
Introduction  

How we structure our economy is one of the most important 
decisions we make as a society.  As part of a global system, there 
are elements that are beyond our control, but we can and do make 
choices that shape how we live and work. 

Our ambition for 2040 is for a robust and resilient economy that 
reflects and serves the values of our society.  We aspire for this to 
be an economy that is focused on responsible sustainable 
development and one that creates a socially equitable society. 

We believe that global trends will force enormous changes in how 
we live and work.  Technological innovation and climate change 
will necessitate the continued evolution of our role in the global 
economy. 

Through our discussions, we have focused on three key goals for 
Ireland’s economy – By 2040: 

Under each goal, we have highlighted opportunities and threats 
that we could face.   We have outlined some actions we could take 
individually and collectively to take on the ambitious changes we 
believe are necessary. 

When considering the future of our economy, it is important to 
recognise the uncertain situation we face.   The implications of 
Brexit on the structures of the economy in Northern Ireland and 
Ireland remain unknown.   

Ireland’s economic model will be rooted in the principles of the 
circular economy
We will measure and invest in our economy to reflect and serve our 
ambitions as a society

We will have the infrastructure to support people living well in large 
cities and rural communities for generations to come

1.

2.

3.



Whatever the future state of the border or intergovernmental 
relationships, we believe that the greatest prospects for sustainable 
economic growth will be achieved by embracing the geographical 
and logistical strengths of the island.  We support a greater level of 
sustained economic cooperation between Northern Ireland and 
Ireland. 

We are optimistic that the island of Ireland can be a global example 
of environmental and socially sustainable development.  We 
believe this can deliver a thriving sustainable economy and serve 
the best short and long term interests of all our citizens. 



Goal 1:  

By 2040, Ireland’s economic model will be rooted in the 

principles of the circular economy 

Climate change is the greatest challenge of our generation.  How we 
live and work is causing dramatic changes to our planet, and will 
have significant implications for us all.   

As a small island we are particularly exposed to the implications of 
climate change.  It is a core national interest that we responsible 
manage the finite resources that our planet offers us. 

We believe that the island of Ireland could be an exemplar to the 
world of a new kind of economic growth – one focused on the 
sustainable economy.  We believe this would best be achieved by 
adopting the core principles and implications offered by the 
circular economy. 

The circular economy is a framework for thinking about all of our 
economy.  It challenges citizens, companies and the State to move 
away from a ‘take, make, dispose’ approach and to one that focuses 
on regeneration.  This could have enormous impact on how we 
generate and use energy as a society, the industries we promote 
and more. 

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation has most recently championed 
the circular economy.  The EU has already adopted a range of 
policies, particularly focused on the recycling and waste, to 
promote the circular economy.  The Irish Government has also 
outlined ambitious targets on these lines in the ‘Our Sustainable 
Future’ strategy produced in 2016. 

We believe these principles must be adopted more radically across 
the economy. 



Agriculture is and will remain a key component of the Irish 
economy and culture.  However the nature and structure of the 
industry need radical overhaul to achieve our economic ambitions. 

We envision an agricultural sector that more fully incorporates the 
social, environmental and economic dimensions necessary for 
sustainable food systems.   

This will have major implications for the dominance of the meat 
and dairy sectors.  The high levels of methane these sectors 
produce undermine Ireland’s attempts towards meeting global 
climate commitments, and we must support the industry to move 
in a more viable direction. 

We advocate for a food system transformation which prioritises 
sustainability, farmer prosperity, and food sovereignty.  We believe 
such a transformation can be achieved by reconnecting links from 
the farm to the local economy.  By shortening the food supply 
chain, farmers can retain more value and autonomy to diversify at 
the farm level. 

We believe that technology can also increase the value of exports, 
offsetting some of the impact of reduced production.  Advances 
through the likes of the blockchain offer the opportunity to certify 
the exact source and condition of high value, sustainable produced 
agricultural products. 

1.1

1.2

By moving towards building community structural supports for 
farmers, we foresee a trend towards sustainably produced and
fairly traded food products. Such a transformation would help to 
normalise more conscious and ethical consumption patterns, in 
line with the central ethos of this paper. 

This approach can also address issues around food sovereignty and 
security.  Ireland is now a net importer of food calories, and there 
is a gradual exodus of smaller growers.  Those remaining are 
becoming larger and more specialised, driven by global market 
demands. 

1.3

1. Agriculture



In practice, Ireland already has demonstrated the potential for such 
as transformation. The Transition Movement, originating from 
Kinsale, is based upon some of the principles laid out in this 
document.  Now a social movement that has spread across the 
world, in Ireland it has helped to foster local food systems across 
the country, supporting farmers markets, country markets, and 
localised food production. 

Technological innovation will continue to transform the global 
economy. These technical leaps have provided enormous 
opportunity for Ireland in the past.  Many are now employed in 
sectors of the economy that simply did not exist thirty years ago. 

We believe there are clear emerging technologies, such as robotics 
and artificial intelligence, which will transform the global 
economy.  How they are utilised will define how competitive we 
remain as an island.  We also believe the disruption they promote 
can be an opportunity to shift towards a circular economy – 
promoting responsible and sustainable development, whilst 
creating a more socially equitable society. 

1.4

2.1

We must acknowledge the threats and opportunities of automated 
labour that robotics and AI bring.  Machines are already becoming 
cheaper and more efficient resources for industrial use than their 
human counterparts.  These changes will have enormous impact on 
large-scale agriculture production and manufacturing industries. 
 They will lead to the loss of types of jobs, potentially on a large 
scale. 

2.2

It is essential we are proactive in improving the mobility of the 
labour force in industries likely to be effected.  To achieve this, we 
need to increase educational access across the island particularly in 
areas and for communities likely to be most effected.  We must also 
continue to transform our educational system, making rapid 
changes around the support of STEM.  We must also invest in 
education in new sectors with opportunities for responsible growth 
that may support displaced workers. 

2.3

2. Technological Opportunities



We must ensure that the environmental and social costs prompted 
by our economic activities are fully accounted for.  This could be 
done via market mechanisms such as taxes, and/or through 
communal ownership of resources to incentivise stewardship and 
responsible consumption patterns. 

3.1

3. Taxation

The economic and social uncertainty we have faced in the last 
decade must prompt serious reflection on the culture of some parts 
of our economy.  A culture of maximising short-term profit, 
irrespective of the damage to our environment or our society, is 
unacceptable. 

4.1

We envisage an Ireland where business has a clear social value 
responsibility.  We believe that companies who model themselves 
more like social institutions, focusing on employee empowerment, 
emotional engagement, values-based leadership, and related 
societal contributions, will be more likely to become sustainably 
successful in the long-term. 

4.2

For traditional businesses, this means establishing significant social 
value initiatives to integrate social impact into business operations 
and prioritise social goals alongside financial returns.  This need 
not mean the economic logic of making profit become subordinate, 
but rather, it work in tandem with social responsibility logic to 
allow businesses to create the social conditions that allow it to 
flourish sustainably. 

4.3

For new businesses – non-profits and for-profits – incorporating 
social value into their business models allows them to weave social 
impact and financial sustainability into the organisation’s DNA 
from its outset. 

4.4

This approach to business would help to create an economy that is 
financially successful, financially sustainable, financially inclusive 
and is a way to achieve our vision of an environmentally and 
socially responsible economy. 

4.5

4. Business



The security of the Island’s energy supply must be ensured. The 
island is currently heavily dependent on fossil fuels, 90% of which 
are imported, making Ireland vulnerable to price and supply
shocks. By 2040 we must end our dependency on fossil fuels and
achieve sustainable, responsible energy consumption by 
individuals and businesses. Structural changes are crucial to 
ensuring a fast and efficient decoupling of environmental 
degradation and energy production. 

5.1

5. Energy

In accordance with the Paris Climate Agreement, Ireland will 
accelerate the phase out of fossil fuels. Subsidies will be ended, peat 
and coal will be phased out, and new investments in fossil fuel 
projects will be prohibited. Ireland will have 100% renewable heat 
and electricity by 2040. Renewable energy will be maximised 
through clear policy signals, and renewable resources will be used 
efficiently by improving interconnection, storage, load shifting and 
smart grid investment. 

5.2

To realise a low carbon economy in Ireland, governments will have 
a ‘tax and dividend’ model of carbon taxation. In addition, 
businesses will be required to conduct ‘energy audits’ to identify 
their consumption patterns and take steps to reduce it. 

5.3



Goal 2:  

We will measure and invest in our economy to reflect and serve our 

ambitions as a society 

We must measure what matters.  The language we use for, and the 
metrics we apply to, the economy impacts on our societal 
relationship with it.  To reform our expectations of the economy, 
we must change how we think about it.   

We should measure the economy not in simple growth terms, but 
in how it supports our national ambitions and societal goals. 

The traditional metric for economic progress, the Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP), is a poor fit for the current Irish economy.  It 
focuses primarily on the production of goods, as opposed to 
services, which currently comprise 70% of the economy north and 
south. 

An economic metric using a combined outlook of Gross National 
Income (GNI) which accounts for the profits generated within the 
nation that are repatriated elsewhere by multinationals, and the 
Gini Coefficient that quantifies inequality. 

6.1

6. Economic Measurement

This can culturally orient the perception of the economy working 
for the benefit of members of society directly. Within this new 
model of understanding the state can focus on effectively 
distributing resources in order for the island of Ireland to be 
positioned as a global leader in economically viable environmental 
sustainability. 

6.2

We believe that in a finite world, there are little if no actions that 
ensure the mutual benefits of each of society's members. Through a 
raw economic lens, increased production in Ireland and trade with 
the European continent and further afield is desirable. However, 
from an environmental stance, these actions could simultaneously 
damage the world we need to sustain. 

With this in mind, this paper seeks to measure the economy 
through a more holistic lens, challenging previous reliance on 
input versus profit models and analysing the efficiency of social 
supports, social freedoms, corruption defences and long term 
environmental sustainability goals. 

6.3



Goal 3:  

We will have the infrastructure to support people living well in large cities 

and rural communities for generations to come. 

It is clear that our approach to housing and the built environment 
needs to be transformed.  The current housing crisis is part of a 
broader range of issues about how we live and work. 

Dublin will continue to grow, and that growth offer opportunities 
to build new ways of living that support the framework outlined by 
the circular economy.  The smart development of high-density 
areas offers the opportunity for increase access to public services 
and reduces the environmental impact of those who live there.   

There is a clear desire for citizens to live in other towns/cities and 
in rural communities.  The growth of Dublin is important to the 
development of the island, but it must not overwhelm all else.  Of 
particular importance is the Dublin-Belfast economic relationship, 
and the infrastructure it may need to make it thrive.  But we must 
have the infrastructure for other areas to grow. 

The growing concern of congestion and overheating in Dublin 
requires further investment in the development of a strategic road 
network of national and regional roads in order to reallocate 
movement of goods and people to other regions such as Belfast, 
Cork, Limerick or Galway. 

7.1

7. Regional Development

Assessed against some of these measures by the ‘World Happiness 
Report 2017’, published by the UN Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network, Ireland measured 15th in the world, with the UK 
at 19th.  We should set ambitious goals to be a world leader in these 
rankings, something that could be supported through a circular 
economy framework. 

6.3



This marks the first step to a decentralised island as the 
development of road infrastructure in these regions will attract 
resources and companies relocating or setting up in other counties, 
not just Dublin.  It will also enable the formation of links between 
Northern Ireland and Ireland, which will aid internal commerce. 

Our vision is that Dublin will continue on its current trajectory and 
rise to the forefront of global industries, whilst investment in 
improved transport linkages will allow a greater number of 
commuters to reduce the capital city’s congestion, and facilitate the 
growth of cities such as Belfast, Galway, Limerick, and Cork. 

7.2

Furthermore investment is needed in large-scale networks of bike 
infrastructure and how it could interact with public transport.  This 
has been pioneered in the Netherlands.  While Dublin has investing 
in cycling infrastructure and there are incentives live the ‘Cycle to 
Work Scheme’, a larger view of the potential of cycling as part of 
our transport mix should be encouraged. 

7.3



Conclusion 

We envision a transformed all-island economy, which sees the 
importance of eliminating social and economic inequalities in a 
sustainable manner, which leaves a positive long-term footprint. 

We believe this is best achieved through adopting the framework 
provided by the circular economy. 

Political leadership is needed to enact this vision, through 
legislation and taxation. These goals can be engrained further by 
businesses that encourage social value initiatives that facilitate a 
socially responsible economy. 

How we adapt to rapid technological change can also further this 
ambition for the Irish economy. The efficiency and sustainability 
of the agricultural industry can revolutionised in a way that 
encourages sustainability, farmer prosperity, and food sovereignty. 
  
Moving towards energy, we envision that with structural changes, 
Ireland will phase out Fossil Fuels, and become less reliant on 
imports from mainland UK. 

Finally, this is a vision for the entire island and therefore, we 
believe that a strong economy in 2040 will need to support those 
living in urban and rural areas.  We must make it attractive for 
enterprise to flourish across our towns/cities and make it possible 
to live in Dublin. 
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