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1 Executive summary and recommendations  

1.1 Why an innovation district for Ireland? 

 

In the current environment where technological advances are transforming entire industries we need 

to ensure that Ireland is recognised as a location of choice for innovation and talent development. 

This is also needed to support Irish companies and global businesses investing in Ireland. 

 

A globally competitive innovation district for Dublin is a necessity to support and grow an international 

reputation for Ireland as a top tier location globally for investment.  

Ireland has enjoyed sustained economic success over the last number of years. Over 600,000 jobs 

have been created since 2012 and the country is moving close to full employment.  

Many of these jobs are associated with the record levels of foreign direct investment that Ireland has 

successfully attracted. Ireland has many positive attributes which draw in international firms, 

including a skilled, diverse labour force and an environment conducive to growth.  

Even in times of success like the present, a small open economy like Ireland must ask itself about 

future sources of prosperity and productivity. 

Technological advances like automation and artificial intelligence are altering occupational roles. And 

the imperatives of climate action call for the radical reshaping of industrial sectors.  

Government launched its Future Jobs strategy in 2019 to prepare the country for the changes and 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƘƛƎƘ-value jobs.  

There are also external risks and challenges, not least those arising from international trade and 

taxation changes, which may impact on an Irish economy heavily dependent on foreign direct 

investment concentrated in a small number of sectors. 

We must also recognize the importance of our education system and ensure that our universities are 

equipped to play their part in sustaining innovation. We must remain focused on the importance of 

supporting enhanced ambition for our start-up companies and to help them scale globally from 

Ireland.  

Successfully adapting to these challenges depends on sustained innovation and the incorporation of 

new technologies into commercial practice which raises productivity.  

Internationally many other cities and jurisdictions are acŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ōȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ΨƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ Ŏƻ-location at scale of start-up and SME companies, large 

innovative corporates and world-class research within anchor institutions such as universities in a 

vibrant urban setting. Close proximity of all these actors encourages interaction which can be 

amplified through programming to connect talent, drive innovation and benefit local communities. 

Many countries and cities are forging ahead with measures like these in an effort to be at the forefront 

of innovation development. They realise that the source of high value jobs lies in the intensive 

development and application of new ideas across disciplinary boundaries and sectors and that an 

innovation district is one of the most successful ways of doing this.    
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Unlike many other countries, Ireland, in the Grand Canal Area, already has many of the essential 

ingredients to establish a first-class innovation district: global firms at the leading edge of 

technologies; highly-rated research universities; an enabling environment for start-ups and a dynamic 

city location. With a clear strategic ambition and associated policies we can lead in this era of 

innovation transformation.  

Establishing an ambitious innovation district in Ireland can help position Ireland for future investment 

in an unsettled post-Brexit environment. It will help us face and leverage the recent challenges thrown 

up by digitalisation as well as more long-standing issues of developing linkages between large multi-

nationals and smaller Irish firms and scaling firms to achieve global prominence. 

Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

representation of our ambition to have the most innovative companies globally, Irish and 

international, operating for our capital city as well as from the regions.  

An economic cost benefit analysis, carried out by Indecon on behalf of Trinity College Dublin, 

ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ϵоΦн ōƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ the proposed innovation 

campus at the heart of the Grand Canal Innovation District. This was based on a government 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ϵмрлƳ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƻŦ ϵмΦмōƴ ς resulting in a greater 

than 20: 1 return from the state investment. 

However, transitioning from the current status quo to a globally leading innovation district will require 

leadership and commitment from government, universities, local communities and businesses. An 

innovation district will best succeed when a shared vision and ambition across all stakeholders and a 

patient commitment to the long-term goal is in place. 

 

1.2 What will the Grand Canal Innovation District deliver? 

The Grand Canal Innovation District (GCID) can provide transformational and additional benefits to 

Dublin and Ireland including: 

¶ An internationally visible reference point for excellence in innovation in Ireland ς something 
that currently does not exist. A reference point that will connect together the significant assets 
we already have ς globally leading businesses, world class research in our universities and a 
thriving start-up ecosystem. GCID can change LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ story just as Station F has transformed 
the international view of Paris as a location for start-ups or the Crick Institute has established 
London as the global leader in Life Sciences.  

¶ A new university innovation campus in the centre of our capital city that will co-locate at scale 
world-class researchers from Irish universities with each other and with the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ most 
innovative companies. The innovation district can create a scale of research activity that is 
significant enough to influence and attract global partners. It can also make Dublin more 
competitive in attracting European and international research funding and enhance LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ 
ability to attract world leading faculty. 

¶ A large scale (> 10,000m2) shared working environment for Irish start-ups and a landing space 
for young high growth FDI companies. Developing enhanced innovation capability within our 
SMEs and enabling economic spill-over between FDI and Irish companies is a critical marker 
of success to be measured through movement of talent, new collaborations and partnerships 
and effective value chain integration.  

¶ A narrative for Dublin as an innovation city ς that has a dense node of excellence and 
connectivity within the GCID but connects to other recognised nodes of excellence in the 
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north of Dublin (DCU and DCU Alpha), the south (UCD), the centre (Trinity College Dublin) and 
to the west (TU Dublin). In addition GCID will create a network to regional centres of scale in 
our other large cities ς connecting them to talent, innovation and capital and to international 
innovation hubs.   

¶ A location for world leading multi-nationals to develop an enhanced R&D mandate within 
Ireland. International innovation hubs at this scale have become locations of choice for 
multinationals to evolve their mandate as they connect them to new ideas, new talent and 
new research capability e.g. Square, Boeing or MasterCard at Cortex Innovation District (St. 
Louis, Missouri), Ford and BT Sport in Here East (London).  

¶ The unlocking of the latent innovation ambition within Dublin. Grand Canal Quay is home to 
over 50,000 graduates working for global firms, Dublin is home to many of LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ venture 
backed start-ups, Dublin universities are recognised as our top ranked universities 
internationally. This campus will provide a place where researchers, entrepreneurs, workers 
for global firms, venture capitalists and the local community can meet, connect, ideate and 
take action. 

¶ The development of a range of educational, cultural and social programmes that will ensure 
the innovation district evolves in a way that is respectful of and meets the educational, 
employment and space needs of the local community. The district should improve the quality 
of life and the breadth of opportunity for all who live within it.  

¶ The development of a cultural and creative hub that connects our artistic community with our 
technology community. In locations such as Austin or Portland this has created a vibrant 
environment to attract talent, investment and diversity. An innovation district can play this 
role in Dublin. 

 

Figure 1. Grand Canal Innovation District showing the Innovation campus (green) at the centre with 
surrounding industry, commercial and community amenities 
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1.3 What is required to enable the GCID? 

To successfully achieve these significant and necessary additional benefits for Ireland will require all 

stakeholders to work to a shared vision and commit to the overall strategic goal of establishing a 

globally relevant innovation quarter in our capital city. Trinity is developing its site to enable a project 

for the country as a whole and needs funding and support from multiple parties. To be specific this 

will require: 

¶ Government to provide a commitment to co-fund the plan for GCID and provide continued 
strategic leadership across its departments and agencies to make the vision a reality. A 15% 
commitment of the total budget is required. Public and consistent support is needed from the 
State to enable a vision of this scale and complexity.  

¶ Large corporates to actively participate in early activation strategies targeted around 
innovation enhancement, place making and deeper collaboration between companies, 
sectors and researchers. In addition they must make a deeper and better coordinated 
community engagement commitment and support the longer-term ambition to co-locate on 
the innovation campus alongside start-ups and universities. 

¶ Universities to co-locate world class researchers in a new research institute, participate in 
building a new innovation story for Dublin with deeper linkages to industry and to design and 
develop new programmes in partnership with the local community. 

¶ The local community acting as a partner in developing the innovation district in a way that is 
congruent with their needs and that will provide benefits to local residents.  

Such an investment from key stakeholders would allow for the creation of a much bigger and 

compelling innovation district. This district would have the most comprehensive mix of ingredients 

that define and differentiate innovation districts globally. Dublin can provide a district with the 

density, proximity and scale of global businesses, high potential start-ups and internationally leading 

researchers all co-located in a city centre innovation campus with excellent transport linkages. This 

district will be on the water, beside other key districts of the city ς finance, government and culturalς 

and have access to over 100,000 university students within a five mile radius. We have so many of the 

right ingredients, a proactive and committed approach can ensure they connect together in a manner 

that will position Dublin as a top tier global city for innovation. 

It is recognised that a plan of this ambition carries risks and uncertainties. There will be legitimate 

concerns about escalating costs in relation to any major infrastructure project. If not properly 

structured, it could lead to overdevelopment within Grand Canal Quay and it may not deliver the 

intended benefits. It could accentuate accommodation pressures and could displace investment from 

other parts of Dublin and Ireland. These risks are not underestimated and must be mitigated and 

managed to ensure this initiative economically, culturally and strategically serves the country as a 

whole and does so in a manner that creates new opportunities for those people living in the district 

and beyond. These issues are addressed within this document alongside the express belief that this 

vision can enhance Ireland and indeed serve to protect us from another set of risks linked to loss of 

competitiveness, reduced attractiveness to international investment and the need for enhanced 

growth of our indigenous innovation companies.  

This plan is not a panacea. It is a strategic and ambitious vision that can build on the benefits of 30 

years of economic growth. It can leverage the many economic, cultural and educational assets we 

have as a country and use them to build an internationally visible and recognised innovation platform 

that will position Ireland for 30 further years of growth and competitiveness. It is a vision that responds 

to the challenges of our time and brings international best practice in establishing a competitive 
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innovation ecosystem for Ireland. It is centred around enhanced collaboration, an alignment of 

objectives and a viable plan to make Dublin a top tier location for innovation growth and investment. 

Summary of recommendations: 

1. The Advisory Group formally recommends the development of the Grand Canal Innovation 

District (GCID) with a university innovation campus at its physical centre. It believes that the 

innovation district will enhance LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ economic and societal well-being, and in light of risks 

arising from international technological, trade and tax developments as well as Brexit, help to 

futureproof LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ continued economic growth. 

2. The cost of delivering the GCID should be shared across the various stakeholder groups who 
are interested in its development and will benefit from its presence. The investment from all 
stakeholders will be modeled on the successful formulas used in other innovation districts 
such as that in Kendall Square with funding used to drive programming, early activation and 
community initiatives as well as helping to ensure appropriate governance structures are in 
place.  

The financial model provided by Trinity projects that Government support of 15% of the 
overall cost of ϵмΦмōƴΣ spread out over a number of years, would be required to realize the 
innovation district campus and to underscore the importance of the project to the country 
while also unlocking support from private sector investors. Any decision regarding Exchequer 
funding will be taken in compliance with the Public Spending Code. The remaining investment 
can be raised from multiple sources including commercial investment, debt and philanthropy. 

3. A new multi-institutional research centre, drawing from several Irish universities, should be 
established that would provide an opportunity to bring together LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ leading scientists 
and research institutes specialising in technology to tackle many of the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ most 
challenging problems in a cross disciplinary manner and in partnership with academic partners 
ς both national and international ς in a building that will also host LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ and the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 
most innovative companies.  

4. A large start-up hub should be established as part of the innovation campus creating the 
opportunity for Ireland to have an internationally recognised start-up cluster, much like that 
of Station F in Paris, with shared research infrastructure enabling scientists and companies 
progress developments in the areas of digital technology and associated applications. 

5. The Government should continue to develop its entrepreneurial and innovation policies to 
ensure they remain internationally competitive, so that Ireland can attract entrepreneurs 
from outside Ireland as well as provide the right support to help nurture indigenous start-ups, 
helping them to grow and scale internationally and strengthen links with larger companies in 
Ireland. 

6. Early activation of the site should commence immediately with the development of a vibrant 
innovation hub that should be completed by the end of 2020. The hub programmes will work 
collaboratively across higher education, companies and the local community. It will house new 
start-ups, host accelerator and incubators, be a venue for innovation meet ups and a new 
vibrant location where entrepreneurship, research, innovation and the arts can connect.  

7. A cultural hub should be a core part of the innovation campus ς connecting technology, art 
and creative industries with research and the local community. This is critical to successfully 
activating the area, enabling effective place-making, attracting new visitors to the area and 
supporting the research ambition to connect technology in a meaningful way with the local 
community and society. 
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8. A GCID community special interest group should be established which would explore, in 
concert with existing organisations serving the community, how the needs of the local 
community can best be met, subject to funding. This would focus on strengthening and 
building on existing training and cultural programmes based on needs and interest, with the 
aim of improving education and economic opportunities as well as quality of life for local 
residents.  

9. To ensure that its benefits are felt across Ireland an innovation hub network should be 
established to provide strong regional connectivity. This will connect LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ leading 
innovation centres on an all-island basis and will link GCID to the existing large innovation 
hubs globally. The GCID should not just benefit the city of Dublin ς it also needs to be an asset 
for the rest of the country. 

10. A governance group should be established, consistent with international best practice 
including representatives from across all stakeholders, to manage activation and development 
of the wider innovation district and to market the delivery of a new innovation quarter for 
Ireland.  
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2. Why an innovation district for Ireland now?  

2.1 The rise of innovation districts globally 

How we live, work, study and create is changing. Earlier models of economic growth relied on natural 
resources or labour to produce wealth. Today we rely on knowledge and the intensive application of 
ideas and information. Many countries are responding to these trends by developing a form of urban 
centre known as an innovation district. 

The development of an innovation district involves clustering research-oriented institutions, high 
growth companies and tech and creative start-ups in a concentrated urban environment. Think of a 
site where large and small companies, university researchers, theatres and arts institutes, restaurants 
and shops are all co-located.  A place where employees from a large multi-national company will meet 
workers from small start-ups and local residents.  Where visitors can learn about new technologies 
and stop for a coffee. Unlike science parks, innovation districts ŘƻƴΩǘ just co-locate businesses in a 
specific suburban location but deliberately orchestrate and enable productive engagement between 
people and organisations through events and programmes. They also ŘƻƴΩǘ operate on a 9-5 basis like 
some of the science and business parks of old. 

There are many examples around the world of successful innovation districts such as Cambridge MA 
in the US, Barcelona, Toronto, London, Rotterdam and Eindhoven. These districts demonstrate high 
concentrations of workers in the knowledge economy and are drivers of new discoveries and patents. 
They have attracted further investment to their regions, provided homes for local entrepreneurs, 
facilitated connections to capital and customers and provided education and training opportunities 
for local students and senior leaders. The co-location of these key stakeholders - large and small 
companies, universities, cultural institutions and local community organisations - and collaborations 
between them are what drives innovation and transformation within the district. Figure 2 below 
shows Kendall Square in Boston before an innovation district was developed there and what it looks 
like today. The difference is indicative of progress that can be attained in a relatively short timescale. 

 

Figure 2 Kendall Square 1981 and present day 
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One characteristic that the most successful innovation districts share is a dynamic interaction between 
communities, researchers, companies and investors.  

In many cases universities act as the anchor tenant physically located in the centre of the district and 
a catalyst to drive these enhanced interactions. Universities provide stability to innovation districts; a 
connection to a deep talent pipeline of graduates; an innovation-thought engine through faculty and 
researchers and a social and cultural centre. Universities also act as a bridge between all the different 
players in a district ς entrepreneur, VC, local community and established industry ς providing a space 
to bring everyone together to collaborate and to drive an innovation agenda. 

In turn, innovation districts provide a means for universities to enhance their research capabilities and 
to ensure the research outputs are translated more quickly to create impact and jobs for society.  

Another important characteristic is a focus on human interaction which points to the need to design 
public spaces and offer a mix of activities and programmes that support connecting local residents 
and the community with the district.   

That said, success is not guaranteed. Disconnect between different facets of an innovation district can 
occur even though they are meant to be different from more siloed science or industrial parks 
traditionally located in the suburbs. Best practise in how this risk is managed has three components 
and has been reviewed in detail by organisations such as the Brookings Institute.1  

¶ Firstly a shared vision for the strategic benefits of an innovation district is required across 
industry, government, local community and academia. This can be achieved by a charter for 
the district which all sign up to and the establishment of inclusive governance.  

¶ Secondly a shared commitment to the activation of the district through programming and 
events. Programming is the driver for promoting interaction and creates the opportunity for 
people to meet, engage and collaborate.  

¶ Thirdly, ensuring the district is based around long term anchor tenants that will provide 
strategic alignment not over months but decades. The best type of cornerstone tenant are 
world class universities. Complementing this approach there is a need to protect the place of 
start-ups within the district to ensure that the opportunity for the district and its companies 
to reinvent itself is always present.  

 

2.2 How Ireland needs to respond and differentiate itself 

As one of the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ most open economies, Ireland has been successful in attracting investment from 
abroad. Our cities and regions are home to many of the ƎƭƻōŜΩǎ most innovative companies yet we 
should not take their active and successful presence here for granted. The pace of change can 
undercut leading firms and ongoing technological development may lead to functions becoming 
obsolete and disrupt what was thought to be secure employment. There are significant global 
developments in areas such as tax and trade which pose risks to LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ continuing economic 
development. To maintain our status as a leading location for investment, we must keep ahead of 
international trends.  

Developing an innovation district means deepening LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ relationship with the multinationals 
located here. Properly structured and led it will also strengthen the links between these companies 
and LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ universities and start-ups and ensure that they flourish together. 

Grand Canal Quay is already home to some of the most globally-renowned technology companies, 
LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ largest theatre and LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ largest convention centre. The social environment has been 

                                                           
1 https://www.brookings.edu/essay/rise-of-innovation-districts/ 
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revitalised in recent years and continues to develop. It is home to vibrant communities that would 
help to give an innovation district a living presence. Trinity College Dublin also has a 5.5 acre campus 
at the heart of the Grand Canal neighbourhood for which it has ambitious redesign plans as an 
innovation campus. The proposed split between various uses on this site is 40% research, 40% 
commercial (including SMEs, growing enterprises and multinationals) and 20% retail, social, cultural 
and accommodation.  

 

 

Figure 3. Innovation campus within Grand Canal Innovation district (outer circle) 

 

Based on international experience in many US, European and Asian cities, the development of an 
innovation district results in a number of benefits: 

¶ The establishment of an internationally visible and nationally strategic innovation quarter 
serves as a beacon for inward investment.  

¶ Improved quality of life for those living and working in the area. 

¶ Creation of a vibrant, άƎƻ-ǘƻέ location in the city for residents, workers and visitors. 

¶ The creation of a location with a critical mass of start-ups that will enable enhanced flow of 
venture funding, talent and connections to and from multinational industry, benefiting both 
sectors. 

¶ Greater investment into the region and the creation of long term sustainable jobs based on 
high rates of productivity. 

¶ Development of new innovative research and education programmes through collaboration 
of multiple HE institutions affording them prominence at a global level. 


