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The British Irish Chamber of Commerce has as its mission to 
c h a m p i o n ,  p ro te c t ,  a n d  g ro w  co m m e rc e  a n d 
communication between the United Kingdom and Ireland.  
Its focus is never simply trade, but includes the broader 
culture, and conditions, which facilitate the rich exchange 
between our islands.   Education is a vital element of that 
relationship.  Large numbers of students flow between 
jurisdictions, while 2,330 Irish academics are employed in 
British institutes of higher education.   In the realm of 
research, too, collaboration between the UK and Ireland is 
significant.  There are currently in excess of 900 
collaborative links between Irish and UK researchers in the 

Horizon 2020 programme, while 72% of Ireland's drawdown in Framework Programme 7 (2007-
2013), was for projects involving a UK partner.  The North-South research relationship is critical, 
too.  In Framework 7, €89.2 million was secured for cross-border research collaborations; while a 
target €175 million has been set for Horizon 2020.

Brexit poses significant challenges to these vital relationships, although soundings suggest a 
desire for a 'comprehensive' solution on the part of both British and EU negotiators.  The British 
Prime Minister prioritised 'Science, Research, and Innovation' in her 12 point exit plan and did 
not exclude paying into European programmes, such as Erasmus and successors to Horizon 2020.  
Michel Barnier, for his part, confirmed EU ambitions for post-Brexit educational relationship with 
the UK, within a new legal and financial framework.  Such sentiments are to be welcomed, and 
more recently Kurt Deketelaere, secretary of the League of European Research Universities, has 
argued that 'Brexit will not happen' in the research and innovation space.  Nevertheless, there 
can be no complacency in Ireland regarding the potential of Brexit to damage the educational 
and research ties, established through generations of collaboration, between Britain and Ireland.  

Within this context, the Chamber has established a Higher Education and Research Committee, 
to represent the interests of businesses, researchers, entrepreneurs and university leaders 
across Ireland and the UK. Its raison d'être is to maintain Ireland and UK's place as one of the most 
hospitable regions in the world for higher education and research. One of its key goals is to 
leverage the opportunities and challenges of Brexit to support the higher education and research 
sectors across the UK and Ireland. This paper has been specifically developed for informing the 
Irish Government, and seeking to have Education formally listed on Ireland's agenda in the 
manner in which Theresa May's Lancaster House speech established the priority of innovation 
and research. Further activities will take into account the perspective of Northern Irish and 
British interests. 

Regardless of the outcome of the Brexit negotiations, the Chamber has been consistent in its 
viewpoint that failure to sufficiently support the higher education and research sector will not 
just undermine the sector, but such an approach would jeopardise the recovery. 

Daire Keogh

CHAIRMAN’S FOREWORD



A MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR GENERAL

The UK and Ireland both have strong and proud traditions in higher education and research. The 
UK is, and will remain, a world leader in education and innovation, while Ireland is becoming one 
of the world's up-and-coming locations for higher education and research. Given our proximity, 
history and language the UK and Ireland have enjoyed close ties and strong collaborative links to 
the mutual benefit of both countries. While Brexit may present an uncertain future across many 
aspects of the UK–Ireland relationship, higher education and research must forge ahead to form 
a deeper, more collaborative partnership. By working together, we can mitigate against the 
potential risks that Brexit poses to both our economies and societies. 

Brexit also provides an opportunity for Ireland to become a location of choice for students, 
academics and researchers while attracting more investment in research. However, failure to 
grasp these opportunities and deal with the challenges presented can significantly undermine 
our education system and weaken Ireland's research base.  Budget 2018 provides the ideal 
opportunity for the Government to outline its commitments to the sector for the years ahead. 
The Chamber believes that with the right support from the State, this sector can not only 
overcome the challenges of Brexit, it can positively thrive. 

This paper is derived from contributions from academics, researchers, policy experts and 
industry leaders who have generously given their time and expertise. I am grateful for their 
efforts and the continued support of the Higher Education and Research Committee of the 
Chamber. 

John McGrane

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS:

For Ireland to remain innovative and economically competitive it must ensure the sustainability 
of its higher education and research system. Failure to do so will not only weaken the country's 
education system, it will significantly jeopardise the economic recovery. The Government 
should respond by making higher education and research a key component of its Brexit strategy 
- this should be reflected in the upcoming Budget and the review of the Capital Investment Plan. 

 

i)

ii)

iii)

iv)

v)

The Chamber recommends that the Irish Government uses this period of negotiations to 
simultaneously outline its priorities for higher education and research and to also put forward 
the domestic policy changes it will make in order to incentivise a UK-Ireland higher education 
and research partnership.

In line with the Common Travel Area, the Irish Government should commit that regardless 
of the final outcome of Brexit deliberations it will not impose non-EU fees on                
UK citizens, provided the UK adopts a reciprocal approach to Irish students.

The Irish Government should support the UK's continued participation in the European 
Research Area (ERA) subject to agreement with the EU on the appropriate terms and 
conditions for that participation.

The Irish Government should work with its UK and EU counterparts to ensure that there is a 
framework in place to recognise the professional qualifications between the EU and the 
UK. 

Should the UK exit the ERA, a special status for the 'education area' of the island of Ireland 
should be considered. 

The Irish Government should strengthen Ireland's position in the ERA.  Ireland should now 
begin positioning itself front and centre in the governance structure of the ERA. 

Incentivise Joint Professorships between the UK and Ireland.

Support the establishment of a UK-Ireland Joint PhD Scheme.

The Government should allow flexibility within the Employment Control Framework to 
attract leading academics to Ireland.

Fund the establishment of a UK-Ireland bilateral research fund and a North-South Research 
Centre.

EXIT NEGOTIATIONS:

DOMESTIC POLICY CHANGES:

i)

ii)

iii)

iv)

Developing a UK– Ireland Higher Education and Research Partnership:

Make Higher Education and Research a Key Component of the Government's Brexit Strategy:
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Brexit initiatives cannot be applied in a vacuum. There is little chance of Ireland maximising the 
opportunities presented within higher education and research if the sectors are not sufficiently 
funded: 

i)

ii)

iii)

iv)

v)

vi)

Commit to adopt a funding model that achieves the targets laid out in the Cassells report. 

Higher education should be predominant in the Capital Investment Plan of 2016-2021. 

The Government should enact the provision contained within the Institutes of 
Technology Act, 2006 to allow Institutes of Technology to borrow for capital expenditure.

The Government should strive to ensure that the 2.5% of GNP Public-Private target is 
reached by 2020.

Multi annual budgeting for Innovation 2020 should be explicitly outlined in Budget 2018.

Innovation 2020 was launched at the end of 2015, to date there has only been one 
published 'Progress Report'. The Chamber recommends that the progress reports be
published on a biannual basis.

¹ Report of the Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher Education
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Support the Higher Education and Research Funding Framework:

The British Irish Chamber of Commerce (the Chamber) represents business activities with 
interests across the two islands of Britain and Ireland.  It exists to champion, protect and grow the 
economic relationship between the UK and Ireland. Working on behalf of its members, large and 
small, north, south, east and west, the Chamber maintains the closest links to our governments, 
civil service and opposition spokespersons to ensure that the views of its members are factored 
into action.

The Higher Education and Research Committee of the Chamber represents the interests of 
businesses, researchers, entrepreneurs and university leaders across Ireland and the UK. Its 
raison d'être is to maintain Ireland and the UK's place as one of the most hospitable regions in the 
world for Higher Education and Research. One of its key goals is to leverage the opportunities and 
challenges of Brexit to support the Higher Education and Research sectors across the UK and 
Ireland. This paper has been specifically developed for informing the Irish Government.  Further 
activities will take into account the perspective of Northern Irish and British interests.

Brexit will be one of the most economically challenging situations to face the Irish economy since 
the foundation of the State. The Economic, Social and Research Institution (ESRI) has calculated 
that in the event of a Hard Brexit, UK to Ireland trade could fall by approximately 20%, within 10 
years Irish GDP may be 4% worse off than would otherwise have been the case, and job losses 
could be in the region of 40,000 (ESRI, 2016). 
 
There are few areas that have a potential upside for Ireland, however along with financial 
services, the higher education and research sector provides a rare opportunity. The potential 
benefits that may be derived for the sector include attracting more foreign students to Ireland, 
increased EU research funds and an opportunity to attract leading international academics and 
researchers -  all with positive potential consequences for the 220,000 students currently 
enrolled in our higher education institutions. Fulfilling this opportunity is dependent on the State 
supporting an enabling environment that will attract international talent and research 
investment.

This Paper outlines three areas that should be prioritized in order to maximise the potential 
opportunities presented to the sector.

INTRODUCTION 

3

Making higher education and 
research a key component of the 
Government's Brexit strategy.                                                   

Developing an UK-Ireland higher 
education and research 
partnership.                                         

Supporting the higher education 
and research funding framework.                                         
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Regardless of the final outcome of the Brexit negotiations, the UK is, and will remain, one of the 
best locations in the world for higher education and research. In The Times Higher Education 
(THE) World University rankings, UK universities have: 3 in the top 10; 7 in the top 50; 32 in the top 
200; and 58 in the top 500 (THE, 2017). The UK ranks third in the world in the Global Innovation 
Index and has the second highest number of Nobel Prizes in Science. The UK also ranks second in 
the world for the quality of its scientific research institutes, while it ranks first in the world for 
weighted citation impact (Universities UK, 2017). 

The UK excels at competitive international funding awards.  In the Framework Programme 7 
(2007-2013) the UK contributed nearly €5.4 billion to EU research projects but received nearly 
€8.8 billion back in the same period. The UK is currently involved in more Horizon 2020 projects 
than any other country in Europe. In 2016 UK universities received about a £1bn in research 
grants and contracts from EU sources. There remains great uncertainty around whether the UK 
will remain a member of the European Research Area (ERA). There can be little doubt that its 
absence would be a loss not just for Ireland but for the entire ERA. These views were articulated in 
the Report of the independent High Level Group on maximising the impact of EU Research & 
Innovation Programmes 'Investing in the European future we want':

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

4

Increased barriers to academic and research mobility.

Inability to recruit talented EU/International staff.

Loss of access to EU Research funding programmes.

Increased barriers to recruiting EU students.

Whatever Brexit modalities are agreed between the UK and the EU by 2019, full and 
continued engagement with the UK within the post-2020 EU R&I programme remains an 
obvious win-win for the UK and the EU. The UK has one of the strongest science bases of all 
European countries. A positive cooperation model (e.g., based on mutual investment) should 
be established, so that the UK remains part of the European Research Area” (European 
Commission, 2017, pg.24). 

COLLABORATION BETWEEN IRELAND AND BRITAIN

UK and Irish research institutions collaborate extensively especially under EU research 
programmes. The UK is a significant research partner for Ireland - 13.4% of all projects won in 
Horizon 2020 included one research partner from the UK (HEA, 2017). These collaborations have 
provided over €125m in funding for Irish participants and over €230m for UK participants. For 
some Irish Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) the level of collaboration with a UK partner is far 
higher. In UCD, for example, 45% of projects won over the past five years included at least one UK 
partner.  According to the Royal Society, between 2005 and 2014 Irish academic papers co-
authored with UK-based authors amounted to 16,655 (Royal Society, 2016).  Collaborations 
between countries are important as they lead to research with greater impact. 

5

COLLABORATION BETWEEN IRELAND AND NORTHERN IRELAND

Northern Ireland and Ireland have had a strong and successful collaborative relationship over the 
last two European research programmes. According to the Northern Ireland Horizon 2020 
Strategy a total of €89.2m was raised by North-South research collaborations through 
Framework Programme 7 - this success rate of 24% was just above the EU average of 21%. The 
current target for North-South collaboration under IntertradeIreland's Strategic Action Plan for 
Horizon 2020 is €175m (Intertrade Ireland, 2014). To date 54% of Northern Ireland's drawdown 
of Horizon 2020 funding comes from North-South collaborative projects. 

RESEARCHER MOBILITY

Currently 15% of all academic staff members at UK universities are from other EU countries. 
Ireland is the 7th largest provider of academic staff to UK institutions with just under 2,500 
academic staff employed by UK HEIs. With mobility being a central component of the modern 
researcher, the UK's exit from the EU will curtail the level of mobility for researchers between the 
UK and other EU member states. A YouGov poll found that 40% of British academics were more 
likely to leave the UK as a consequence of Brexit. This figure rises to close to 80% for non-UK EU 
nationals (YouGov, 2017). Even if the Common Travel Area is accepted by the EU, any restriction 
on academic mobility will hamper multilateral collaboration.  

MOBILITY OF STUDENTS

There are currently 10,900 Irish students in the UK, of which 4,500 were first years in the 
academic year 2015/2016. In addition 2,400 Irish students were studying in Northern Ireland, 
making Ireland the 7th largest provider of students to UK HEI's. There are nearly 2,500 UK 
students studying in Ireland, of which nearly 800 are from Northern Ireland (HEA, 2017). If no 
accommodation is found, incoming first years from Ireland into UK HEIs are likely, post-Brexit, to 
be charged in the same way that non-EU students are currently charged. 

According to a survey carried out by the Royal Irish Academy (RIA) 
66% of Irish respondents believe Brexit will have a negative impact 
on the Higher Education Sector in Ireland.  This increases to 96% 
when asked this question in relation to Northern Ireland (RIA, 2017)

Given our geographic proximity, historic links and language, Irish research will be 
significantly affected by the decision of the British electorate to leave the European Union. 

Issues of particular concern include:

The greatest concerns for the UK higher education and research sector posed by the 
UK exiting the European Union include:
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Unlike the UK Government which made higher education and research a key component of Prime 
Minister May's Lancaster address in January under the heading 'The best place for science and 
innovation', the Irish Government has given little indication whether higher education and 
research will  be a factor in the national Brexit strategy, only a passing reference is made to the 
sector in the Government's Position Paper 'Ireland and the negotiations on the UK's withdrawal 
from the European Union The Government's Approach'. 

In the last 10 years Ireland has transitioned from a traditional service led economy to one that is 
innovation enabled.  Between 2003 and 2014 sales by R&D-active firms increased by 155% 
compared to a 39% decrease by those that were not R&D-active. A similar trend has occurred in 
relation to employment, with a 14% growth in R&D-active firms compared to a 40% decrease in 
non-R&D active firms. For Ireland to remain innovative, and economically competitive, it must 
ensure sustainability of our innovation ecosystem which is threatened by Brexit. Accordingly, the  
British Irish Chamber of Commerce, in its capacity as the only association representing the 
concerns of businesses across the UK and the island of Ireland, believes that higher education 
and research should feature as a key component of Ireland's Brexit strategy.  

Higher education remains central to developing the skills and talent needed to maintain Ireland's 
position as a high value export driven economy.  Ireland's education system is a key aspect of the 
IDA's pitch for foreign direct investment and should be front and centre in the national Brexit 
strategy.  Ireland has one of the most educated workforces in the world, the current participation 
rate is 69%, according to Eurostat, with 52% of 25-34 year olds having a third level qualification 
compared to the EU average of 38% (Eurostat, 2017). 

Ireland's education system is amongst the best in the World. It ranks in the top 10 globally for:

MAKE HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH A KEY 
COMPONENT OF THE GOVERNMENT'S BREXIT STRATEGY
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Higher Education achievement

Quality of education 

Meeting the needs of a competitive economy.

The quality of the education system is also reflected in the earning potential of Irish graduates. 
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) having a 
degree in Ireland adds about €350,000 in lifetime earnings and the net return to the State 
through higher taxation is about €220,000 per graduate, which is the highest return of all the 
member states and double the OECD average. According to the CSO Educational Attainment 
Thematic Report those with a third level qualification were almost twice as likely to be in the 
labour force (87%) compared to those with at most a primary level education (46%), CSO (2011). 

The higher education system works closely with industry to ensure the skills needs of future 
graduates reflect the changing nature of the economy - Springboard+ is a good example of this.  
This is an initiative that offers free places in courses, from Certificate to Masters level, in areas 
where there are clearly identified employment opportunities such as ICT and financial services.  
During the five-year period from 2011 to 2016, Springboard+ delivered over 40,000 places 
(through both public and private provision) with 80% no longer on the Live Register as of July 
2016.  In 2017/2018, there are nearly 200 courses offering over 6,000 places across the country. 
 
Last year 65,000 students graduated from Irish higher education institutions, with one in every 
four graduates coming from the fields of Natural Sciences, Mathematics & Statistics, Information 
& Communication Technologies, and Engineering, Manufacturing and Construction. The 
industry–research collaboration now prevalent in the research sector has produced a strong 
synergy between higher education, research and industry. Between 2014 and 2016, there were 
nearly 3,000 collaborative innovations between industry and higher education in Ireland 
(Enterprise Ireland, 2017) The Government should be encouraged to nurture this relationship 
and use it to Ireland's advantage in light of Brexit.

The higher education and research sector in Ireland can have a positive impact on Ireland's post-
Brexit economy and Ireland's relationship with the UK. The higher education sector in Ireland is 
estimated to have a multiplier effect of 4.0, Zhang et al (2014). Attracting leading researchers to 
Ireland, increasing competitive research income and expanding international student numbers 
will not only raise the international standing of the Irish higher education and research sector, it 
will also have a significant impact on the Irish economy and society more broadly.

Taking International students as an example, once the UK formally leaves the European Union, 
Ireland will be the only native English speaking country in the EU. This presents an opportunity for 
Ireland not only for EU students wishing to study at an English-speaking university but for 
international (non-EU) students who wish to study and live in the EU with the corresponding 
benefits that brings. As well as bringing social and cultural diversity to campuses, international 
students contribute over €1.6bn to the Irish economy. The International Education Strategy aims 
to increase the number of international students to 30,000 and to increase their economic 
contribution to €2.1bn per annum by 2020. To achieve these goals a joined-up governmental 
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DEVELOPING A UK -IRELAND HIGHER EDUCATION AND 
RESEARCH PARTNERSHIP

Given these considerations the Chamber holds the view that while Irish researchers should 
continue to diversify their research networks and HEIs should continue to look beyond the UK for 
partners. It is, however, in the Irish higher education and research sectors' interests to maintain 
and develop its collaborative links and relationships with its UK counterparts. This view was 
reflected in the recent RIA survey where respondents stated: 

Speaking on behalf of the Chamber in front of the Oireachtas Committee on Education, Director 
General John McGrane suggested that :

8

...a belief that Brexit negotiations should ideally promote conditions that enable 
UK-Ireland collaborations, facilitate the continued mobility of staff and students, 
and secure future UK participation in EU research and innovation programmes. 
(RIA, 2017).

It is important that if the Irish Higher Education and Research sector is to prosper 
in the years ahead, it should not turn its back on the UK. We should not forget that 
the UK is and will remain a world leader in education and innovation. Therefore, 
we believe now is the time to develop a UK / Ireland Powerhouse Strategy. By 
working together, we can mitigate against the potential risks that Brexit poses to 
both our economies and societies. Ireland is currently the next best option for 
many international academics and students and can offer an access to EU 
research funding. By forming strategic partnerships we can ensure that research 
collaborations between our islands continue beyond this phase.

² http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-
Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf 

2

EXIT NEGOTIATIONS 

Whether the UK remains in the ERA or not will be a product of the final negotiations between the 
EU and the UK. The Chamber acknowledges the complex multifaceted approach that the Irish 
Government must take on issues related to Brexit.  The Irish Government has already been 
explicit in its desire to maintain the soft border with Northern Ireland so as to protect the cross-
border flows of staff, students and continued collaboration on a north-south basis.  The Irish 
Government can however, make positive overtures to the UK higher education and research 
sector in order to protect our historic and unique relationship: 

9

STUDENT FEES

From the outset, the Irish Government should underscore that the Common Travel Area 
historically offers reciprocal rights to UK citizens in Ireland. These rights afford UK students 
hoping to study in Ireland the same fee structure as Irish students. The Irish Government should 
commit that regardless of the final outcome of Brexit deliberations it will not impose non-EU fees 
on UK citizens, provided the UK adopts a reciprocal approach to Irish students

THE UK AND THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH AREA (ERA)

Support the UK's continued participation in the European Research Area on the basis that their 
membership would accept the appropriate terms and conditions for that participation. 

MUTUAL RECOGNITION OF QUALIFICATIONS

The Professional Qualification Directive ensures that there is a mutual recognition of professional 
qualifications across the EU. With the UK leaving the EU they will no longer be required to adhere 
to this directive. As thousands of Irish employees have received their qualifications from the UK, 
this could reduce the value of their degrees and affect the transferability of their qualifications 
within the EU including Ireland.  The Irish Government should work with its UK and EU 
counterparts to ensure that there is a framework in place that continues to recognise the 
professional qualifications between the EU and the UK. 

THE NORTH – SOUTH RELATIONSHIP

The European Union has stated that “continuing to support and protect the achievements, 
benefits and commitments of the Peace Process will remain of paramount importance”. It is 
generally acknowledged that cross-border flow of academics and students along with 
collaborations between HEI's on both sides of the border has made a positive contribution to 
peace and normalisation of relations on the island of Ireland. Should the UK exit the ERA, a special 
status for the 'education area' of the island of Ireland should be considered. In real terms this 
would mean that Northern Ireland should be afforded the option to buy into ERA programmes. 

http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf


DEVELOPING A UK -IRELAND HIGHER EDUCATION AND 
RESEARCH PARTNERSHIP

Given these considerations the Chamber holds the view that while Irish researchers should 
continue to diversify their research networks and HEIs should continue to look beyond the UK for 
partners. It is, however, in the Irish higher education and research sectors' interests to maintain 
and develop its collaborative links and relationships with its UK counterparts. This view was 
reflected in the recent RIA survey where respondents stated: 

Speaking on behalf of the Chamber in front of the Oireachtas Committee on Education, Director 
General John McGrane suggested that :

8

...a belief that Brexit negotiations should ideally promote conditions that enable 
UK-Ireland collaborations, facilitate the continued mobility of staff and students, 
and secure future UK participation in EU research and innovation programmes. 
(RIA, 2017).

It is important that if the Irish Higher Education and Research sector is to prosper 
in the years ahead, it should not turn its back on the UK. We should not forget that 
the UK is and will remain a world leader in education and innovation. Therefore, 
we believe now is the time to develop a UK / Ireland Powerhouse Strategy. By 
working together, we can mitigate against the potential risks that Brexit poses to 
both our economies and societies. Ireland is currently the next best option for 
many international academics and students and can offer an access to EU 
research funding. By forming strategic partnerships we can ensure that research 
collaborations between our islands continue beyond this phase.

² http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-
Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf 

2

EXIT NEGOTIATIONS 

Whether the UK remains in the ERA or not will be a product of the final negotiations between the 
EU and the UK. The Chamber acknowledges the complex multifaceted approach that the Irish 
Government must take on issues related to Brexit.  The Irish Government has already been 
explicit in its desire to maintain the soft border with Northern Ireland so as to protect the cross-
border flows of staff, students and continued collaboration on a north-south basis.  The Irish 
Government can however, make positive overtures to the UK higher education and research 
sector in order to protect our historic and unique relationship: 

9

STUDENT FEES

From the outset, the Irish Government should underscore that the Common Travel Area 
historically offers reciprocal rights to UK citizens in Ireland. These rights afford UK students 
hoping to study in Ireland the same fee structure as Irish students. The Irish Government should 
commit that regardless of the final outcome of Brexit deliberations it will not impose non-EU fees 
on UK citizens, provided the UK adopts a reciprocal approach to Irish students

THE UK AND THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH AREA (ERA)

Support the UK's continued participation in the European Research Area on the basis that their 
membership would accept the appropriate terms and conditions for that participation. 

MUTUAL RECOGNITION OF QUALIFICATIONS

The Professional Qualification Directive ensures that there is a mutual recognition of professional 
qualifications across the EU. With the UK leaving the EU they will no longer be required to adhere 
to this directive. As thousands of Irish employees have received their qualifications from the UK, 
this could reduce the value of their degrees and affect the transferability of their qualifications 
within the EU including Ireland.  The Irish Government should work with its UK and EU 
counterparts to ensure that there is a framework in place that continues to recognise the 
professional qualifications between the EU and the UK. 

THE NORTH – SOUTH RELATIONSHIP

The European Union has stated that “continuing to support and protect the achievements, 
benefits and commitments of the Peace Process will remain of paramount importance”. It is 
generally acknowledged that cross-border flow of academics and students along with 
collaborations between HEI's on both sides of the border has made a positive contribution to 
peace and normalisation of relations on the island of Ireland. Should the UK exit the ERA, a special 
status for the 'education area' of the island of Ireland should be considered. In real terms this 
would mean that Northern Ireland should be afforded the option to buy into ERA programmes. 

http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf
http://www.britishirishchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/John-McGrane-BICC-Opening-Statement-to-the-Joint-Oireachtas-Committee-on-EDucation-3-3.pdf


Science Foundation Ireland has proposed the establishment of a joint PhD Studentship scheme 
between the Irish universities (with the emphasis on the SFI Research Centres) and the UK top-4 
universities.

SFI has fully costed a five-year budget (totalling €32m) for Brexit and other initiatives above their 
core budget.

10

STRENGTHEN IRELAND'S POSITION IN THE ERA

Ireland should now begin positioning itself front and centre in the governance structure of the 
ERA. Ireland currently has no representation on the ERC and limited representation on the 
Horizon 2020 expert groups. Representatives on these groups can author work programmes and 
influence the choice of themes and topics. The position of Professor Mark Ferguson Director of 
SFI, on the high-level group on maximising the impact of EU Framework 9 is a welcome 
development that illustrates the position that Irish researcher leaders should be aspiring to. 
Furthermore, Ireland will need to increase its civil service representation in Brussels.   The UK has 
traditionally been well resourced and represented, a view generally shared by the Irish at 
negotiating tables. The loss of this voice will impact on Ireland's positioning in Europe.

The Chamber welcomes these initiatives as a step 
in the right direction for strengthening UK–Ireland higher 
education and research partnerships. That is not to say, 
that the Chamber believes that this is the only approach that 
should be considered. The Chamber  also supports resources to 
be made available that enable the development of strategic 
partnerships between individual UK and Irish higher education 
institutions.  

A UK-IRELAND JOINT PHD SCHEME

In addition to re-enforcing the unique relationship between the UK and Ireland during the exit 
negotiations, the Irish Government should support Brexit specific initiatives that allow Ireland to 
maximise the potential opportunities that Brexit presents to the higher education and research 
sector. The Chamber supports specific policy initiatives that have been put forward to ensure the 
Irish research community are well-positioned for the post-Brexit scenario. These initiatives are 
designed to further enhance the scientific research collaboration between the UK and Ireland to 
the mutual benefit of both countries. Proposals put forward by the Science Foundation Ireland 
(SFI, 2017) include:

This initiative would target globally renowned researchers to co-locate between Ireland and the 
UK. These researchers would hold a joint-professorship appointment with an Irish university and 
a top-4 UK university and would either involve a UK-based researcher re-locating part of their 
research operation to Ireland or an internationally-based researcher elsewhere in the world 
relocating his/her research operation jointly to Ireland and the UK. Such a scheme would be 
mutually beneficial for both countries in that it would:  enable Ireland to attract the highest level 
of research talent to its world-class research institutes by opening up access to long-standing 
globally renowned and excellent facilities at the UK's top universities; and, enable the UK 
universities to attract and retain top talent by providing an EU-stable joint research location in 
Ireland, which is considered to be one of the world's up-and-coming research locations.

Currently SFI has formal partnerships with the Wellcome Trust, UK Research Councils (BBSRC and 
EPSRC) and the Royal Society on a number of Ireland-UK collaborative support schemes to co-
fund collaborations between researchers in the UK and Ireland.  These partnership funding 
arrangements should be expanded so as to increase the intensity and number of Ireland-UK 
research collaborations. 

11

DOMESTIC POLICY PROPOSALS 

JOINT PROFESSORSHIPS BETWEEN THE UK AND IRELAND  

STRENGTHEN UK-IRELAND FUNDING COLLABORATIONS  
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OTHER INITIATIVES

Moreover, from the research perspective, it is unsatisfactory to say the least 
that there is no bilateral funding mechanism in place to establish North-South 
research centres that would act in tandem and build on complementary 
expertise. DCU has been endeavouring for a number of years to establish such 
entities with NI partners. Initiatives such as these could play a key role in all-
island economic development in a post-Brexit situation

³ http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf 
⁴ http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf

SUPPORT THE HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH 
FUNDING FRAMEWORK

12 13

HIGHER EDUCATION

If Ireland is to position itself as the location of choice for students, academics and researchers, it 
has to be serious about creating the environment necessary for them to thrive.  Brexit initiatives 
cannot be applied in a  vacuum and there is little chance of Ireland maximising the opportunities 
presented within the higher education sector if the funding model within higher education is no 
longer fit for purpose. For nearly a decade the higher education sector has suffered greatly as a 
consequence of austerity. Exchequer funding between 2008 and 2013 fell by nearly a third while 
student numbers increased by a quarter. Between 2008 and 2016 the core recurrent grant for 
universities was reduced by €273m. 

In an international context Ireland spends 1.2% of GDP on higher education which compares 
unfavourably to the EU average of 1.4% GDP and the OECD average of 1.6% of GDP (OECD, 2016). 
The student to staff ratio in Ireland has risen from 16:1 in 2008 to 20:1 in 2016. As key criteria in 
world rankings, this has had a negative effect on Ireland's position - across the top 20 QS ranked 
institutes the ratio is 12:1. Although rankings are limited in their design, they are used by both 
international students and academics alike as a yardstick for the quality of an institution. A 
downward trend in rankings for HEIs can affect the reputation of the sector as a whole.

Notwithstanding the modest increase in funding announced in Budget 2017, if the current trend 
in funding per student continues the sector will be unable to take advantage of the opportunities 
presented by Brexit. It has now been over a year since the publication of the Cassells report 
'Investing in National Ambition: A Strategy for Funding Higher Education' which identified the 
increase in investment required across core operational, capital and student support budgets 
over the period to 2030. The report recommended that revenue for HEIs needed to increase by 
€600m by 2021 and by €1bn by 2030 “to provide for improvements in quality and increased 
demographics”. The €30m increase allotted to higher education in Budget 2017 indicates that if 
the current trend were to continue there would be a shortfall in higher education funding by up 
to €400m. 

The capital budget is even more disconcerting - during the 'crisis' the higher education capital 
budget was decimated leading to significant strains on HEIs' capacity to deliver their core 
objectives. According to reviews carried out by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and the 
Department of Education and Skills (DES) approximately 40% of space within the higher 
education sector requires replacement or repair. The Cassells report has proposed that a capital 
investment programme of €5.5bn is needed over the next 15 years to sufficiently accommodate 
demographic changes, capital upgrades, health and safety issues, equipment renewal and 
ongoing maintenance (DES, 2016).

“We can attract leading academics from the UK, but in addition to the tax and 
housing constraints experienced by other sectors in attracting international staff, 
lack of flexibility in salary levels is an additional constraint to our competitiveness 
against other locations”. 

Establish a bilateral research fund to be administered by the SFI and IRC with their UK 
counterparts. This would ensure that the successful UK–Ireland research network is maintained 
for the mutual benefit of both countries.

AMEND THE EMPLOYMENT CONTROL FRAMEWORK

The Government should allow flexibility within the Employment Control Framework and public 
sector pay scales to ensure Irish HEIs can attract leading international Professors who may wish to 
work in an English speaking environment within the EU. This point was raised by Triona 
McCormack, Director of Research in UCD in her presentation to the Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Education and Skills³: 

IMPROVE SUPPORTS FOR STATE AGENCIES

In addition to the SFI programme, the Irish Research Council (IRC), Enterprise Ireland, Health 
Research Board (HRB) and other funding agencies need additional support to attract frontier 
researchers to Ireland. Nearly half of Irish European Research Council (ERC) grant recipients live 
in the UK. Should these or other ERC recipients wish to leave the UK Ireland should position itself 
as the destination of choice. To achieve this Ireland must create a supportive framework for this 
calibre of researcher. The recently established IRC Laureate Programme, which has been 
mandated under Innovation 2020 Action 3.8 to build Ireland's frontier research capability, is a 
good starting point for this (Innovation 2020, 2015).

CREATE A UK-IRELAND BILATERAL RESEARCH FUND

A North-South research centre should be established and funded by the UK and Irish 
governments in areas of mutual strength. This was proposed by Professor Brian MacCraith, 
President of DCU, in his presentation to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills⁴:

ESTABLISH A NORTH-SOUTH RESEARCH CENTRE

http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf


OTHER INITIATIVES

Moreover, from the research perspective, it is unsatisfactory to say the least 
that there is no bilateral funding mechanism in place to establish North-South 
research centres that would act in tandem and build on complementary 
expertise. DCU has been endeavouring for a number of years to establish such 
entities with NI partners. Initiatives such as these could play a key role in all-
island economic development in a post-Brexit situation

³ http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf 
⁴ http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf

SUPPORT THE HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH 
FUNDING FRAMEWORK

12 13

HIGHER EDUCATION

If Ireland is to position itself as the location of choice for students, academics and researchers, it 
has to be serious about creating the environment necessary for them to thrive.  Brexit initiatives 
cannot be applied in a  vacuum and there is little chance of Ireland maximising the opportunities 
presented within the higher education sector if the funding model within higher education is no 
longer fit for purpose. For nearly a decade the higher education sector has suffered greatly as a 
consequence of austerity. Exchequer funding between 2008 and 2013 fell by nearly a third while 
student numbers increased by a quarter. Between 2008 and 2016 the core recurrent grant for 
universities was reduced by €273m. 

In an international context Ireland spends 1.2% of GDP on higher education which compares 
unfavourably to the EU average of 1.4% GDP and the OECD average of 1.6% of GDP (OECD, 2016). 
The student to staff ratio in Ireland has risen from 16:1 in 2008 to 20:1 in 2016. As key criteria in 
world rankings, this has had a negative effect on Ireland's position - across the top 20 QS ranked 
institutes the ratio is 12:1. Although rankings are limited in their design, they are used by both 
international students and academics alike as a yardstick for the quality of an institution. A 
downward trend in rankings for HEIs can affect the reputation of the sector as a whole.

Notwithstanding the modest increase in funding announced in Budget 2017, if the current trend 
in funding per student continues the sector will be unable to take advantage of the opportunities 
presented by Brexit. It has now been over a year since the publication of the Cassells report 
'Investing in National Ambition: A Strategy for Funding Higher Education' which identified the 
increase in investment required across core operational, capital and student support budgets 
over the period to 2030. The report recommended that revenue for HEIs needed to increase by 
€600m by 2021 and by €1bn by 2030 “to provide for improvements in quality and increased 
demographics”. The €30m increase allotted to higher education in Budget 2017 indicates that if 
the current trend were to continue there would be a shortfall in higher education funding by up 
to €400m. 

The capital budget is even more disconcerting - during the 'crisis' the higher education capital 
budget was decimated leading to significant strains on HEIs' capacity to deliver their core 
objectives. According to reviews carried out by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and the 
Department of Education and Skills (DES) approximately 40% of space within the higher 
education sector requires replacement or repair. The Cassells report has proposed that a capital 
investment programme of €5.5bn is needed over the next 15 years to sufficiently accommodate 
demographic changes, capital upgrades, health and safety issues, equipment renewal and 
ongoing maintenance (DES, 2016).

“We can attract leading academics from the UK, but in addition to the tax and 
housing constraints experienced by other sectors in attracting international staff, 
lack of flexibility in salary levels is an additional constraint to our competitiveness 
against other locations”. 

Establish a bilateral research fund to be administered by the SFI and IRC with their UK 
counterparts. This would ensure that the successful UK–Ireland research network is maintained 
for the mutual benefit of both countries.

AMEND THE EMPLOYMENT CONTROL FRAMEWORK

The Government should allow flexibility within the Employment Control Framework and public 
sector pay scales to ensure Irish HEIs can attract leading international Professors who may wish to 
work in an English speaking environment within the EU. This point was raised by Triona 
McCormack, Director of Research in UCD in her presentation to the Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Education and Skills³: 

IMPROVE SUPPORTS FOR STATE AGENCIES

In addition to the SFI programme, the Irish Research Council (IRC), Enterprise Ireland, Health 
Research Board (HRB) and other funding agencies need additional support to attract frontier 
researchers to Ireland. Nearly half of Irish European Research Council (ERC) grant recipients live 
in the UK. Should these or other ERC recipients wish to leave the UK Ireland should position itself 
as the destination of choice. To achieve this Ireland must create a supportive framework for this 
calibre of researcher. The recently established IRC Laureate Programme, which has been 
mandated under Innovation 2020 Action 3.8 to build Ireland's frontier research capability, is a 
good starting point for this (Innovation 2020, 2015).

CREATE A UK-IRELAND BILATERAL RESEARCH FUND

A North-South research centre should be established and funded by the UK and Irish 
governments in areas of mutual strength. This was proposed by Professor Brian MacCraith, 
President of DCU, in his presentation to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills⁴:

ESTABLISH A NORTH-SOUTH RESEARCH CENTRE

http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/UCD-Research-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/educationandskills/DCU-Opening-Statement.pdf


Concerns over the current trend in higher education funding have been expressed to the 
Chamber on both sides of the Irish Sea not just in higher education but across the wider business 
spectrum. Consistent underfunding will not only impact on the quality of the Irish higher 
education sector, but it will jeopardise the potential benefits that may accrue as a consequence 
of Brexit.  For over a year the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills has debated the 
three funding options outlined by the Cassells report, however there has been no consensus over 
which model should be adopted. The Cassells report is the most recent report in a long line of 
national and international reports that have reviewed the Irish higher education system. If the 
Government wishes to take advantage of the few opportunities presented to Ireland it cannot 
afford to ignore the recommendations of this report.

The Government should commit to plug the funding gap for higher education over the next four 
budgets. The Chamber expresses no preference for a funding model but proposes that 
whichever model or combination of models is adopted, it should reach the €600m target by 
2021 as outlined in the Cassells report.

Higher education should be predominant in the Capital Investment Plan of 2016-2021. 

The Government should enact the provision contained within the Institutes of Technology Act, 
2006 to allow Institutes of Technology to borrow for capital expenditure.

RECOMMENDATION:
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RESEARCH

Innovation 2020 is Ireland’s five year research strategy. It sets out the roadmap for continuing 
progress towards the goal of making Ireland a ‘Global Innovation Leader’. The Centrepiece 
ambition of the Strategy is to increase total investment in R&D in Ireland to 2.5% of GNP by 2020. 
According to Science Foundation Ireland, this would mean that over €5bn will be invested per 
year in R&D by the private and public sectors by 2020. This would represent a 72% increase in 
research funding from the baseline year of 2014. Key targets to be delivered within the Strategy 
include:

Ÿ Increasing the number of research personnel in enterprise to 40,000.
Ÿ Increasing annual research masters and PhD enrolments by 500 to 2,250.
Ÿ Doubling private investment in R&D within the public research system.
Ÿ Further develop the network of Centres to build critical mass and address enterprise needs.
Ÿ Introducing a successor to the Programme for Research in Third Level Institutions to provide

investment in new facilities and equipment, and maintain and upgrade existing ones.

The European Commission has set a target of 3% of EU GDP to be spent on research and 
development by 2020 in order for the EU to keep pace with its competitors most notably the US, 
China, South Korea and Japan. Public investment in R&D is a key determinant of the quality of 
public research - countries that invest below average in public research tend to underperform in 
terms of scientific excellence. An adequate level of public funding is an important precondition 
for a high quality science base. In Budget 2017, an additional €36.5m was allocated to Higher 
Education. This included funding of €3m for the commencement of the IRC Frontiers Research 
Programme and funding to attract world-leading researchers to Ireland. SFI’s budget increased by 
€5.5m, while the other research funding agencies saw minor increases to their research budgets 
to a cumulative total of approximately €10m. By our calculations, Innovation 2020, has so far 
been funded to (at most) €25-€30m. At this level of investment Ireland will fail to reach its 2020 
targets.

Although Ireland has performed well in Framework Programme 7 and is on course to meet its 
Horizon 2020 targets, maintaining this level of progress and positioning Ireland as a research hub 
in a post-Brexit environment will become difficult if investment targets are not met.

15

RECOMMENDATION:

The Government should strive to ensure that the 2.5% of GNP Public-Private target is reached by 
2020.

Multi annual budgeting for Innovation 2020 should be explicitly outlined in Budget 2018.  

Innovation 2020 was launched at the end of 2015. To date there has only been one published 
'Progress Report'. The Chamber recommends that the progress reports be published on a 
biannual basis. 
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BACKGROUND

The British Irish Chamber of Commerce was founded in 2011 ahead of the historic visit of HM 
Queen Elizabeth II to Ireland and the subsequent State visit of President Michael D. Higgins to 
Britain. The objective of the Chamber is to champion the €60 billion annual trade between the UK 
and Ireland which directly sustains over 400,000 jobs. We are a bilateral Chamber, engaging 
members from across two islands and five legislative bodies in meaningful dialogue with a 
common purpose.

Excellent networking events help our members to find new suppliers and markets. Sector driven 
policy committees enable firms to jointly examine opportunities and threats and to think about 
collaborative growth in Europe and beyond.
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MEMBER BENEFITS

When you join the British Irish Chamber of Commerce you can opt for a range of benefits 
from a broad menu. Talk to us to create a bespoke package that’s perfect for your needs.

Choose from:

Ÿ A seat on the Council of the British Irish Chamber of Commerce with rights to 
attend meetings of both Dublin and London Chapters

Ÿ Access to all areas of Chamber activity, including membership of Sectoral Working 
Groups (currently Energy, Agri-Food, SME, ICT, Infrastructure, Finance & 
Professional Services, Culture, Arts, Sport and Tourism, Brexit, Life Sciences, Higher 
Education and Research) with full voting rights on policy direction.

Ÿ Opportunity to Chair or observe sectoral working groups

Ÿ Invitations to C Suite and Invitation Only Events including Invited Leaders Series and 
those with cabinet ministers, business leaders, policy makers and ambassadors

Ÿ Invitations to events at Westminster and Dáil Éireann

Ÿ Priority booking for fast selling high profile events including President’s Gala Dinner, 
Annual Conference Dinner and Charity Lunch

Ÿ Opportunities to host and/or sponsor events and deliver keynotes

Ÿ Availability of Chamber Executives to address your events

Ÿ Co-branded events for a diverse audience and strong attendance

Ÿ Opportunities to bring clients to events

Ÿ A dedicated Customer Relationship Manager; regular personal engagement, 
bespoke plans

Ÿ Complimentary tickets for Annual Conference

Ÿ High visibility on the Chambers website

Ÿ Introductions to trading partner opportunities

Ÿ Opportunities to partake in Trade Missions

Ÿ Complimentary membership of British Irish Gateway for Trade - BIG

To join the Chamber please contact: Yve O’Driscoll 
Director Corporate Relationships | E: yve.odriscoll@britishirishchamber.com | Mobile: +353 (0) 86 041 1831

E: info@britishirishchamber.com | W: britishirishchamber.com
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The British Irish Chamber of Commerce is the leading 
business group serving the interests of businesses with 
interests in Britain and Ireland

Every week, over €1 billion of trade is conducted between 
our two islands. This trade sustains over 400,000 jobs 
directly, and many more indirectly.

The Chamber’s member businesses employ almost 2 
million people globally and we look for every opportunity 
to help them grow in a pro-business, pro-employment 
and pro-community environment.
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