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A Cathaoirleach, A Chairde,

My name is Siobhan Finn, CEO of Community Enterprise Association Ireland. Today, | will address the
challenges facing Ireland's community enterprise centres and hubs, which support over 3,500 micro
and SME businesses nationwide.

For the purpose of clarity, we define the community enterprise sector as the broader enterprise
development support ecosystem that arises from the collective efforts and activities of enterprise
centres and innovation hubs across Ireland. These efforts span multiple sectors, providing vital
shared infrastructure and enterprise supports - reducing costs for startups and SMEs, fostering
collaboration and innovation, and driving balanced regional economic growth and social development
within communities.

Competitiveness and the escalating cost of doing business in Ireland are central to the performance
delivery of centres and hubs. By offering shared infrastructure, affordable space, and wraparound
enterprise supports, these centres help reduce overheads for businesses while strengthening local
competitiveness, attracting and retaining talent, and driving balanced regional economic growth and
development.

Your Department’s data indicates that Enterprise Ireland, on behalf of the Department, has provided
funding of well over €150 million for the establishment of some 140 centres and hubs (250
enterprise-driven investments) through a range of enterprise funding schemes into this sector since
the early 90s.
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The result is a sector which supports more than 3,500 micro and SME businesses and sustains
approximately 18,000 full-time jobs in local communities. Independent research in 2023 confirmed
the sector contributes approximately €1.8 billion in Gross Value Add annually, thus achieving a
ninefold return on public investment.

Today, we are here to discuss the major challenges and barriers to the sector's growth.

Ireland’s National Development Plan calls out enterprise centres and hubs as important tools for
regional employment yet despite the sector’s significant contribution, and the potential it offers, the
sector faces ongoing critical challenges which constrain its potential.

Since 2023, we have been attempting to engage constructively with the Department concerning the
these challenges.

1. Financial instability is pervasive, notably among hubs funded under the REDF and BEDF
schemes (2017-2019), where over 60% almost continually operate within six months of
financial insolvency, struggling to meet basic operational costs including salaries.

2. Innovation management expertise and leadership capacities remain limited in many centres,
compounded by under-resourced operational models.

3. The long-awaited solution presented to the sector by Government in 2023 as the Smart
Regions Enterprise Innovation Scheme, is now its greatest challenge.

This fund, to the tune of €145 million was launched in November 2023, with the first call for
applications expected to be completed by March 31st, 2024. The sector is, in fact, still attempting to
navigate the challenges of that first call, 18 months after it was expected to close. Detail shared
during a Dail Eireann Debate on the 19" June last indicated only €10 million worth of grants has been
awarded - in other words less than 7% of the available funding has been awarded to date.

While no comprehensive list of successful applicants is publicly available, we understand that only
one capital project has been funded under Stream 1; in the region of 17 projects - cluster based or
programmatic focused - have been awarded funding between Streams 2 and 3; with the balance (an
unconfirmed number) being awarded under Stream 4 for feasibility or priming grants.

The limited progress of the Smart Regions Scheme is greatly undermining Ireland’s broader goal of
enhancing regional competitiveness and innovation.

The recent Action Plan on Competitiveness and Productivity emphasizes boosting regional
development as one of its main themes with enhanced regional balance, driven by investment in
infrastructure, innovation, and skills support targeted across regions. The current Smart Regions
Scheme will not contribute in any significant way to this ambition in its current guise.
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The 2025 European Innovation Scoreboard highlights Ireland’s persistent challenges in scaling
innovation due to comparatively low public sector support and investment vis-a-vis EU Scoreboard
leaders.

The centres and hubs are crucial regional innovation enablers; however, they require practical and
expert-led engagement rather than top-down approaches to ensure long-term sustainability and
impact.

The sector’s vital role remains under-recognised, with significant challenges unaddressed and

detrimentally impacting its growth and sustainability. Immediate, evidence-based, outcome-driven,
and partnership-focused interventions are essential to safeguard these important regional assets.

Go Raith Mile Maith Agaibh Go Léir.

Siobhan Finn,
CEO.
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For the Attention of;

Mr. James O Connor TD

Cathaoirleach

Committee on Enterprise, Tourism and Employment
Leinster House

Dublin 2 D02 XR20

Ref: S — 2025 - 0130 - ENTE

Subject: The Community Enterprise Centre and Hub Sector.
August 21%, 2025

A Cathaoirleach, A Chairde,

The following submission is made in response to an invitation received by the Community Enterprise
Association Ireland CEAI from the office of Mr. James O Connor TD.

The purpose of this Submission is to present the community enterprise sector in Ireland; to inform the
Committee of the issues most relevant to the sector, and to raise for discussion the challenges
currently faced by the sector and possible solutions for the future.

This Submission is put forward in the best interest of the sector, and of Ireland’s wider enterprise and
innovation ecosystem - in an attempt to raise awareness of the necessity for a coherent, inclusive,
and impactful approach to growth and sustainability across the sector. What follows is free from
political bias and draws on decades of knowledge and experience working within and across the
sector.

Background

The Community Enterprise Sector in Ireland can be defined’ as ‘the broader enterprise development
support ecosystem that arises from the collective efforts and activities of enterprise centres and
enterprise hubs. These efforts, spanning various sectors, including food and technology, contribute
significantly to creating social and economic impacts within the communities and regions they serve and
benefiting Irish society as a whole community enterprise centre, enterprise hub and sectionally-focused
innovation hubs across Ireland’.

2025 data? available through the Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment indicates that
Enterprise Ireland, on behalf of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, has approved
funding investment of over 150 million euro into 250 regional projects at over 140 enterprise centre
and hubs throughout Ireland, since the early ‘90s.
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This figure includes funding schemes such as the Regional Enterprise Development Funds (3); Border
Enterprise Development Funds (2); the Regional Enterprise Transition Scheme (1) in addition to the
Enterprise Centre Recovery Scheme in 2020.

The government’s commitment to continued investment into the National Hub Network is clear, with
the ongoing support, funding and resourcing of the Connected Hubs initiative. This initiative currently
lists 350 locations+ on the National Hub Network with 40% of this number - circa 140 locations -
being the community enterprise centres, enterprise and innovation hubs funded by Enterprise Ireland,
on behalf of DETE? over the last 30+ years.

Context

The Community Enterprise Association Ireland CEAI is an independent, for-purpose non-profit
company limited by guarantee established in 2019, initially founded - at the request of government -
as a national network in 2008 (National Association of Community Enterprise Centres NACEC*) to
support the work of community enterprise centre and enterprise hub managers and staff across the
country (between 2006 — 2008 seven regional networks had been established).

History has shown us that there is a poor track record in recording the return on investment of funding
interventions into the sector and that which has been tracked has not been made available publically.
In 2024, in response to repeated requests from centres and hubs themselves, CEAI published the first
ever economic value assessment of the community enterprise sector®. This independently
researched and validated body of research revealed that over 1.8 billion euro is contributed to
Ireland’s GVA annually from the sector with centres and hubs offering accommodation and a range of
supports to over 3,500 business which have grown up in local communities, in turn retaining the skills
and talent of over 18,000 full time staff within those communities.

As the first study of its kind, this assessment created a much-needed benchmark for the sector,
clearly pointing to the scale of impact at a national level and to the importance of the sector to local
and regional economies.

Government’s Strategic Intent

The National Hub Strategy Working Group was convened by the DRCDG in December 2022, on behalf
of the National Hub Network Inter-departmental Working Group. Under terms of reference, this
Working Group met for the first time in January 2023 and since then has been engaged in the
preparation of a three year strategy - a strategy whose start date had rolled from 2023, into 2024 and
now 2025.

CEAI - as a member of the Hub Strategy Working Group, nominated by DRCDG to advise and
contribute to the drafting of the Strategy® - has grave concerns regarding priority areas which we
believe have not been adequately addressed within the drafting of the strategy to date. These areas
include insufficient attention to key government policies which prioritise ecosystem development and
innovation growth for regional enterprise ecosystems; a lack of linked measurable impact targets and
KPls; an overly narrow focus on infrastructure and administration and with no attention paid to the
importance of workforce design into the future.
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Current Funding Mechanisms

The current funding mechanism for the community enterprise sector is the Smart Regions Enterpri
Innovation Scheme’. This Scheme is co-funded by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)
and the Irish government and aims to accelerate economic growth and sustainable job creation
across all regions of Ireland. The scheme is administered by Enterprise Ireland. The first tranche of
funding under the Scheme - 145 million euro — was released in October 2023 with the expectation that
the funds would be 100% allocated by March 2024, if not before. 20 months on the Scheme has yet to
be fully drawn down.

In February 2025, CEAI - at the request of DETE — submitted written correspondenceto the
Department setting out challenges within the design and structure of the Scheme. This submission
was informed by direct consultation with the sector and set out clearly the challenges faced by those
seeking funding support. To date, based on information available to CEAI, no further action has been
taken to resolve any of the challenges reported to the Department.

Challenges & Recommendations

1. National Hub Strategy

Challenge: The current approach to the design of the National Hub Strategy for Ireland does
not deliver what is required for regionally balanced and robust enterprise eco-system
development. Lack of clarity around the source and structure of investment mechanisms and
the anticipated return on investment bring particular risks to regionally and rurally based
enterprise centres and hubs, along with the tenant an client companies which they support.

Recommendation: Without outcome-based metrics, the sector cannot meaningfully measure
progress or justify increased investment. The QHubs Quality and Innovation Management
Programme?® funded by Enterprise Ireland for the sector under the 2019 Regional Enterprise
Development Fund offers a strong model in this regard, linking hub activity directly to
ecosystem-level impacts and enabling benchmarking across multiple domains. This
approach has been successfully piloted across the Midlands in 2023, prior to the launch of
the Programme by then Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment Simon Coveney in
later that year.

CEAIl would like to draw the attention of the Committee to the European Innovation
Scoreboard 2025: Country profile Ireland Report'™ which recommends Ireland enhance
public-private partnerships and strengthen regional innovation ecosystems, especially outside
Dublin. In this context CEAI points to the failure on the part of DETE to recognise and engage
with CEAI on the delivery of the QHubs Quality and Innovation Management Programme into
the Sector.


https://www.enterprise-ireland.com/en/supports/smart-regions-enterprise-innovation-fund
https://www.enterprise-ireland.com/en/supports/smart-regions-enterprise-innovation-fund
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CEAl has repeatedly asked for discussion on establishment of a Service Level Agreement
mechanism to deliver the QHubs Quality and Innovation Management Programme into the
sector.

These requests have been ignored, despite precedent across sectors where associations
such as the Institute of Designers in Ireland (IDI) and Eirmersive have received core funding™
to build the representative capacity of those associations.

The Smart Regions Enterprise Innovation Scheme

Challenge: The Smart Regions Enterprise Innovation Scheme is a funding scheme which has
proven extremely unwieldy and unfit — in its current format — for the purpose for which it was
created i.e. accelerating economic growth in all regions of the country, by working with
stakeholders to deliver on their potential regional enterprise strengths, taking an
entrepreneurial ecosystem approach aligned with Ireland’s new Smart Specialisation Strategy.

Recommendation: The structure of the Smart Regions Enterprise Innovation Scheme must
be reviewed urgently so as to release much-needed funds to centres and hubs nationally.
This must be done in consultation with the relevant stakeholders and not just a top-down
approach to redesigning a scheme which has proven most unsuitable to date. Precedent
exists within the European funding framework to adapt programmes to suit the needs and
requirements at national level.

We urge government to consider what steps are required to ensure changes are implemented
soonest in order to release funds to significant infrastructure and programmatic projects
across the regions.

Workforce Design & Development

Challenge: An additional significant gap on the part of government is the lack of focus on the
people behind the enterprise centres and hubs, the managers and teams doing the heavy
lifting every day. They number more than 500 across the country in full-time paid employment,
in addition to part-time staff and volunteers. Staff leakage is an ongoing challenge with the
departure of senior management and leaders from the sector a regular occurrence, driven by
inconsistent funding streams, absence of security of tenure, overly stretched personnel and
failure on the part of government to recognise the knowledge capital within the sector.
Consequently the development, upskilling, and leadership capacity of key personnel across
the sector must be a priority for the sector going forward.

Recommendation: The CEAI Competency and Career Framework for the National Hub
Network'? is a key intervention for the sector, the design of which was funded under the
Skillnet Ireland Revitalising Business fund in 2022.
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Ireland’s Competitiveness Challenge 2025™ published by the National Competitiveness and
Productivity Council in July of this year specifically calls out the need for a number of
high-level actions which include preparing the workforce for the future and investing in
digitalisation to improve productivity. The roadmap for this sector already exists and - with
the funding of interventions which are time-bound and which are aligned to very specific KPIs
and metrics - is entirely deliverable.

To conclude, enterprise centres and hubs are much more than physical locations. Through business
development, innovation and collaboration, enterprise centres and hubs are regional catalysts for
creating jobs, investment opportunities and sustained economic growth for the local and wider
economy.

CEAIl wishes to draw the attention of the Committee to research published in the 2025 European
Innovation Scoreboard™ which indicates that Ireland is facing a significant challenge in scaling
innovation across all sectors due to Ireland’s public sector investment and support mechanisms for
innovation growth lagging behind EU leaders.

While we acknowledge the financial investment and advisory oversight of government and agency to
date, CEAI cannot continue to fund key interventions for the sector without recognition and
commitment from government to the sustained support of these interventions - both the QHubs
Progamme and the Competency and Career Framework for the National Hub Network.

As previously referenced, the European Innovation Scoreboard 2025 Country Profile: Ireland'®
emphasizes the need for Ireland to further develop public-private partnerships as a means of boosting
innovation output with the report repeatedly indicating that further developing public-private
partnerships is seen as a key pathway for driving wider innovation impact. The report also points to
the need to strengthen regional innovation ecosystems, especially outside Dublin.

As a grass-roots association with a decades of involvement in and knowledge of the community
enterprise sector, CEAI strongly advocates for these recommendations to be delivered, not selectively
driven by a top-down approach but rather through public-private partnerships based on subject-matter
expertise and knowledge to ensure co-created solutions delivery for the sector, the regions and for
Ireland’s future growth.

With kind regards,

Siobhan Finn,
CEO.
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