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The Irish Sea Region – A Functional Area of Co-operation 

Background

Discussions between the regions of Ireland and the United Kingdom began back in 2005 when the two city regions of Dublin and Merseyside signed up to a declaration, with their partners, which pledged their commitment to work together and to deliver on the potential that exists for meaningful and mutually beneficial co-operation in the future.  Following on this pledge, the regions proposed to the EU Commission a number of options for co-operation using the Structural Fund Guidelines and further proposed bilateral maritime co-operation measures under the INTERREG NWE (North West Europe) programme.
Following on from the Dublin/Merseyside agreement, a report was prepared by the Comet INTERREG Partnership and the Dublin Regional Authority outlining the significance of Belfast and Dublin Metropolitan Areas as major economic drivers in achieving the goals of the EU Lisbon Agenda and in the creation of a thriving economy on the island of Ireland.   Further, the report outlined current links between the two metropolitan areas and suggested ways in which these links may be further developed.  It also examined the vital dimension of East-West links and the development of closer co-operation with the Glasgow Metropolitan Area using the opportunities offered by the Territorial Co-operation Programmes.

As a natural progression, discussions were then held between these regions and the North West Assembly in UK to develop wider co-operation among the cities and regions on both sides of the Irish Sea.
Irish Sea Region 

The Irish Sea Region (ISR) encompasses the two member states of UK and Ireland; and the regions of North West England, Wales, West Scotland, East and South Ireland, Northern Ireland and the Isle of Man.  This region has a population of over 15 million with a combined GDP for the region of €464 billion (2007).
Importance of the Irish Sea

The Irish Sea provides important links between Island of Ireland, the Isle of Man and the United Kingdom.  This maritime area is effectively a member state border zone with its own characteristics, different from those of a land border. The Irish Sea is of high importance to the future economic and environmental development of the surrounding cities and regions.  There are various strategic interests operating in and around Irish Sea as well as overlapping uses which makes it crucial to put in place coherent planning of the area.
Irish Sea Region in EU context

With the enlargement of the EU, the UK and Ireland now lie on the periphery of Europe.  The Irish Sea provides an important link which connects Ireland, UK and mainland Europe.  The ISR possesses unique characteristics within the EU, which complement the diversity of the Union.
EU dominated economically by the global zone of the “London/Hamburg/Munich/ Milan/Paris” Pentagon.  The European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) argues that other zones should be developed to counteract and enhance this Pentagon to deliver a strong and vibrant Europe.  The ISR provides a unique opportunity for the collective development of this zone as a potential economic support and counterbalance to the Pentagon.  The ISR aims, and has the potential as a functional co-operation area, to be at the cutting edge of European economic competitiveness

Coherent Planning in the Irish Sea Region
Coherent planning of the area is crucial to its future sustainability and management and the ISR aims to address this by –

· building on the existing strong links and synergies between the cities, regions and ports

· focusing on shared priority themes for action

· seeking an integrated basis for action 

· realising tangible and practical benefits 

· linking actions to current and proposed strategies/action plans of the respective regions, the Member States and the European Union. 

Proposals to formalise the ISR as a functional area of co-operation 

1. Set up an Irish Sea Region Platform 

The project, so far, has developed from the bottom up, bringing together regional and local authorities, HEIs, marine interest and other partner organisations. 

An Irish Sea Region Platform will be developed as a vehicle to facilitate the involvement of all stakeholders of the ISR, to collectively identify common issues and map the path forward for sustainable regional development, cohesive sea-basin co-operation and management of our common resources. 
2. Prepare an Integrated Strategy for the Irish Sea Region
The main purpose of a strategy is to identify and co ordinate aims and actions, which cannot be addressed at the level of region or Member State alone. The intended outcome is for sustainable growth and the delivery of effective transnational management of projects and initiatives which would collectively benefit the participant regions within Ireland, UK and Isle of Man.  

The strategy will be informed and focused on ways to implement European Union legislation and policy instruments through the co-operation of the countries and regions involved within the Irish Sea Region. 
3. Initial project development
The ISR offers a valuable and rare opportunity for enhanced transnational cooperation and in the coming months the ISR will cooperate in the development and implementation of the following: - 

· A marine spatial planning framework for the Irish Sea
· The development of a renewable energy strategy for the ISR

· Formalising institutional arrangements through the ISR Platform

Conclusions:
The Irish Sea Region propose -

· To establish a Platform as a vehicle for increased cooperation across and within the ISR, bringing together politicians and representatives of national, regional, city and local governments, statutory organisations, universities, marine, environmental, fishing, energy and transport sectors, private sector, NGOs, etc.

· To promote the ISR as a ‘Functional Area of Co-operation’ within the European macro regions context, and as a brand for economic growth, enhanced competitiveness and environmental sustainability.

· Promote the concept of environmental sustainability, competitiveness and management of natural resources among communities around the Irish Sea.
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