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Purpose 
 

The purpose of the Regional Foresight exercise was to mobilise key players in the Border, Midland and Western Region of Ireland in 
order to develop investment priorities for the region based on long-term challenges and opportunities, expert input and inter-
organisational collaboration that would position the region for development with a 20 year time horizon.  

 

 
 

Background  
 

The BMW Regional Assembly 
 

The BMW Region of Ireland account for 47% of the land area 
of Ireland, 26.5% of the population and contributes some 19% 
of the GDP of the country. It is predominantly a rural region, 
traditionally dependent on the agro-food industry, tourism and 
manufacturing. It is currently in a state of transition, with a 
shift from more traditional sectors and more value-added 
manufacturing and services. The Region currently qualifies for 
Objective One EU funding, which is to be lost in the post 2006 
period. The foresight exercise was a timely one, which helped 
players in the region to map out a desirable future and to 
pinpoint the investment priorities for the region going forward. 
The exercise was not limited to economic development and 
covered the themes of quality of life, competitiveness, 
knowledge, and innovation.  

 
Determinants of Development  

 
The following facts as identified by the BMW Regional 
Assembly and articulated during the initial panel meetings, set 
the context for the exercise: 
• The 3rd EU Cohesion Report - defines new regional 

priorities, with a greater focus on the knowledge economy 
and an emphasis on assistance the Convergence regions, 
which does not include the BMW Region 

• The BMW Region will not qualify for Objective 1 type 
funding from the Structural Funds (ERDF & ESF) as it 
currently, nor transitional support 

• There will be greater emphasis in post 2006 EU funding 
on the themes of innovation, sustainability, human 
resources & less on hard infrastructure 

• There is a need to identify regional priorities & feed these 
into post 2006 planning processes 

 
The EFMN is financed by the European Commission Directorate General for Research as part of a series of initiatives intended 
to provide a Foresight Knowledge Sharing Platform for foresight practitioners and policy makers in the European Union. More 
information on the EFMN and on the Foresight Knowledge Sharing Platform is provided at WWW.EFMN.INFO  
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• Current changes & restructuring of BMW regional 
economy include a shift from more traditional 
manufacturing and agriculture to services and higher 
value added manufacturing 

• There is a need for greater emphasis on sustainability and 
longer term regional planning 

 
The objectives of the regional foresight were to: 
• Prepare a commonly agreed development programme 

among policy making bodies, 
• Involve all relevant stakeholders in the future 

development of the region, 
• Enable a deeper understanding of roles, challenges, 

opportunities and benefits. 
 

Furthermore it was important to build upon:  
• The BMW Regional Audit of Innovation report,  
• 14 County Development Strategies, 
• Regional Planning Strategies, 
• The National Spatial Strategy, 
• The National Technology Foresight  and the 
• Strategies of the various Development Agencies. 
 
The above documents and strategies set out regional and 
national priorities over long-term time frames ranging from 10 
to 20 years. It was considered important that the Foresight 
exercise should build upon these and avoid contradicting or 
duplicating such previous work. 

 
 

 

Methodology 
 

Four Thematic Panels 
 

The BMW Regional Foresight Exercise was designed around 
a series of four expert panels, addressing the following 
themes: 
• The knowledge economy and up-skilling the labour force 
• The business environment and competitiveness, 

particularly, infrastructure 
• Innovation, research and information technology 
• Quality of life, spatial issues, social infrastructure, rural 

regeneration, tourism 
 

These themes were identified for their broad-based nature and  
are consistent with the priority issues identified in the Lisbon 
Agenda and in the European Commission’s recent reports on 
the future of structural and cohesion funds. 

 
The BMW Foresight process was overseen by a Steering 
Group comprising key institutions operating in the region. The 
Steering Group’s role was to guide the foresight process and 
consider findings on a regular basis.  Each thematic panel met 
on four occasions at different locations within the BMW 
region (Tullamore, Carrick on Shannon, Athlone, and 
Mullingar).  These meetings produced stimulating discussion 
and debate.  The early work of the panels focused on 
identifying local and global trends (panels 1), considering 
strategic challenges and developing scenarios for the future of 
the region (panels 2).   
 
The purpose of the scenarios was to stimulate discussion on a 
desirable future for the BMW Region under each thematic 
heading, and assist in planning the strategic responses 
necessary to address the challenges and realise a more 
favourable scenario for the region.  Challenges identified 
included issues such as the declining rural economy, out-
sourcing of labour to cheaper economic zones, environmental 

pressures, increasing need for childcare and lack of regional 
policy-making structures.  
 
In order to ‘test’ the emerging scenarios with a wider 
audience, a series of regional and national consultations were 
carried out.  These aimed to gather views, ideas and 
preferences to inform the shape and content of the BMW 
Regional strategy.  Workshops were undertaken with a range 
of business and policy organizations, and were supplemented 
by invitations to submit electronic feedback through the BMW 
Regional Assembly website1.   
 
Each consultation sought views on the following questions: 
 
 
• Is this a desirable future for BMW region? 
• How would you summarize the policy developments 

implicit in this scenario that will allow it to become a 
reality? 

• Which of these policy developments needs to be given 
priority? 

• What factors may prevent the scenario from being 
realized? 

 
 
The second half of the Regional Foresight process asked the 
panels to consider the feedback from the consultation, agree 
the key priority themes for each panel area, and specify in 
each case the policies that would enable these to be achieved 
(panel meeting 3).  The panels were then asked to agree a final 
report and recommendations (panel meeting 4).   
 
Further discussions were also held with national level 
organisations.  The final output from this process is a strategy 
document containing strategic visions for the region, as well 
as investment priorities, measures and priority projects.   

 
What type of future for the BMW Region? 

                                                 
1  Although limited success was obtained through this mechanism. 
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Identified Policy Drivers 
 
A number of factors were identified that will drive change in 
the BMW Region over the next 20 years. These consisted of 
both global trends and key EU, national and regional policies 
and strategies.  The global trends identified were: 
• Effects of globalisation 
• Demographic change 
• Increasing pace of innovation and technological change 

• Changes in attitudes to work, relationships and 
organizations 

• Transition to a knowledge economy 
• Increasing value given by society by the quality of life 

and living 
• Rural pressures and policy changes 
• Changes in governance patterns 

 
 

 

A Vision for the BMW Region 
 

Moving Towards Sustainable Prosperity and 
Competitiveness 

 
The following vision emerged from the process: 

 
 
The BMW Regional Assembly will become an innovative, 
knowledge-based and competitive region, with a high 
quality environment, first class infrastructure, visionary 
leadership and a quality of life for its citizens that is 
among the highest in the world. 
 
 

The Thematic panels also identified five components as 
essential means by which the above vision can be achieved.   
 
The five components provide a focus for the BMW Region to 
construct a new, desirable future while anticipating, 
responding to and embracing the challenges facing the Region 
in an increasingly globalised and changing economy and 
society:  
• A region where entrepreneurship, learning and knowledge 

are the cornerstones of prosperity 
• A region with internationally competitive businesses and 

a business environment conducive to investment  
• A region where infrastructure networks provide access to 

21st century resources  
• A region where sustainable communities enjoy a high 

quality environment 
• A region with visionary leaders and effective regional 

management  
 
During the Foresight process, the following cross-cutting 
themes emerged as being central to all elements of the strategy 
and are thus included here as horizontal principles, to be 
integrated into the implementation of all measures: 
• Sustainability; 
• Equality of opportunity 
 

Priority Initiatives for the Next Five Years 
 
Following on from this, 10 specific objectives and relating 
actions were identified, to be complimented by a number of 
priority initiatives, to be implemented within a short 
timeframe (five years): 
•    Scoping of long-term challenges and opportunities 
•    Agreement on regional investment priorities 
•    A strategic vision for the region was articulated  
•    Shared ownership of process and outputs 
•    The foresight exercise stimulated collaborative and 

innovative thinking among the key stakeholders 
•    Engendered leadership and a stronger regional identity 

Stopping Regional Divergence 

New measures are required for effective regional policy in 
Ireland in order to ensure more balanced regional development 
and to slow down the trend of regional divergence. Regional 
policy making is currently very weak due to the lack of 
regional structures and systems.  

There is need for sustained and broadly-based investment 
programmes over the 20 year time frame in order to maximise 
the region’s contribution to economic growth and 
competitiveness. These include investment in areas such as 
infrastructure, telecommunications, childcare and linkages 
between third level institutions and industry.  

Further, there is need for a co-ordinated approach to the 
delivery of investment and the monitoring of impacts at local 
regional and national levels. Currently there are many 
different organisations at national, regional and county levels 
involved in the delivery and administration of programmes.  

Higher education institutions in the region play a crucial role 
for the potential of growth. There is only one university in the 
BMW Region, compared with six in the other region of 
Ireland. There are however a number of institutes of 
technology, whose research capacity and interaction within 
enterprise and the community could be strengthened.  

Long-term Objectives on all Levels 
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The ten critical areas for action identified in the process 
expressed as strategic objectives to be achieved are: 
• Knowledge Objective: Place third level institutions at the 

heart of the region’s future prosperity. These include the 
university and the institutes of technology as well as a 
number of other higher education colleges.  

• Innovation Objective: Create innovation and 
entrepreneurial culture throughout education, institutions, 
business and communities 

• Clustering Objective: Improve the critical mass and 
impact of investment by building on existing clusters of 
activity (e.g. medical devices) and concentrating 
investment effectively 

• Spatial Investment Objective: Invest in infrastructure 
that builds on the National Spatial Strategy (a national 
spatial planning document 2002-2022, which identified 
growth centres and strategic linkages between them) 

• Leadership Objective: Strengthen regional leadership 
and implementation of investment (the Irish 
administrative system is currently highly centralised and 
regional structures and policy-making capacity are very 
weak. Strengthening regional leadership would entail 
strengthening regional structures, the building of a 

stronger regional identity and encouraging the emergence 
of regional leaders at the level of organisations and 
individuals). 

• Skills Objective: Invest in attracting and retaining skills. 
There is currently a shortage of graduates in the region, 
with many of the region’s graduates leaving the region to 
seek employment elsewhere. Various schemes could be 
put in place to encourage the recognition and employment 
of people with specific skills (e.g. research, marketing, 
languages, IT, biotechnology) and create incentives for 
highly qualified people to seek employment in the region.  

• Business Support Objective: Invest in leading edge 
business support 

• Environmental Objective: Invest to make the region’s 
high quality environment sustainable 

• Community Objective: Invest in the region’s 
communities and social capital in order to ensure their 
sustainability 

• Social and Knowledge Infrastructure Objective: Invest 
in the physical infrastructure that will maximise the social 
and knowledge capital of the BMW Region. 

 
 

 
 

Lobbying for Implementation 
 
The Foresight report has just been published and is due to be 
launched in September 2005 by a senior Government Minister. 
The report is currently being presented to a number of key 
Government departments at agencies and members of 
organisations who participated in the various panels and 
steering committee have agreed to lobby for its 
implementation within their own institutions. As a part of the 
process, a system of implementation and monitoring was put 

in place, with agreed periodic reviews and monitoring, using 
various indicators by the Steering Committee.  
 
It is also being used to feed into the process of post 2006 
planning and will most likely form an essential component in 
the identification of investment priorities for the Regional 
Operational Programme (ERDF co-financed) for 2007-2013.  
A number of meetings are commencing to identify investment 
priorities for future EU and national funding programmes and 
the Foresight report is being used as one of the baseline 
documents for the BMW Region. 

    
 

 
 

Sources and References 
 

Further information on the BMW Regional Foresight exercise 
is available on the Border, Midland and Western Regional 
Assembly’s web-site www.bmwassembly.ie

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
About the EFMN: Policy Professionals dealing with RTD, Innovation and Economic Development increasingly recognize a need to base decisions on broadly based 
participative processes of deliberation and consultation with stakeholders. One of the most important tools they apply is FORESIGHT. The EFMN or European 
Foresight Monitoring Network supports policy professionals by monitoring and analyzing Foresight activities in the European Union, its neighbours and the world. The 
EFMN helps those involved in policy development to stay up to date on current practice in Foresight. It helps them to tap into a network of know-how and experience 
on issues related to the day to day design, management and execution of Foresight and Foresight related processes. 
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