundamentally shift the social and economic landscape 
in the least densely populated areas of Ireland and start a new age of connectivity and prosperity.  Given the 
significant numbers of current digital hubs as part of the enterprise centre business model and the numbers of 
digital hubs in development, NACEC will develop a resource guide to capture best and worst practice learning 
for the development of sustainable digital hubs. 

 

Action 2:  Digital Divide Working Group 

 NACEC will bring together key champions of ICT training and upskilling from its enterprise centre manager to 
develop a common approach to designing a digitistation programme that can be rolled out throughout its 
network in collaboration with key training agencies.   

 

Action 3: Managed Co-working Network 

 Enterprise Ireland’s Powering the Regions Plan launches #Worksmartchallenge seeking to support 10,000 co-
working and incubation space in regional locations. With 120 centres, NACEC have a significant role to play in 
achieving this target.  While co-working sites are popping up in the private and community enterprise centre, 
the need for overarching co-ordination of information, standards and central marketing of the facilities 
ensuring clarity for potential users is now extremely pressing.  NACEC will present a business model to 
Enterprise Ireland to provide a managed co-working network.  

 

Action 4: Technology leadership  

 Academic research from Cardiff University’s Welsh Economy Research Unit2 highlights that businesses that 
embrace digital technologies are showing more resilience as Brexit uncertainty continues. Working with 1,800 
micro and small enterprises, NACEC members will upskill to ensure they have the knowledge and capacity to 
advise these companies on the pathways available to the business to drive the digital transformation of their 
businesses.  
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STRATEGIC GOAL 4 – Global Ambition 
The Future Jobs Strategy highlights that through Global Ireland 2025, the Government is investing more than ever before 
in its international presence; opening new markets for Irish businesses and promoting international profile. Despite (or 
indeed because of) a high degree of trade uncertainty as to the implications of Brexit, it is an opportune time to create a 
vibrant export culture at regional level. There is a strong correlation between export and innovation performance across 
businesses. Aston Business School UK verifies that ‘internationally active’ SMEs are three times more likely to introduce 
products or services that are new to their sector than those which are entirely domestic in orientation.  

 

Action 1:  Building International Alliances 

 Building key international alliances is NACEC goal. Later in 2019, we will sign agreements with our counterpart 
National Enterprise Network in the UK with a focus on cross collation between their members and our and as 
a springboard for companies to get international through soft landing services, staff exchange, etc. 

 

 Our work with NEN started earlier this year and we have secured, together with partners from Germany, The 
Netherlands and Denmark, funding under the Transfer of Innovation Strategic Partnership programme of 
Erasmus + to work together for two years to develop a project called Early Stage Intervention. The objective 
of the project is very relevant to NACEC clients and the enquiries we receive. Early Stage Intervention will 
provide early stage entrepreneurs and established SME owner-managers with the knowledge and skills needed 
to identify and interpret early warning signals of business crisis, and to take timely, corrective actions, thereby 
facilitating growth, or survival, in unpredictable or adverse situations. A Memorandum of Understanding will 
be signed later in 2019. 

 

                  Further alliances have been explored with Enterprise Northern Ireland.  

 

Action 2:  Brexit Relocation Campaign  

 NACEC will specifically target Brexit relocations from Northern Ireland and UK through clever and very focused 
marketing. Underpinning all other Strategic Goals, NACEC itself is ambitious for organisational change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.nationalenterprisenetwork.org/


  

page 30 

 

 

STRATEGIC GOAL 5 – Organisational  Sustainability  
To strengthen NACEC’s strategic capacity a series of actions have been prioritised for action: - 

 

Action 1:  Recruitment of a CEO  

 Regarded by our members as a fundamental commitment to the strategic growth of NACEC, the appointment 
of a Chief Executive Officer/Executive Director will allow the organisation to achieve its potential and build on 
the many opportunities presented in this plan.  The recruitment campaign will commence in Q4 2019 with the 
appointee taking up position in Q1 2020.     The appointee will work to clear mandate which will also include 
an advocacy role to seek greater representation on key committees e.g. Regional Enterprise Plans.   

 

Action 2: Maximize the Network’s use of Technology 

 NACEC will transform the way it conducts its business through investment in technology platforms for project 
management, communications between members, education including webinars and a guideline on how use 
technology tools to assist clients and measure impact.  

 

Action 3: Leadership training for Centre Managers 

 There is a need to support the occupation of enterprise centre manager through continuous professional 
development. At present there is no recognised professional qualification or standard in this field although 
specific enterprise centre management functions (e.g. personnel management, providing financial advice to 
companies) are areas which can be studied as separate disciplines.  

 

Action 4: Marketing and Communications  

 With over half a million square feet of enterprise and 
learning space and a tenant base of 1,800 companies 
employing over 5,500 people, a new brand has been 
developed emphasising different components uniting ins 
single entity. A rebranded and resourced NACEC is seen as 
‘binding together and selling ourselves as a unit with 
collective strength and one voice for sector. The new brand 
will be carried in an invigorated communications campaign 
including eNewsletters, digital marketing, video content and 
a PR campaign. NACEC will also ensure sustained 
communications with other key audiences including, 
government leaders at all levels, chambers of commerce, 
economic development organisations, business associations, 
lenders and host institutions.   The new brand will be 
produced in a member sign to be displayed prominently on 
member premises. 

 

Action 5: National Summit for Enterprise Centres 

 NACEC is planning a national conference, expo and awards programme for 2020 and beyond to celebrate and 
share the work and highlights of enterprise centres on an annual basis.  

 

Action 6:  Projects Lab  

 Given 63% of members have growth plans within the next two years and a further 23% may progress 
investment projects, members have prioritised the provision of a central support in terms of application 
development, providing support and assistance. This will be delivered through a series of regular funding 
briefings and how to maximise funding application success, webinars and one to one project development and 
funding clinics with proven experts. Members will be encouraged to share best practices and benchmarking on 
raising matching funds.   
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Action 7:  Quality Framework and Benchmarking 

 NACEC members see the value in the introduction of quality standards for enterprise centres. The goal of this 
action is to raise the standard of NACEC centres in a uniform, structured way that enables and empowers Start-
ups and SMEs in the regions. To do this, NACEC will: - 

 

i)  Introduce a Quality Framework 

This action sees NACEC investing in a Quality Framework for enterprise centres to be measured against best practice 
standards and to take the steps required to achieve them. To achieve best practice at an operational level, the Quality 
Framework will set out:- 

• A set of standards for the management of enterprise centre operations; ensuring that enterprise centres are 
managed in a business-like manner with the aim of maximising value for money 

• Clearly defined target market and adopting admission criteria that focus on projects where the enterprise centre 
can genuinely add value 

• Placing particular emphasis on developing first-class business support services (entrepreneur training, business 
advice, technology support, financing, etc.) 

• Developing ‘virtual’ incubation services so that more businesses can benefit and through after-care/graduate 
networking, ensuring that job and wealth creation effects are retained in regional economies 

• The practice of undertaking annual impacts assessments, to measure job creation, wealth creation and return 
on investment. In his publication, Business incubators in the Framework of Local Development5, Franz Dietrich, 
GIZ highlights that Europe benefits from over 2,000 incubators generating 40.000 gross new jobs/ year;  (Source: 
European Commission). His study presents key European incubator performance statistics + suggested 
benchmarks which NACEC will learn from and adapt to our circumstances. For example purposes only: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ii) Create, train and monitor the adoption and implementation of an innovation services maturity framework 
that all NACEC Community Enterprise Centres will use. While innovation maturity curves exist for individual 
companies, this is not the case for enterprise centres. Recent discussions with research groups in Europe and the 
U.S.A. have shown that although there are maturity curve models for Research Institutes and Accelerators, there 
are no readily available maturity curves for enterprise centres and incubators.  It is intended that the 
development of the NACEC model will be used to cooperate with interested organisations in Europe and the 
U.S.A. in further research.  

 

Dr. Elizabeth Reynolds, a Principal Research Scientist at MIT and the Director of the MIT Industry Productivity 
Centre:   “I have become rather jaded regarding all the “must haves” to demonstrate that places are innovative 
including the incubator, accelerator,  maker space, etc. But I am glad you are bringing some rigor to this area. A 
maturity curve for enterprise centres/incubators sounds really valuable - one would think we should have 
something like that developed in Boston given all the incubators that exist.“ 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 http://www.slap.skgo.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Business-Incubators-System.pdf 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/franz-dietrich-3851142a/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/franz-dietrich-3851142a/
http://www.slap.skgo.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Business-Incubators-System.pdf
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Presented below are the emerging service tiers which can be provided by regional enterprise centres. It is not a ‘must-
have’ – rather, it is a useful guide that enterprise centres can use to plan their service infrastructure provision to best 
effect, with partners and collaborating agencies, to the benefit of start-ups and SMEs in their communities. It is our 
ambition to benchmark performance between centres, initially in Ireland but eventually internationally. The 
envisaged stages can be set out as: - 
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6 | ALLIES 

Given NACEC was formed in 2008, it has built a network of key allies and stakeholders who are absolutely vital to the 

achievements of the organisation to date and to succeed in the delivery of the 20 key actions outlined in this Strategic 

Plan 2019 -2021 and thereby unlocking the ultimate value of the NACEC network.  In addition to key Government 

Departments, the following organisations are considered friends, collaborators, partners and potential allies over the 

next three years.  

           

               

                 

     
 

 

International best practice will be prioritised through alliances with  
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7 | APPENDICES 

 
1. SYNOPSIS OF NACEC STRATEGIC GOALS DELIVERABLES OVER 20 ACTIONS 

 

2. NACEC MEMBER QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

3. VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF MAPPING OF NACEC MEMBERS ACROSS OUR 9 REGIONS 

 

 

4. MID-EAST ECOSYSTEM/AMBASSADOR PROGRAMME 
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STRATEGIC GOAL 
 

 

ACTION 
 

 

DELIVERABLE 
 

 

WHEN 
 

 

SG1 ENTERPRISING REGIONS 
 

SG1.1  Regional Cluster Programme  9 regional clusters will meet 3 times 
per annum 

3 times annually with first regional 
clusters meetings in Q1 2020  

 SG1.2  Annual Regional Summit 9 regional summits delivered annually 
with combined attendance of 250 
people 

By Q2 2020 and annually thereafter 

 SG1.3  Regional Cluster Communications 
System 

Agile communication system for 
regional interaction 

By Q1 2020 

 SG1.4  Accelerating Start-up Ecosystem 
Development  

2 regions engage with the Start-up 
Genome Accelerating Start-up 
Ecosystem programme  

By end 2021 

  

  

SG2 CLIMATE CHANGE + 
SUSTAINABILITY  
 

SG2.1  Sustainable Development Goals Charter   NACEC members adopt and sign the 
Charter 

By Q1 2020 

 SG2.2  Enterprise Centre Climate Change 
Programme   

9 enterprise centres (1 per region) will 
apply for climate change funding to 
execute an energy investment project 

By 2021 

 SG2.3  SME Climate Change Programme 10 enterprise centres (5 per annum 
for 2 years) will deliver an SME 
Climate Change programme to 50 
micro enterprises e 

By 2021 

   
 

SG3 SKILLS + DIGITISATION   
 

SG3.1  Map all skills collaborations by NACEC 
members and feed into a regional talent map   

Map skills collaborations By Q2 2020 

 SG3.2  Dedicated training page on 
www.enterprisecentres.ie 

Populated one stop source of all 
NACEC training nationally  

By Q2 2020 

 SG3.3  Apply for a dedicated Skillnet learning 
network 

Application made for a national 
enterprise centre learning network 

By Q3 2020 

1. Synopsis of NACEC Strategic Goals Deliverables over 20 Actions 
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 SG3.4  Strategic Alignment  Engagement and collaboration project 
with ETBs to support delivery of 
National Skills Strategy 2025 

By Q3 2020 

 

  
 

SG4 GLOBAL AMBITON    
 

SG4.1  Building International Alliances    MOU with National Enterprise 
Network UK  
Commencement of Transfer of 
Innovation EU project 

By Q4 2019 
 
October 2019 for 2 years 

 SG4.2  Brexit Relocation Campaign  Online marketing campaign in 
Northern Ireland and UK  

By Q2 2020 

   
 

SG5 ORGANISATIONAL 
SUSTAINABILITY    
 

SG5.1  Recruit CEO    High calibre CEO in place and leading 
the NACEC growth plans 

By Q1 2020 
 
 

 SG5.2 Maximise the network’s use of 
technology  

Introduce smart management and 
communication tools 

By Q1 2020 
 
 

 SG5.3 Leadership training for Centre 
Managers  

Launch of continuous professional 
development programme for Centre 
management teams  

By Q4 2020 
 
 

 SG5.4  Marketing and Communications  Exciting new high impact marketing  
and communications campaign  

By Q1 2020 
 

 SG5.5 National Summit for Enterprise Centres  A national conference, expo and  
awards programme, at least 250 
attendees. 

By Q2 2020 and annually thereafter 

 SG5.6 Projects Lab Central support in terms of 
application development, providing 
support and assistance, through 
webinars, clinics and workshops 

By Q2 2020 and bi annually thereafter 

 SG5.7.1 Introduce a Quality Framework Development and launch of a Quality 
Framework for  Enterprise Centres 

By Q3 2020 
 

 SG5.7.2  Create, train and monitor the 
adoption and implementation of 
an innovation services maturity framework 

A specifically designed Innovation 
Services Maturity Curve – Europe’s 
first to assist NACEC members plan 
and execute step change innovation 
progression 

By Q4 2020 
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2. NACEC member questionnaire 

 

Q# List of Questions 

1  
Your details 

2 
What brand name(s) does your centre trade under? 

3 
Which categories best describe your offering (tick all that apply). 

4 
How many enquiries did you receive from potential and existing entrepreneurs in 2018? 

5 
How many enquiries did you receive from potential entrepreneurs so far in 2019? 

6 
How many of the following did you actively support in 2018? 

7 
How many of the following did you actively support so far in 2019? 

8 
Please categorise that support, tick all that apply 

9 
How many businesses have relocated from your enterprise centre due to growth and 
expansion in 2018-2019? 

10 
What is your ownership model? 

11 
What is the total size of your centre ? 

12 
What is your % occupancy level at this time? 

13 
On average, how long does it take to fill a vacancy? 

14 
Average Space by Type, please insert the sq. ft space your dedicate to each accommodation 
type. 

15 
Please summarise your policy on tenant length of stay i.e. when are tenants required to move 
on from your centre? 

16 
What services do you provide in your Centre? 

17 
What broadband capacity do you offer tenants? 

18 
Do you  have capital investment or growth plans within the next 2 years? 

19 
Since the start of 2018, are your overall operating costs ... 

20 
What are the top 5 reasons for any change in operating costs? Please be specific. 

21 
Please share your total € operating cost spend in 2018. 
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22 
Sources of Annual Revenue.  In 2018  please share how your income was generated as an 
overall % across the key categories. 

23 
Profitability.  Which of these statements reflect your 2018 financial outcome? 

24 
SERVICING DEBT IN 2018, has your ... 

25 
Do you relate to any of these concerns? 

26 
Please share the top 3 challenges facing your Enterprise Centre in the period ahead. 

27 
Please share the top 3 opportunities facing your Enterprise Centre in the period ahead. 

28 
Please describe the sector profile of your centre 

29 
Of your tenant businesses that are agency supported clients, please give a % breakdown for 
each of the key agencies 

30 
Does your centre have a Manager in place ?  

31 

Provide a breakdown of how the management role  is financially supported giving a % 
breakdown for each funding source, e.g. 50% funded through rental income, 20% through fee 
income and 30% through grant supports 

32 
If grants/public funding support are in place to employ staff in your Centre, please describe 
same . 

33 
How many other staff members support the management role in your organisation ? 

34 
Are these staff members full-time or part time in your organisation? 

35 
In what ways can NACEC as a collaboration and organisation add real benefit to your work? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.  Visual representation of mapping of NACEC members across our 9 regions. 
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4. Mid-East Ecosystem/Ambassador Programme 
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The following partners / stakeholders from across the Mid-East region engaged in the Start Up Genome project as part of 

Mid-East Ecosystem/Ambassador Programme: - 

 

• Meath Enterprise Centre 

• Boyne Valley Food Hub 

• Arklow Enterprise Centre 

• Athy Enterprise Centre 

• Clane Project Centre 

• Kells Tech Hub 

• Maynooth Works 

• Wicklow Enterprise Centre 

• Kells Enterprise & Technology Centre 

• PFS Accelerator 

• EO Accelerator Ireland 

• Meath County Council 

• Meath Local Enterprise Office 

• Meath County Chamber 

• Louth-Meath Education & Training Board 

• Maynooth University 

• Kildare Chamber of Commerce 

• Kildare County Council 

• Kildare Local Enterprise Office 

• Kildare-Wicklow Education & Training Board 

• Wicklow Chamber of Commerce 

• Wicklow County Council 

• Wicklow Local Enterprise Office 

• Enterprise Ireland 

• Mid-East Regional Skills Forum 

• Mid-East Action Plan for Jobs Committee 

• Industrial Development Authority - IDA 

  

 

The project assessed the relative strengths and weaknesses of the Mid-East region from the perspective of how well the 

Mid-East support start-ups and enterprise development in the following areas: - 

  

• Adtech 

• Digital Health 

• Advanced Manufacturing & Robotics 

• Edtech 

• Agtech & New Food 

• Enterprise Solutions 

• Artificial Intelligence, Big Data & Analytics 

• Fintech 

• Automotive Transportation & Infrastructure  

• Gaming 

• Government Tech 

• BioPharma 

• MedTech & Medical Devices 

• BlockChain & Crypto 

• Online Retail & eCommerce 

• Cleantech Energy & Environment 

• Consumer Electronics (incl. wearables / Smart 

Devices 

• Smart City 

• Social Media & Messaging 

• Cybersecurity 

• Travel & Tourism 

• Digital Media 

  

The aim of the project and ongoing relationship is to help develop a structured framework with actions and deliverables 

based on our strengths and global best practice that can help support and develop these sectors more efficiently and 

effectively going forward.  It also provides exposure for the region on a global scale through its inclusion in the 2019 Global 

Start-up Ecosystem Report. 
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