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Introduction 
 
The IEA is the leading independent representative body and voice for exporters based 
in Ireland. The organisation represents exporters and supply chain operators across 
the country and works at regional, national, and European level, representing 
members in front of legislators to create a regulatory and legislative framework that 
supports, drives, and fosters Irish exports. 
 
On behalf of our members, I would like to extend our gratitude for the opportunity 
to contribute to the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment’s (DETE) 
Statement of Strategy for 2025-2028. We commend the Department’s commitment 
to fostering a vibrant and competitive enterprise environment in Ireland. 
 
Background 

Over the last few years, Ireland’s export performance has been robust, showing 
growth in various sectorsi. The fundamentals of the Irish economy remain strong, 
growth is expected to continue during 2025, we have effective full employment1, and 
it may take some time for the threatened US policy changes to have real effect. The 
current global environment is characterised by significant uncertainty and volatility, 
driven by geopolitical tensions, trade tariffs and ongoing impacts of climate change 
and digitalisation.  

The uncertainty surrounding US tariffs is significantly impacting global exporters by 
creating an unpredictable trade environment. The on-off nature of threatened tariff 
rates and the introduction of new tariffs has weighed heavily on global financial 
markets with heightened volatility raising concerns about the global economy. 
Ireland's small open economy is especially susceptible to US tariffs and global 
market disruptions. Continued ambiguity about further tariffs is forcing   Irish 
exporters to constantly review strategy and adjust future planning, with knock-on 
effects on investment and employment plans.  

We welcome the publications of the ambitious Statement of Strategy 2023-2025 and 
see it as a significant template not just for Irish exporters but for the whole economy. 
We welcome and acknowledge the work of the team in the Department of Enterprise, 
Trade and Employment and their colleagues in the Department of Foreign Affairs as 
well as the effort undertaken by Government as we face into unprecedented trade 
challenges.  

This submission outlines a number of observations which we hope will contribute to 
the goal of ensuring that Ireland continues to build on its strengths and track record 
as a vibrant and innovative export nation. 
 
 
 
 

 
1 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/2025/04/30/unemployment-drops-to-41-in-april/ 
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Observations 
 
1. Championing enterprise 
 
 
A More Competitive Energy Sector 
Irish businesses are currently navigating a perfect storm of escalating costs, 
including rent, wage rates and other costs. Following the opening of the latest 
interconnector linking Ireland and Wales2, we favour any measures that increase 
competition in Ireland’s energy sector. Utility costs are significantly higher than the 
European average, and the cost of electricity is the highest in Europe3. The physical 
connection to the more competitive UK and European markets offers Ireland a 
unique opportunity to explore and introduce increased competition to the sector 
here. The sooner we can fully harness our huge offshore wind capacity the more 
securely we can provide an abundant, cheap form of electricity that will secure 
investment into the future. It is imperative that all impediments, including planning, 
grid upgrading and connectivity are expedited. 
 
Rental Solutions: Addressing the Crisis 
Businesses in many Irish towns and cities are struggling to attract and retain talent 
due to high rents and the lack of affordable housing. To alleviate this rental crisis, 
we advocate support in expanding rental models like the Clúid/Google4 partnership 
at Boland’s Mills in Dublin. This initiative provides essential service employees, such 
as guards, nurses, and teachers, with rent rates significantly below the market 
average. Extending this model to other sector and regions could offer substantial 
relief. 
 
Access to Finance for smaller Irish Businesses:  
Pillar banks are taking measures to tighten credit to companies with both direct and 
indirect exposure to the USA. Many SME exporters will therefore undoubtedly need 
help manging cash pressures because of the current trade uncertainty, which is 
expected to continue for some time. We would advocate for a Credit Guarantee 
Scheme as introduced by the Government, DETE and operated by the Strategic 
Banking Corporation of Ireland during Covid5. The scheme could cover SME exporters 
to manage any cash pressure from tariff disruption and give them time and the 
space to focus on new markets not impacted by the tariff disruption. 
 
Export Credit Insurance: Levelling the Playing Field 
Irish businesses also face a significant disadvantage when it comes to export credit 
insurance compared to European peers. Ireland is one of the few key exporting 
countries in Europe without a state backed export credit insurance scheme6. This 
puts Irish exporters at a competitive disadvantage, as they lack the level of financial 
protection and support available to their counterparts in other European countries. 
Without a state backed scheme, Irish businesses can face higher costs for export 
credit insurance. 
 

 
2 https://www.rte.ie/news/ireland/2025/0416/1507996-ireland-wales-electricity-interconnector/ 
3 https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/2024/10/30/ireland-has-the-most-expensive-net-electricity-prices-
in-the-eu/ 
4 https://www.cluid.ie/news-stories/46-discounted-rent-apartments-at-googles-bolands-mills/ 
5 https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-enterprise-trade-and-employment/publications/covid-19-loan-
scheme-quarterly-report-31-december-2022/ 
6 https://businessplus.ie/news/engineering-industries-ireland-export-credit/ 



 

3 
 

Streamlining Regulation for SME’s 
We welcome the government’s introduction of the enhanced SME test7 as a 
significant step towards reducing the burdensome regulations that SME’s face. 
However, there is ample scope for further initiatives to support SMEs more 
effectively. For example, establishing a single point of contact within the government 
for SMEs to address regulatory issues would be highly beneficial. This would 
streamline communication, provide clearer guidance, and help businesses navigate 
the complex regulatory landscape more efficiently. 
 
Growing and Attracting Entrepreneurship: A Pillar of Ireland’s Economic Resilience 

Entrepreneurs have been pivotal in driving Ireland’s indigenous growth, sustaining 
economic momentum in recent times. In an economy heavily reliant on Foreign 
Direct Investment, fostering a strong indigenous economy and supporting the 
entrepreneurs behind it is crucial. This approach not only balances the industrial 
mix but also serves as a buffer against global economic uncertainties in the current 
climate.  

With support of Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and Enterprise 
Ireland, Ireland has developed an enterprise policy that excels at scaling small to 
medium-sized indigenous exporting businesses. These entrepreneurs contribute not 
only financial resources but also their knowledge, often mentoring other new 
ventures of a similar scale. 

While this process is commendable, it has an inherent issue: the support for SMEs 
often coincides with encouragement to sell, resulting in few SMEs growing their 
business past a certain point. Although selling can be desirable in some cases, the 
Irish Exporters Association (IEA) believes more can be done to support the 
development and transition of smaller indigenous businesses to larger enterprises. 
 
Learning from Chile and their “Start Up Chile”8 model, we should go further and 
encourage start-ups from all nationalities and industries to come to Ireland. Here 
alongside indigenous peers, they would have access to co-financing, mentorship and 
more. Thereby positioning Ireland at the centre of a global entrepreneurship culture. 
This model could be attractive to suitably qualified entrepreneurs who may have 
difficulty attaining US visas due to new immigrations policies. 
 
 
2. Supporting SMEs and microenterprises, ensuring a competitive business 

base for sustainable enterprise, enabling innovation and attracting 
inward investment 

 
Digitisation and Artificial Intelligence (AI): Transformative Forces in Export and SME 
Sectors. 
 
Digitisation and Artificial Intelligence (AI) are emerging as transformative forces 
within the export and SME sectors, driving productivity and unlocking new market 
opportunities9. The potential for nationwide rollout of collaborative hubs, akin to the 

 
7 https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/what-we-do/the-business-environment/better-regulation/sme-test/ 
8 https://startupchile.org/en/ 
9 https://www.deloitte.com/be/en/services/consulting-risk/blogs/unleashing-power-of-ai-in-
business.html 
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CeADAR and Google partnership at UCD10, presents a significant opportunity. AI is 
increasingly recognised as a general-purpose technology, similar to electricity and 
the internet, and is poised to become a fundamental ingredient for economic growth. 
 
Across the Atlantic, the United States is witnessing a surge in AI innovation, 
spearheaded by the National Artificial Intelligence Initiative Office11. This initiative 
aims to accelerate AI advancements by fostering collaboration between private 
industry, academia, and government. Funding programmes, such as those provided 
by the National Science Foundation12, are pivotal in ensuring that small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) have access to essential resources for research and 
application. Furthermore, AI-specific hubs and tech incubators in major cities offer 
mentorship and practical support to startups, aiding them in navigating the 
complexities of AI deployment. 
 
The United Kingdom has embarked on its own ambitious AI journey through its 
National AI Strategy, designed to position the UK as a global AI superpower. This 
strategy includes significant investments in AI research and development, as well as 
a dedicated focus on addressing ethical and regulatory challenges associated with 
AI. The UK also launched the AI Council13, a body that advises on AI policy, and 
established initiatives such as the AI Growth Fund to boost innovation in emerging 
companies. Furthermore, the UK has introduced training programs and partnerships 
with academic institutions to ensure the workforce is equipped with the necessary 
skills to thrive in an AI-driven economy. The focus on collaboration between 
businesses, universities, and government bodies has been pivotal in creating an AI 
ecosystem that supports adoption across industries. 

 
Supporting Small Businesses: Mapping Skills and Building for the Future. 
Small businesses need support to map skill needs and identify steps to build into 
the future. We advocate for funding from the National Training Fund surplus14 to be 
used for digital upskilling and creating centralised information systems for training 
resources. This approach will ensure SMEs have access to the necessary tools and 
knowledge to thrive in a digital economy. The Fingal Skills Strategy has also 
highlighted the need for education providers to be matched with employers to 
deliver targeted training. 
 
 
3. Strengthening global connections and trade 
 
Investing in Transport Infrastructure 
Enhancing internal transport links is crucial for economic growth and efficiency. 
Iarnród Éireann’s National Rail Freight Strategy15 is a good example that strengthens 
freight connections to key ports facilitating smoother and more efficient logistics. 
 

 
10 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/2025/03/11/google-ceadar-to-partner-on-deal-to-support-ai-in-
irish-business/ 
11 https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/white-house-launches-national-artificial-
intelligence-initiative-office/ 
12 https://www.nsf.gov/impacts/ai 
13 https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/ai-council 
14 https://www.rte.ie/news/business/2024/1001/1473014-national-training-fund/ 
15 https://www.irishrail.ie/Admin/getmedia/685e9919-f012-4018-879b-06618bb536af/IE_Rail-Freight-
2040-Strategy_Public_Final_20210715.pdf 
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For a truly robust transport strategy, seamless integration of rail, road, air and port 
access is essential. This holistic approach ensures that each form of transport 
complements the others, creating a cohesive and efficient network. Such integration 
can reduce congestion, lower transportation costs, and improve overall connectivity 
benefitting businesses and consumers alike. 
 
Enhancing internal transport links is not merely crucial for economic growth and 
efficiency; it is a transformative step for Ireland's future. Iarnród Éireann’s National 
Rail Freight Strategy stands as a prime example of how strengthening freight 
connections to key ports can streamline logistics, reduce costs, and boost 
competitiveness. 

The potential cessation of Dublin Port's development post-204016 presents 
significant challenges for Ireland’s international trade strategy. Without expanding 
capacity, Dublin Port may struggle to accommodate future (post 2040) growth in 
cargo volumes, leading to increased costs and logistical inefficiencies. As a vital hub 
for global commerce, its potential limitations require a strategic review and may 
necessitate a consideration toward bolstering alternative ports such as Cork, 
Rosslare or Shannon Foynes. These ports can complement trade operations and 
ensure Ireland remains competitive.  

Leveraging technological solutions such as digitisation and AI to optimize existing 
infrastructure will be critical.  

As highlighted last year, Holyhead17 is critical infrastructure to our national and 
trading interests. It holds a pivotal position in Ireland’s trade with the UK and Europe. 
We are pleased to play an active role in the Holyhead Taskforce involving key 
stakeholders from Ireland, UK and Wales as chaired by Welsh Cabinet Secretary for 
Transport and North Wales, Ken Skates and believe that Irish investment in the port’s 
future resilience should be part of the UK-Ireland Joint Declaration Framework. This 
could mirror the investment pledge for the A5 motorway between Derry and 
Aughnacloy in Northern Ireland18. 

Strengthening and future-proofing connections to Holyhead is vital to ensuring 
efficient and reliable transport routes. By investing in Holyhead, we can safeguard 
our trade interests and enhance our economic resilience19. 

 
New Market Access 
Expediting access to new markets whist increasing ease of access to our key trading 
partners is crucial. We are for instance seeing increased interest from our members 
in doing business with the UK since the return of the Labour Party to Government in  
the UK.  
 

 
16 https://afloat.ie/port-news/dublin-port/item/49096-dublin-port-s-2040-plans-air-on-rte-s-nationwide 
17 https://news.sky.com/story/holyhead-closure-of-storm-damaged-port-causing-significant-challenges-
for-freight-shoppers-in-ireland-warned-13274842 
18 https://www.irishtimes.com/politics/2024/02/21/government-funds-a5-road-upgrade-as-part-of-
shared-island-
initiative/#:~:text=The%20long%2Dstalled%20A5%20upgrade,ones%20to%20the%20treacherous%20str
etch. 
19 https://www.publicsectorexecutive.com/articles/wales-and-ireland-unite-safeguard-vital-trade-links-
across-irish-sea 
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We support prompt domestic legislation to facilitate the ratification of the 
EU/Canada Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA)20 and the 
development of other trade agreements to enhance market diversification. These 
agreements will open new opportunities for Irish businesses and diversify our trade 
relationships.  Ireland’s active participation in maximising the EU’s trade agreements 
with third countries such as China and other countries is crucial, especially given 
potential strategic global shifts.  
 
Whilst these FTA’s are beneficial to Irish Exporters, there remains little awareness of 
these benefits and more needs to be done to communicate this to Irish businesses. 
 
We have long advocated for the creation of an online Market Opportunities portal, 
where our overseas teams in Enterprise Ireland (EI) and the embassies can collate 
and disseminate specific opportunities for Irish companies abroad. This proposed 
portal would go beyond the current sectoral approach, offering a tailored, company-
by-company set of opportunities to better serve the unique needs of each enterprise. 
 
Ireland’s Place in the EU 
Ireland’s place in the EU is crucial to the success of our trade and investment 
aspirations and the Department should continue to work closely with colleagues in 
the European Parliament, European Commission and Council to convey Ireland’s 
trade and investment agenda and seek out areas to work closely with EU 
counterparts to ensure that aims are realised.  
 
We will need to do more to help Irish businesses to export to the EU.  Replicating 
the UK as a familiar and relatively “easy” place to do business is a difficult challenge.  
The practicalities of entering for example, our next nearest neighbouring market, 
France, is just not the same as entering the UK. We need to find a way of encouraging 
the less formal Government assisted aspects of this model in EU countries such as 
France while also maintain and building formal capacity. 
 
Encouraging participation in collaborative projects within the EU, particularly in 
sectors like defence, security and critical industries is vital. This becomes 
increasingly more important as we look to encourage and build our indigenous 
(home-grown) businesses and help them to export, and as we look to integrate our 
supply chains more closely with those within the EU. 
 
We need to ensure we are not missing opportunities at a downstream supplier level 
to the major, defence, infrastructure and strategic industries investment that is 
taking shape across the EU. 
 
4. Promoting fair and competitive markets, and responsible business 

practice 
 
Integrating environmental protection into new trade agreements is essential for 
driving economic growth while fostering sustainable development. This approach 
ensures that trade practices not only boost the economy but also contribute 
positively to the environment.  
 

 
20 https://www.independent.ie/business/government-urged-to-ratify-eu-trade-deal-with-
canada/a156648721.html 
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Continuing to engage stakeholders through the Responsible Business Forum is 
crucial. The forum should focus  on: 

• Simplifying existing EU legislation to reduce complexity and enhance 
compliance. 

• Identifying upcoming EU regulations with a view to implementing them in a 
less burdensome manner. 

• Ensuring that we do not engage in “gold-plating” of EU legislation. 
• Moving beyond compliance to also identifying and creating competitive 

advantage for Irish businesses with regard to these regulations 
 
By prioritising these areas, we can create a more efficient and responsible business 
environment that supports sustainable growth. 
 
 
5. Incentivising work as well as safe, flexible and decent workplaces 

 
In today’s rapidly evolving technological landscape, digital upskilling is essential 
across all sectors. Smaller companies require support with AI integration, as they 
are less likely to embrace it21. 

 
A centralised information system is urgently required to provide comprehensive 
details on providers, courses, supports for entering the labour force, reskill, 
upskilling, and available grants22. This system would address the current lack of 
awareness that is there amongst many small businesses. 
 
 
Conclusion 
We extend our gratitude to Secretary General Declan Hughes for the opportunity to 
contribute to the DETE Statement of Strategy. We look forward to further 
contributing to Ireland’s trade and investment strategy through our continued 
participation in the Enterprise Forum. 
 
On behalf of the IEA, 
 
Simon McKeever 
 
 

 
 
Chief Executive 

 
 

 
21 https://savanta.com/knowledge-centre/view/small-businesses-face-hurdles-in-embracing-ai/ 
22 https://www.fingal.ie/fingal-skills-strategy 


