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Abstract
Much of the policy debate surrounding the creative industries sector focuses on urban areas.  However
particular ‘place’ strengths of rural areas, such as quality  of life, the landscape and an area’s culture
and heritage, can attract and retain creative workers.  Developing the creative sector in rural areas has
the  potential  to  generate  sustainable  high  quality  enterprise  and  employment  opportunities  and
contribute to rural diversification.  This paper examines the potential and challenges for the creative
sector to contribute to rural development through the case of the predominantly rural Western Region of
Ireland and the activities of the Western Development Commission (WDC).  The creative sector in the
region accounts for approximately 3% of employment and is quite high in the more rural counties.  It is
dominated by micro-enterprises and self-employed individuals with low levels of export activity and
networking.  The quality of life and natural landscape in the region are often cited as important factors
influencing creative people locating in the region. Creative workers have the flexibility to work from any
location as long as facilities, most importantly a quality broadband connection, are available, and its
lack can be a key constraint.   Rural  creative enterprises can experience difficulties identifying and
tapping into specific creative skills in rural areas, especially in technology sectors. Access to funding
support and finance also emerges as a critical issue for rural creatives. A series of recommendations for
developing the creative sector are set out in the paper and a number of initiatives aimed at addressing
the challenges of rural creative enterprises which the WDC is currently involved in are outlined in the
separate case studies. 

Introduction and Background
There has been a lot of discussion over the past decade or more about the ‘creative industries’ and
their potential for driving development. This has been particularly strong in more developed countries
who are trying to  discover  competitive  advantages that  cannot  be easily  transferred to  lower  cost
locations.  Much of the debate about creative industries has focused on urban areas.  The ‘creative city’
in particular has caught policymakers’ attention and a great deal of research has been done on how
cities can become more attractive to creative industries and creative people.  

Significant creative business activity however takes place in rural areas; in the EU-27, 25.5% of cultural
employment  is  in  sparsely  populated  areas  (Eurostat  2011).   Creative  industries  can  generate
sustainable high quality enterprise and employment opportunities in the rural economy.  ‘Place’ factors
such as quality of life, heritage and landscape can play a more important role for creative workers than
for others. The sector lends itself to flexible working arrangements and often gives greater priority to
work-life balance, lifestyle, creative inspiration and freedom.  In the US it was found that quality of life,
access  to  outdoor  amenities  and  activities,  the  quality  of  local  schools,  and  social  and  cultural
interaction in rural counties were important factors in determining their share of employment in creative
occupations.  

This paper examines the role of the creative industries in rural development through the case of the
West of Ireland and the activities of the Western Development Commission (WDC).  The WDC is a
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statutory  organisation  promoting  the  economic  and  social  development  of  the  Western  Region  of
Ireland (the counties of Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Mayo, Galway and Clare).1  

In 2007 the WDC began to investigate the Western Region’s creative sector.  At the time there was little
quantitative data on the sector within the Republic of Ireland, and no national policy for the creative
sector as a whole.  The WDC therefore commissioned baseline research  Baseline Research on the
Creative Industries Sector in the Western Region of Ireland (2008)2 and produced a summary of the key
findings setting out recommendations for developing the sector in Creative West: The Creative Sector
in the Western Region (2009).3  The key issues for rural creative businesses which emerged from this
research will be discussed below.  

The West of Ireland – A Rural Region and Economy
The Western Region of Ireland is home to 820,880 people, 64.9% of whom live in rural areas (outside
population centres of 1,500 persons) (see Map 1). This compares with a state average of 38%.  In fact
the Western Region includes the five most rural counties in the state.  It has one city (Galway) and five
towns of over 10,000 population, which combined only account for a fifth of the region’s population
(Census of Population 2011).4

The  region’s  largest  employment  sectors  are  wholesale  and  retail,  industry,  health,  education,
agriculture and accommodation and food service.  It has a higher reliance on more traditional sectors,
local services and public sector employment than the national average, and lower activity in knowledge
intensive and higher value services, and high-tech manufacturing. Since 2008 unemployment has risen
dramatically and by 2011 there were 78,349 people unemployed in the Western Region.5  The latest
unemployment rates (Q1 2013) for the NUTS 3 regions which make up the Western Region are 15.5%
(Border NUTS 3 region) and 12.9% (West NUTS 3 region), the state average is 13.7%.  The Border
region, with a higher unemployment rate, is more rural than the West (which includes Galway city).

1 The WDC is funded by the national exchequer through the Department of the Environment, Community and Local 
Government.  See www.wdc.ie for more details on the organisation.

2 http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/reports_CreativeSector_baseline-research.pdf 

3 http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/reports_CreativeWest.pdf 

4 http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/Census-2011-Principal-Demographic-and-Town-and-Country-WDC-May-2012.pdf 

5 2011 was the most recent Census of Population in Ireland.  Unemployment figures for the Western Region are not 
available from other data sources as the region does not correspond to the NUTS regional classification system used in the 
Quarterly National Household Survey. 
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The  largest  numbers  of
enterprises  in  the
Western  Region  are  in
construction,  wholesale
and  retail  and
accommodation and food
service.   Enterprises  in
the  region  tend  to  be
smaller in scale than the
national average.  There
is  a  trend  for  increasing
concentration  of
enterprises  in  urban
centres.   The  sectors
which  have  lost  the
greatest  numbers  of
enterprises  in  recent
years  (construction,
industry,  wholesale  and
retail,  accommodation
and  food  service,  and
transportation  and
storage)  have  tended  to
be more important to the
rural  economy while  the
sectors  showing  growth
in  enterprise  numbers
(mainly  knowledge
services)  tend  to  be
concentrated  in  larger
urban centres.6

Defining the creative 
industries
There are many definitions of the creative industries. The main differences are the extent to which they
include  cultural  and  heritage  activities  such  as cultural  tourism,  museums etc.   The  WDC uses a
relatively narrow definition of the creative industries which does not include these activities.  Essentially
we define it as ‘Occupations and industries centred on creativity, for the production and distribution of
original goods and services’ (WDC 2009, p. 27).  It is about people and their ideas. 

In practice the work of the WDC within this sector covers 12 creative activities:

• Advertising 
• Architecture 

6 WDC, Regional Sectoral Analysis of the Western Region (forthcoming)

3



Creative Industries’ Role in Rural Development: The case of the West of Ireland

• Art/Antiques trade 
• Crafts
• Design
• Designer fashion
• Digital media 
• Music, visual and performing arts 
• Publishing 
• Radio and TV broadcasting
• Software and gaming
• Video, film and photography 

The Creative Industries in the Western Region of Ireland
The research undertaken in 2008 estimated that there were 4,779 creative businesses in the Western
Region,  which  directly  employed  11,000  people  (approximately  3% of  total  employment).   It  was
estimated the sector generated annual turnover of €534 million and contributed €270 million to the
Gross Value Added (GVA) of the region (approximately 1.3% of regional GVA).  

The creative sector in the Western Region was largely composed of self-employed individuals or micro-
enterprises (fewer than 10 employees).  Only 12% of the businesses had more than 10 employees,
49% had between 2 and 10 employees and the remaining 39% were sole traders.  Export activity was
quite low; only a third of creative businesses received more than 5% of their total turnover from exports.

Considering the rural  dimension,  Table  1  shows the estimated number  of  people  employed in  the
creative sector in each county as well as the share of the county’s total employment accounted for by
the sector.  Each county’s population and share living in rural areas is also set out.

Table 1:  Estimated number and share employed in the creative sector, population and rural
share of population in Western Region counties
County No. Employed in

Creative Sector
(2008)

Creative Sector
as share of Total

Employment
(2008)

Population
(2011)

% living outside
centres of 1,500+

(2011)

Galway 3,878 3.4% 250,653 54.1%
Donegal 1,929 3.1% 161,137 72.5%
Mayo 1,536 2.7% 130,638 71.0%
Clare 1,303 2.3% 117,196 60.4%
Sligo 1,265 4.2% 65,393 62.8%
Leitrim 619 4.4% 31,798 89.6%
Roscommon 478 1.7% 64,065 74.0%
Western Region 11,008 3.0% 820,880 64.9%
Source: adapted from WDC 2009, WDC 2008 and CSO 2012

In absolute terms Galway, the region’s largest and least rural county, had the highest number employed
in the creative sector (3,878).  Galway city has an acknowledged creative dynamic and international
reputation  in  the  arts  and  high-tech  world.   The  rural  Connemara  area  in  west  county  Galway
meanwhile  is  home  to  a  cluster  of  audio-visual  companies  which  emerged  as  a  result  of  the
establishment in the area of TG4, the Irish language television station, in 1996 (Collins 2009).  While
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Galway had the largest number employed in the creative sector, in relative terms (3.4% of its total
employment) it was less important there than in some other counties.

County Leitrim,  the region’s smallest  and most rural  county,  had the highest  proportion of its  total
employment in the creative sector (4.4%).  Leitrim is home to a cluster of crafts and arts businesses
which expanded strongly during the early to mid-1990s, partly driven by the availability of low cost
property combined with a high quality of life and largely unspoilt rural landscape.  Creative employment
in the county is largely within arts and crafts with low levels in creative technology.

In  contrast,  county  Roscommon had the lowest  share of  creative employment  (1.7%).   It  has the
second smallest population, is the second most rural county and neighbours Leitrim.  Likely factors
explaining the different experiences of these two neighbouring counties include the established cluster
in Leitrim, greater opportunities for social and cultural interaction and the natural landscape.  These
factors were supported and reinforced by targeted efforts by local development groups and the local
authority in Leitrim to invest in and promote the creative sector and creative infrastructure, often with
strong  involvement  from  the  sector  itself.   Examples  include  the  Leitrim  Design  House
(http://intoleitrim.com),  Leitrim  Sculpture  Centre  (www.leitrimsculpturecentre.ie)  and  the  Dock  Arts
Centre (www.thedock.ie).

Issues for Rural Creative Businesses in Ireland’s Western Region
Some of the key issues for rural creative businesses in the region which have emerged from the WDC’s
research and work in this area include:

• Creative Place: The quality of life and natural landscape in the Western Region are often cited as
important  factors  influencing  location.   Elements  such  as  the  landscape,  remoteness,  natural
surroundings,  waterways,  lighting,  space  and  heritage  are  named  as  important  for  allowing
creativity to thrive.  Of those who have moved to the region, most have done so for the quieter
lifestyle and to get away from the ‘hustle and bustle’ of city living. 

Creative workers have the flexibility to work from any location as long as facilities, most importantly
a quality broadband connection, are available.  The region’s connectivity, both physical and virtual,
is a concern for creative businesses.  Improved transport infrastructure and communications are
considered top priorities.  The lack of sufficient quality broadband services across many rural parts
of  the  region  is  a  key  constraint.   There  may  however  be  a  degree  of  tension  between
improvements in connectivity and a loss of the isolation or remoteness cited as a location factor by
some creative individuals.

• Creative People: While a high level of creative talent exists in the region, both organisations and
businesses have reported difficulties in tapping into this skills base and knowing exactly who is
operating in the creative sector in the region.  Creative technology enterprises in rural areas have
particular difficulties recruiting staff with the required skills.  This may reflect a preference for urban
locations among those in the high-tech/ICT sector or a general shortage of such skills nationally.  It
has also been noted that the creative workforce is highly mobile creating positive flows of skills,
ideas  and  creativity  between  the  creative  sector  and  other  sectors,  however  also  raising  the
challenge of retaining creative talent in rural areas. Rising emigration as a result of the recession
has greatly increased the loss of young creative talent from rural areas. 

• Creative  Support:  There  are  low  levels  of  networking  within  the  sector,  with  businesses
typically operating in relative isolation; a trait shared with other rural enterprises in the region.
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Only one in four creative businesses surveyed had joined with others in the previous year to
deliver projects.  Linkages with businesses in the wider economy are also limited, a situation
which restricts the realisation of the wider innovation benefits of creativity.  It has also been
found that the often highly independent nature of those working in the creative sector can be
an issue in relation to networking.  Access to funding support and finance also emerges as a
critical issue. 

The majority of issues which emerged in the Western Region are consistent with findings from other
rural regions e.g. UK’s Creative Countryside report. The importance of environmental and quality of life
factors  in  attracting  and  retaining  creative  talent  in  a  rural  region  emerged  strongly,  as  did  the
constraints  of  a  rural  location  on  the  operation  of  creative  businesses,  notably  in  the  areas  of
infrastructure, accessibility and networking.

Principles Underpinning the Development of the Western Region’s Creative Sector
The WDC’s research and work in this sector highlighted that there were a number of fundamental 
principles that underpin the future development of the Western Region’s creative sector. These are 
likely to be equally relevant to other rural regions.  The recommendations which the WDC has made to 
develop the sector, as well as its activities in this area, are largely based upon these basic principles.

1. Creativity is an asset and creative talent should be supported in order for it to be maintained, 
developed and enabled to contribute to the growth of the knowledge economy.

2. Potential exists for the region’s creative sector to participate more fully in global markets and to 
enhance its export capacity.

3. Preserving the landscape, built environment and natural heritage of the region, bearing in mind its 
predominantly rural nature, is necessary to ensure that the West’s creative place strengths are 
maintained.

4. The catalytic and spillover effects of the creative sector can be significant for driving innovation in 
the regional economy.

5. A regional approach to development of the sector will serve to build capacity across the region, and
extend the diversity and efficiency of the region’s creative sector. It is important that such a regional
approach be aligned with any future national policy for the sector.

6. Enhanced partnership between the private and public sector will contribute to the realisation of the 
creative sector’s potential. Increased coordination and linkage among the various stakeholders in 
the sector will help foster a dynamic, vibrant sector.

Recommendations for developing the Western Region’s creative sector
The WDC made fourteen recommendations for developing the region’s creative sector in Creative 
West: The Creative Sector in the Western Region.  These were developed in order to address some of 
the issues outlined above facing creative businesses in the region, including rural-based enterprises.  
The recommendations are a mix of broad strategic recommendations and more practical operational 
activities. 

a) Establish a national policy for the creative sector as a whole to provide a coherent structure for 
developing the sector.

b) Enable more effective production and development of creative goods and services through 
establishing networks of practice.

c) Facilitate export growth and domestic sales by effectively promoting the ‘Creative West’.
d) Facilitate the transfer of creative capabilities into the wider business environment.
e) Nurture and develop future creative talent in the region through education.
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f) Develop creative connectors and hubs in the region to facilitate businesses and operators to work 
in suitable cost effective environments.

g) Accelerate growth of creative businesses through enhanced broadband capacity (particularly the 
high productivity creative technology sector).

h) Enhance the quality of the built environment.
i) Create an information website for the creative sector in the Western Region.
j) Try to ensure that funding schemes available to creative businesses meet the needs of the sector.
k) Provide training in business skills of relevance to the creative sector.
l) Enhance the role of research and development in the creative sector.
m) Conduct a skills matching study for the sector.
n) Prepare a tourist guide for the ‘Creative West’.
o) Improve the transport network.

Several of these recommendations have been carried through in activities undertaken by the WDC and
other stakeholders in the region. Examples of the WDC’s activities are included in the case studies (set
out  separately)  including  the  Creative  Edge  project  to  encourage  increased  exports
(www.mycreativeedge.eu), the WDC Micro-Loan Fund: Creative Industries providing micro-loan finance
to creative businesses (www.wdc.ie/microfundci) and the WDC’s work in making the case for improved
broadband access. Other stakeholders are running activities such as the Creative State North West
talent  voucher  project  to  increase  interactions  between  creative  businesses  and  the  wider  regional
economy  (www.creativestatenorthwest.com)  and  Harnessing  Creativity  which  is  directly  addressing
training issues for rural creative enterprises (www.harnessingcreativity.eu).  

Conclusions
Rural areas in the West of Ireland, experiencing declines in agricultural, construction and local services
employment,  need  to  identify  new areas  of  opportunity  for  sustainable  enterprise  and  employment
growth. The creative industries present an important avenue for rural development.  Creative workers are
often deeply attached and embedded in their  local area, drawing inspiration and creativity from their
landscape, culture and heritage. In addition creatives from cities can be attracted to relocate to rural
areas seeking a better quality of life.   Creatives often work alone or in micro-enterprises which are
unlikely to relocate to other countries and so are both economically and environmentally sustainable. 

Poor quality communications infrastructure, isolation, low export activity and the loss of young creative
talent are some of the key constraints to the future development of the creative industries in rural areas.
The activities of  the WDC including the Creative Edge project,  the WDC Micro-loan Fund: Creative
Industries and its work on making the case for next generation penetration in rural areas are designed to
address  some  of  these  constraints  and  facilitate  the  creative  industries  to  make  an  ever  greater
contribution to rural employment and development.    
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