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Executive Summary 

The Community Enterprise Association Ireland (CEAI) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the 

national consultation on Our Rural Future 2026 - 2031. As a representative body for community-

owned and community-led enterprise centres and hubs, CEAI is well positioned to contribute to the 

development of policy that will strengthen enterprise and innovation capacity across all regions of 

Ireland. 

 

This submission focuses on Pillar Two: A Strong and Diverse Rural Economy and the critical role that 

community enterprise infrastructure plays in realising the ambition of a thriving, regionally balanced 

innovation and employment ecosystem.  

 

Drawing on evidence and experience from CEAI's engagement with enterprise centres and hubs 

across the country, this submission addresses key opportunities and challenges in enterprise and 

innovation development; proposing actions that align with national competitiveness, regional 

development, and Smart Specialisation objectives. 

 

 

Background 

The Our Rural Future 2026 – 2031 consultation document identifies a clear ambition: to foster a 

strong and diverse rural economy that creates quality employment, supports enterprise innovation, 

and harnesses the distinctive strengths of rural Ireland across traditional and emerging sectors. 

 

CEAI recognises that this ambition is underpinned by key policies and strategies including: 

 

1. Ireland's Action Plan on Competitiveness and Productivity 2025, which commits to 

strengthening regional enterprise ecosystems through new Regional Enterprise Plans, 

targeted business supports, and five cluster organisations designed to encourage 

collaboration among businesses, academic institutions, and public agencies 

 

2. The National Smart Specialisation Strategy (S3) 2022 - 2027, which identifies regional 

innovation strengths and provides a framework for focused investment in enterprise and 

skills development 

 

3. Project Ireland 2040 and the National Development Plan, which emphasise balanced, 

inclusive growth across all nine enterprise regions. 

 

 

Context 

Enterprise centres and hubs offer the infrastructure, expertise, and place-based legitimacy to address 

these gaps and must be recognised as strategic partners in regional development delivery and 

receive appropriate, multi-annual funding and support. 
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Enterprise centres and hubs are proven: 

 

1. Multi-functional anchor institutions in rural towns and villages, providing flexible workspaces, 

business advice, training, peer networks, and often co-locating cultural, social and civic 

activities 

2. Accessible front doors for entrepreneurs, remote workers, returners, and new residents 

seeking to establish or grow local enterprises 

 

3. Proven testbeds for policy innovation, piloting new supports (digitalisation, skills 

development, climate adaptation initiatives) before wider rollout 

 

4. Trusted intermediaries between national and regional government, agencies and local 

business communities, with credibility, cultural knowledge, and established relationships. 

 

 

State-of-Play 

Despite policy consensus underpinned by substantial government investment, persistent gaps remain 

in the availability, quality, and accessibility of enterprise supports, particularly for micro-enterprises 

and social enterprises in rural and peripheral areas: 

 

1. Fragmentation: Multiple national and regional initiatives (enterprise supports, skills schemes, 

innovation funding, climate action programmes) operate in parallel, often with overlapping 

remits and disconnected administration, creating confusion and burden for rural businesses 

 

2. Capacity and capability deficits: Rurally-based enterprise centres and hubs lack sufficient 

resourcing, staffing, and professional development to deliver high-quality, consistent support 

services aligned with modern standards and best practice 

 

3. Accessibility barriers: Early-stage enterprises, social enterprises, and disadvantaged cohorts 

(including women and people with disabilities) face particular difficulty in accessing business 

supports - partly due to distance, partly due to information gaps, and partly due to the 

complexity and administrative burden of national schemes. 

 

Our Rural Future 2021–2025 achieved the establishment of the Connected Hubs Network across 

Ireland, giving people access to flexible, digitally enabled workspaces and anchoring jobs and 

innovation locally.  However, the Connected Hubs initiative alone is not sufficient.  

 

Successful enterprise centre and hubs require: 

1. Adequate, multi-annual funding for operations, maintenance, digital infrastructure, and skilled 

staffing 

2. Quality assurance and professional development to ensure consistent, high-standard service 

delivery 

3. Strategic integration into regional enterprise plans, skills strategies, and cluster development 

initiatives. 
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CEAI's Vision for Rural Enterprise and Innovation Development (2026–2031) 

CEAI proposes a regional enterprise innovation approach built on four pillars: 

 

1. Community enterprise infrastructure as core delivery channel for enterprise supports, skills 

development, and innovation initiatives 

 

2. Quality assurance and professionalisation of enterprise centre and hub management, staff 

development, and service standards 

 

3. Strategic partnership and integration with national enterprise bodies, academic institutions, 

and regional development agencies 

 

4. Place-based innovation that leverages the distinctive strengths and assets of each region and 

rural community. 

 

This approach is grounded in the principle that thriving rural economies require accessible, quality 

enterprise infrastructure at the local level, complemented by seamless connections to national and 

regional supports, markets, and networks. 

 

CEAI recommends that Our Rural Future 2026 - 2031 include the following specific actions to 

strengthen and diversify the rural economy through enhanced enterprise innovation and support 

infrastructure: 

 

1. Establish Enterprise Centres and Hubs as Strategic Delivery Partners 

Formally recognise enterprise centres and hubs as partners within Regional Enterprise Plans, 

the Action Plan on Competitiveness, and national skills initiatives, with clearly defined roles 

and resourcing. 

 

Rationale:  

1) Enterprise centres and hubs are the most extensive, trusted local infrastructure for 

enterprise support across rural Ireland 

2) Formal recognition ensures coherent, joined-up delivery and clarifies accountability 

3) Place-based intermediaries reduce the administrative burden on SMEs in accessing 

national schemes. 

 

Implementation:  

1) Each Regional Enterprise Plan should designate the specific enterprise centres 

and/or hubs as the primary access point for enterprise outreach, business advice, 

mentoring, and training at the local level 

2) Service-level agreements should be established between Local Enterprise Offices, 

Enterprise Ireland, and CEAI (on behalf on enterprise centres and hubs), specifying 

roles, funding, and performance expectations 
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3) Regional skills partnerships should integrate community enterprise centres into skills 

planning and delivery, ensuring training programmes are responsive to local business 

needs. 

 

Expected Outcomes: 

1) Reduced fragmentation and improved coherence in rural enterprise support delivery 

2) Increased uptake of business supports among micro-enterprises and rural SMEs 

3) Stronger local ownership and accountability for regional economic development. 

 

 

2. Ring-Fence Multi-Annual Capital and Operating Funding 

Establish a dedicated, multi-annual funding programme for capital investment and operating 

costs of community-owned enterprise centres and hubs, aligned with the National 

Development Plan and the Town Centre First Policy. 

 

Rationale: 

1) Community enterprise centres require adequate, stable, long-term funding to maintain 

facilities, invest in digital infrastructure, recruit and retain skilled staff, and deliver 

consistent service quality 

2) Current funding is often piecemeal and project-based, creating uncertainty and 

limiting strategic planning 

3) Investment in enterprise centre and hub infrastructure yields returns in terms of local 

job creation, SME survival and growth, and community resilience. 

 

Implementation 

1) Allocate funding through regional competitive calls, with prioritisation for enterprise 

centres and hubs demonstrating: 

- Strong governance and financial management 

- Inclusive service design (particular attention to underrepresented cohorts) 

- Strategic alignment with regional enterprise and innovation priorities 

- Demonstrated impact (jobs created, enterprises supported, training 

delivered) 

- Ring-fence a proportion of funding in the most disadvantaged and 

peripheral areas, ensuring equitable access. 

 

Expected Outcomes 

1) Professional, well-resourced enterprise centres and hubs across all rural regions 

2) Sustainable, predictable operating model for community enterprise infrastructure 

3) Improved staff retention and professional development in the sector 

4) Enhanced capacity to deliver emerging service needs (digital, green, innovation) 

5) Micro-enterprises and sole traders constitute the largest proportion of rural 

businesses but are often underserved by enterprise support programmes for SMEs 
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6) Social enterprises face distinctive challenges (mission alignment, social return 

measurement, stakeholder governance) requiring specialised support 

7) Early-stage, digitally-enabled support can overcome barriers related to distance and 

time. 

 

 

3.  Governance, Delivery, and Monitoring 

CEAI and its network should be formally recognised as strategic partners in the delivery and 

monitoring of relevant actions set out under Our Rural Future 2026–2031.  For example,  

 

1) CEAI participates in cross-government working groups developing policy 

implementation frameworks 

2) CEAI nominated representatives are engaged in designing support programmes and 

service standards 

3) CEAI leads pilot and testing of innovative approaches 

4) CEAI coordinates data collection on enterprise formation, business support uptake, 

employment, and outcomes within the enterprise centres and hubs 

5) CEAI aggregates and reports on sector-level impacts 

6) Regular feedback loops between CEAI and national/regional policy makers on 

scheme effectiveness and required adjustments 

7) Data Collection and Reporting 

- Enterprise Centres and hubs submit quarterly data on enterprise formation, 

support provided, and outcomes 

- CEAI aggregates and analyses data, producing annual reports on sector 

performance 

- Regular evaluation of pilot programmes (Innovation Labs, tailored support 

programmes) with published findings 

- Feedback from users (enterprises, trainees, community members) collected 

annually to inform continuous improvement. 

 

An End-to-End Solution 

The QHubs Quality and Innovation Management Programme is a flagship programme  funded by 

Enterprise Ireland through CEAI, and is specifically designed to professionalise, standardise and 

continually improve the operation of community enterprise centres and hubs as strategic delivery 

infrastructure in rural Ireland.  

 

Grounded in international best practice in quality management and in the lived experience of 

enterprise centre and hub managers across the regions, The QHubs Quality and Innovation 

Management Programme provides a structured framework, tools and peer-learning processes to 

enable enterprise centres and hubs to benchmark their governance, service design, digital capacity, 

inclusiveness and impact measurement, and then to plan and implement targeted improvements over 

time.    
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Through tailored training, mentoring and a shared quality standard, the programme builds the 

capability and confidence of local enterprise centre and hub teams to deliver consistently high-quality, 

innovation-oriented services to micro-enterprises, social enterprises and remote workers, particularly 

in rural and peripheral communities that are currently underserved. 

 

Within the context of Our Rural Future 2026–2031, the QHubs Quality and Innovation Management 

Programme directly supports the ambition to create a strong and diverse rural economy by ensuring 

that the national network of enterprise centres and hubs can operate as trusted, professional “front 

doors” to state supports, regional innovation initiatives and skills programmes.  

 

By embedding continuous improvement and innovation management at enterprise centre and hub 

level, the programme underpins many of the actions proposed in this submission, including the move 

towards formal recognition of enterprise centres and hubs as strategic delivery partners, the case for 

multi-annual funding linked to transparent quality standards, and the development of place-based 

innovation labs and tailored support pathways for underrepresented cohorts.  

 

In practical terms, the QHubs Quality and Innovation Management Programme offers government and 

agencies a ready-made, scalable mechanism to align local delivery with national policy objectives in 

areas such as digitalisation, green transition, cluster development and inclusive entrepreneurship, 

while generating robust data on performance and outcomes to inform ongoing policy refinement. 

 

 

In addition and in support of the Grow Remote Submission to this consultation process, CEAI 

recommends that Our Rural Future 2026 - 2031 include the following specific action to strengthen 

and diversify the rural economy through the development of a national remote work strategy that  will  

 

1. Set measurable targets for attracting and creating remote jobs in rural areas 

2. Invest in community-based supports and initiatives for remote workers.  

 

This dual approach will enable rural communities not only to have the facilities for remote working but 

also to access meaningful employment opportunities that drive local economic, social, and 

community development. 

 

Rationale 

1) Establishing national remote job creation targets - integrated within enterprise, regional, 

and investment strategies - would ensure Ireland positions itself to attract remote 

employment at scale, mirroring approaches used to secure foreign direct investment 

2) Research shows that remote work participation significantly increases volunteering 

rates, improves wellbeing, and generates multiplier effects in local employment and 

spending. Investing in community-based programmes for remote workers maximises 

these local benefits and strengthens social cohesion. 

 

Implementation 
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1) Set national targets for remote job creation and attraction by embedding them across 

enterprise, digital, and regional policy frameworks, in partnership with IDA Ireland, 

Enterprise Ireland, and local authorities 

2) Promote Ireland as a remote work destination within EU labour markets to attract 

location-independent roles 

3) Leverage data and measurement, tracking both the number of remote roles placed in 

rural areas and the social value generated through community participation. 

 

Outcomes 

1) Economic growth and resilience: diversification of rural economies, generate new 

income streams, and reduce dependence on commuting and migration 

2) Population sustainability: Expanding remote work options will encourage workers and 

families to remain in, or relocate to, rural communities 

3) Inclusive regional development: Aligning remote work targets with regional policy 

ensures balanced growth across Ireland’s regions. 

 

 

In Conclusion 

The Community Enterprise Association Ireland welcomes the opportunity to contribute to Our Rural 

Future 2026–2031 and is committed to supporting the policy's ambitious vision of a thriving, inclusive 

rural Ireland with strong local economies.  This submission has set out how community enterprise 

centres and hubs - the most extensive, trusted local infrastructure for enterprise support across rural 

Ireland - can be leveraged as strategic delivery partners in realising the ambition of a strong and 

diverse rural economy (Pillar Two). 

 

The specific actions recommended, from establishing ring-fenced funding for enterprise centre and 

hub infrastructure, to developing tailored support programmes for rural micro-enterprises and social 

enterprises, to streamlining access to state supports are grounded in: 

 

1) Evidence of what works in rural enterprise support 

2) Direct consultation with CEAI members and rural business communities 

3) Alignment with national competitiveness, skills, and regional development priorities 

4) Recognising critical gaps in current provision that constrain rural enterprise formation and 

growth 

5) Formal recognition of CEAI and its’ network as strategic partners in policy delivery 

6) Clear governance frameworks and performance expectations 

7) Regular monitoring and feedback to enable continuous improvement. 

 

By the end of 2025, Our Rural Future 2026–2031 will set the direction for rural development policy 

over the next six years. CEAI urges the government to place community enterprise infrastructure and 

support at the core of this policy, ensuring that rural entrepreneurs and communities have access to 

the quality, accessible, professional support they need and deserve. 

 

 

-END- 
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For further information: 

 

Siobhán Finn 

CEO 

 

Tel:  + 353 86 2872286 

Email:  siobhan@ceai.ie 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


