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UNLEASHING THE SOUTH EAST: WATERFORD CHAMBER PRE-BUDGET 2027 SUBMISSION

July 2026

Simon Harris TD, Tanaiste and Minister for Finance
Jack Chambers TD, Minister for Public Expenditure, Infrastructure, Public Service
Reform and Digitalisation

Dear Ministers,

Waterford Chamber of Commerce represents businesses across Waterford and the
South East.

This submission outlines the Chamber’s priorities for Budget 2027. It is based
on Waterford 2075, the Chamber's long-term vision for the region, together with
economic evidence about the South East and Waterford's wider economic influence.

The South East is home to 8.9% of Ireland’s population but produces only 3.8%

of the country’s economic output. This is the largest gap between population and
economic activity of any region in Ireland. Rather than seeing this as a weakness, the
Chamber believes it should be viewed as the country’s greatest opportunity for future
growth.

Project Ireland 2040 was designed to help regions like the South East grow, but
eight years later it has not delivered the investment needed for this region. Despite
this, the South East has shown what it can achieve. In 2026, the privately funded
redevelopment of Waterford Airport demonstrated that the region can attract
investment and deliver major infrastructure projects. In December 2025, the South
East was also chosen as the location for Ireland’s next major offshore wind project,
Tonn Nua, a 900MW development by ESB and Qrsted off the Waterford coast.
Budget 2027 gives the Government an opportunity to build on these achievements
by making the public investments that only the State can provide.

We would welcome the opportunity to discuss these proposals further with your
officials.

vl %

Gerald Hurley
Chief Executive

Waterford Chamber of Commerce
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

EQUALISE ACUTE HEALTHCARE RESOURCES AND GOVERNANCE FOR THE
SOUTH-EAST

The government should commit long-term funding to expand University Hospital
Waterford in four stages, starting with the first stage (two new bed blocks, adding
192 beds) with funding in place to start building in 2027. Right now, UHW has only
0.69 hospital beds per 1,000 people in its catchment area, less than half the national
average. Also, UHW is the only major hospital in the country run by management
based outside its own region, and this needs to be fixed.

DELIVER THE UNIVERSITY INVESTMENT THE REGION WAS PROMISED

This means multi-year funding for SETU (South East Technological University), a
proper system letting SETU borrow money like other similar institutions, and a new
medical school at SETU linked to UHW where students can train. So far, SETU has
only received €27.2 million in funding since it was set up, the lowest of Ireland's five
technological universities, and less than half of what ATU received (€51.6 million)
over the same period.

PRIORITISE THE REGION’S ROADS AND RAIL

In the government'’s review of its National Development Plan, the South East's
transport links should be a priority, including completing the “missing link” in the
national motorway network between Foynes and Rosslare, upgrading the N24
(Waterford to Limerick) and N25 (serving Waterford Port and Rosslare Europort)
roads, improving the rail line to Dublin via Kilkenny, reopening the Waterford-to-
Rosslare railway, and improving road access to the redeveloped Waterford Airport.

BACK THE PORT OF WATERFORD’S LONG-TERM PLAN

Support the Port's Masterplan (2020-2044) and the infrastructure needed to

turn Belview into the South East's hub for offshore renewable energy, including
upgrading the N25 for port access, improving rail links to Belview, and setting aside
a dedicated industrial zone for offshore renewable energy.

MAKE GOVERNMENT SPENDING TRANSPARENT

Publish how much capital funding each region gets every year and carry out a

full review of public spending. This would end the current system where existing
institutions and regions automatically get funding increases based on what they got
before, keeping richer regions ahead.

SORT OUT HOW WATERFORD'S METROPOLITAN AREA IS GOVERNED

Either implement the 2018 recommendation on redrawing boundaries or set up a
legal mechanism so funding decisions treat the greater Waterford area as one single
planning unit.

BOOST IDA INVESTMENT IN THE REGION

Significantly increase IDA-backed sites and buildings for businesses in the South
East, timed to coincide with Waterford Airport’s improved flight connections from
2027 onwards.

PROTECT FOOD SECURITY FUNDING

Any changes to the CAP budget should not come at the expense of Ireland’s
defence spending, since food security is a core part of national defence, and the
South East already plays a major role in Irish food production.

TACKLE DERELICTION PROPERLY

Review whether grant criteria for dereliction and regeneration are too rigid, and
whether the planning process is slowing down delivery, so existing supports actually
work in practice.



The South East, comprising Carlow, Kilkenny, Waterford and Wexford, produced
€20.6 billion worth of goods and services in 2024. That's just 3.8% of the country’s
total output, even though the region holds 8.9% of the population. Economic output
per person in the region was €41,303 in 2023, only 45% of the national average.

This gap hasn't closed under current national planning policies. Between 2019
and 2024, the region’s economy grew by just 8.2%, compared to 40.2% growth
nationally. Dublin’s economy is now more than twelve times bigger than the South
East's, even though it only has three times the population.

If the region could catch up to the national average over a generation, its economy
would need to grow by roughly 8% a year, taking it from €20.6 billion today to
around €46 billion. No other part of the country has this kind of potential, good
motorway links, a working port, a university, nearby offshore wind opportunities, and
only an hour from Dublin’s job market.

That output figure needs some context, though. Big multinational companies’ profits
skew regional economic statistics. A better way to measure how well-off people
actually are is disposable income and here, the picture looks different. Across South
East counties, the ratio of economic output to household income is between 1.2 and
2.1, compared with 5.1 in Dublin. On disposable income per person, the South East
averaged €28,678 in 2024, 95% of the national average. In other words, people in
the region aren’t earning much less than people elsewhere in Ireland. The problem
isn't that the region is underperforming, it's that it's poorly connected and hasn't
received enough investment. The output gap reflects that cost. Closing it comes
down to four things:

1. Higher education. The region needs serious investment in its university to stop
young people leaving and to put the region on a path to growth for years to come.
In the 2023/24 academic year, the South East had only 7.3% of full time third

level students nationally, despite having 8.9% of the population. Just 36% of local
students, 5,430, out of 15,070, actually studied within the region. Roughly 11,400
people aged 20 to 44 are effectively “missing” from the region compared to what
you'd expect based on national age patterns.

2. Transport. The region’s 486,400 people need to be able to reach their own
regional city and the services based there. A city that people can't easily get to can't
do the job it's supposed to do under national planning policy.

3. Health infrastructure and investment awareness. The region needs better health
infrastructure to attract multinational employers and skilled workers who could move
there. IDA site visits to the region rose to 8.2% of the national total in 2024, but the
region only holds 5.4% of IDA-supported jobs, 15,580 jobs, compared to the 26,940
it should have based on population share. That's a shortfall of 11,360 jobs directly,
and over 20,000 when indirect job losses are included.

4. Food production and security. The South East is one of Ireland’s most significant
food-producing regions, spanning agriculture, agri-food processing and export.
This isn't just a source of regional employment, food security has become a growing
national concern, and any future changes to CAP funding should recognise the
strategic as well as economic value of the region’s agricultural base. Properly
supported, the South East could contribute even more to national food security than
it already does.
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PROJECT IRELAND 2040:
THE IMPLEMENTATION GAP

Project Ireland 2040 named Waterford as one of five cities meant to drive Ireland'’s
growth, with a target to grow by 50-60% by 2040. But at the 2022 Census, Waterford
city and its suburbs had just over 60,000 people, well short of the revised target of
88,000 by 2040. The wider South East region’s population reached an estimated
486,400 in 2025, its highest level in 160 years, but this growth is mainly down to
people moving in from elsewhere, which can change quickly depending on the
economy. To hit the city’s target now, growth would need to roughly double the
pace seen since the plan was first adopted.

This isn't happening because the region lacks ambition or hasn't done its part.

The Metropolitan Area Strategic Plan is in place. The North Quays development is
underway. SETU has been set up. The plan is failing because, after naming Waterford
as a growth city, the government never followed through with the sustained funding
that built Cork, Limerick and Galway into major cities. You can see this failure in the
numbers: the South East received just €1,738 in major public capital investment per
person, the lowest of any region in the country, €3,610 below the national average
and only 1.8% of the government's ongoing €46.7 billion capital spending, despite
having 8.9% of the population.

Dereliction and slow, fragmented delivery in Waterford city centre are part of this
same story. Grant schemes to tackle vacant and derelict buildings already exist, but
they are not delivering results at the scale needed. Two issues need to be examined,
whether the qualifying criteria for these grants are too rigid, excluding genuine
projects on technicalities, and whether the planning process itself is too slow or
uncertain to allow people to actually use the funding available. A city that cannot

fill its own vacant buildings will struggle to hit population growth targets, no matter
how much capital investment arrives for new infrastructure.

Budget 2027 marks the halfway point of Project Ireland 2040. This is the point at

which the government either properly funds Waterford's designation as a growth
city, or effectively accepts that this plan will not be delivered in the South East.
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WATERFORD AIRPORT: THE REGION
HAS SHOWN IT CAN DELIVER

Since 2007, Waterford Airport has repeatedly been promised Government support
that never materialised. A €22.3 million commitment under Transport 21 was
withdrawn in 2010, a €5 million funding request backed by €7 million in private
investment was rejected in 2017, and the airport received no Covid support despite
€180 million being allocated to airports nationally. A further €12 million proposal
submitted in 2023 remained undecided for two years, despite repeated Programme
for Government commitments. In the end, private investors raised over €30 million
to fully fund the redevelopment, with construction beginning in May 2026 and
regular commercial flights expected from summer 2027.

The lesson for Budget 2027 is clear, the region has shown it can deliver. A project
repeatedly promised by government was ultimately delivered by private investment
alone. Government should now examine why its own approval process failed and
match the region’s ambition by investing in the South East’s remaining priorities,
including healthcare, higher education and transport infrastructure.

Waterford Airport has the potential to transform the wider South East economy by
improving connectivity, attracting investment, supporting tourism and boosting
exports. It should be recognised within national regional airport policy, with long-
term capital and operational support.

(@) Beyond its regional economic role, Waterford Airport also has growing strategic
importance. As Europe places greater emphasis on the resilience of its western and
southern coastal infrastructure, investment in assets such as Waterford Airport and
Waterford Port contributes not only to regional development but also to Ireland’s

and Europe’s wider economic and strategic resilience.
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BREAKING THE CYCLE
OF UNDERINVESTMENT

The airport isn't a one-off. This pattern, where things are promised but not delivered,
should worry the government just as much as any single project:

24-hour cardiac care at Waterford hospital. This was only agreed after more than
ten years of campaigning and several troubling clinical reviews. The delay itself
shows how badly the region’s healthcare needs get treated by the State’s funding
process.

SETU's funding. Since technological universities were set up, SETU has received just
€27.2 million in government capital, the lowest of the five, and only 12.6% of the
total €216 million, despite the region having 8.9% of the population. By comparison,
ATU got €51.6 million and TUS got €41.2 million over the same period. SETU's
engineering building, first requested back in 2007, only started moving forward as
part of the second round of a public-private university building programme.

The Ferrybank boundary issue. When the government rejected a 2018
recommendation to redraw Waterford's boundary, it promised to provide
infrastructure so the city could still expand into south Kilkenny. That promise was
never kept, leaving major private investment stuck in limbo for years while the city’s
growth was blocked at its own edge.

UHW's governance. UHW has been shifted between different hospital management
groups three times in three years, without any published evidence or consultation
with the region. It's the only major hospital in the country managed from outside its
own area, and each change has reset planning and funding timelines. For context,
the area UHW serves (549,720 people) is actually bigger than the area covered by
the independent Mid-West hospital group (413,059).

Each of these has its own official explanation. But taken together, they show

a funding system where whoever already has resources keeps getting them.
Government budgets typically just add a bit onto what a region got last year,
meaning a region that started out underfunded stays underfunded. Every October,
the budget process simply confirms the existing spending pattern without
questioning it. The result is measurable, the South East gets €1,738 per person in
major capital investment, €3,610 below the national average, and €972 below the
average for regions outside Dublin, despite having a population approaching half a
million.

And the problem cuts both ways. Even when funding does arrive, it can feel like

it's been designed elsewhere and simply imposed on the region, for example,
active travel schemes rolled out without local support or real connection to the
communities affected. Whether money is missing or arriving, the region experiences
it as something decided somewhere else, with no real say. A region can be starved
of investment and, at the same time, have decisions made for it without consultation,
and both are symptoms of the same broken budgeting system.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR BUDGET 2027

5.1 UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL WATERFORD

UHW is the main hospital serving the South East, covering around 558,000 people
across Carlow, Kilkenny, Waterford, Wexford and South Tipperary. A bed capacity
study done for Waterford 2075 (Senser, May 2026) found the hospital is short by
413 acute beds, compared to similar hospitals elsewhere in the country. UHW
currently has 0.69 beds per 1,000 people in its catchment area, just 56% of the
national average (1.23 per 1,000) and only 48% of the level used to fund hospitals
in Limerick, Galway and Cork (1.43 per 1,000). This is a problem right now, not just
something that might happen in future and it's based on current population figures,
not future growth projections.

The plan to fix this involves building in four stages, using the HSE's standard design
of 96-bed blocks. Stage 1 (two blocks, 192 extra beds) tackles the most urgent need.
Stage 2 (one block, 96 beds) would bring UHW closer to the level of Cork’s hospital.
Stages 3 and 4 respond to an ageing population, the proportion of people aged
65+ in the catchment area is set to rise from 15.9% now to 24.3% by 2050 and to
expected population growth. Based on current trends, UHW will need around 1,065
beds by 2050 and 1,140 by 2075. The hospital’s most immediate request, three bed
blocks or 288 extra beds, wouldn't even fully close the current gap, it would just
address the most urgent part of it. We're asking that Budget 2027 commit long-
term government funding to this four-stage plan, with Stage 1 funded to begin
construction in 2027.

We're also asking that the hospital's confusing management structure be sorted out.
No other major hospital in the country has been moved between different hospital
management groups three times in three years without any proper assessment or
consultation with the region. UHW needs stable management based in its own
region, and funding that reflects the size of the population it actually serves.
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5.2 SETU, RESEARCH CAPACITY, SKILLS AND A NEW MEDICAL SCHOOL

Since SETU was established in May 2022, it has received just €27.2 million in
government funding, the lowest of the five technological universities. Over the same
period (2022-2024), ATU received €51.6 million and TUS €39.9 million. On a per-
student basis, SETU received €551, compared to €711 for ATU, €1,003 for TUS and
€789 for MTU. These figures do not include the additional capital support available
to TU Dublin and MTU through public-private partnership arrangements. Overall,
SETU's 12.6% share of total technological university funding falls well short of the
scale of investment needed to support the South East's population, economy and
future growth.

Budget 2027 should provide dedicated, multi-annual funding for SETU, establish
an appropriate borrowing framework to enable strategic campus development,
and commit to bringing its per-student funding into line with the technological
university average. This investment must also include dedicated funding for research
infrastructure in the South East, enabling SETU to develop modern laboratories,
research facilities and innovation capacity that can compete nationally and
internationally. Without this investment, the region will continue to struggle to attract
competitive research funding, industry partnerships and high-value employment.
Alongside physical infrastructure, Government should strengthen supports for

the research community within SETU and across the South East. This includes
sustainable career pathways for researchers, improved pension arrangements,
clearer tenure and progression opportunities, and measures to attract and retain
world-class academic staff. A strong research ecosystem is essential to regional
innovation, enterprise development and the long-term success of the technological
university sector.

Skills investment must also keep pace with the region’s growing industrial base.
Further investment in SETU's research capability, apprenticeship programmes and
industry-academic collaboration is needed to meet the South East's skills needs,
particularly in pharma, advanced manufacturing, technology and renewable energy.
This will support both indigenous business growth and the region’s ability to attract
future foreign direct investment.

The South East remains the only regional city area in Ireland without a medical
school. The essential building blocks are now in place: University Hospital
Waterford (UHW) has sufficient consultant expertise and clinical placement capacity,
working alongside regional hospitals in Kilkenny and Wexford, while SETU has
university status and an established partnership with UHW in healthcare education.
Establishing a graduate-entry medical school at SETU, linked to UHW, is the logical
next step and aligns with national policy to expand the number of doctors trained in
Ireland.

A medical school would also serve as a major research and innovation hub for

the region, supporting clinical research, health innovation and collaboration
between the university, hospitals and industry. International evidence consistently
demonstrates that medical schools strengthen regional healthcare systems by
attracting clinicians, researchers and investment. They are also critical to consultant
recruitment and retention, as specialists are far more likely to work in hospitals that
offer teaching and research opportunities.

Budget 2027 should therefore provide joint funding through the Departments of
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, and Health to
establish a graduate-entry medical school at SETU, with an initial intake as part of
the national expansion of medical training places. This should be accompanied by
investment in clinical teaching and research facilities at UHW, ensuring the South
East can develop the academic, clinical and research capacity needed to meet the
region’s long-term healthcare and economic needs.



5.3 STRATEGIC TRANSPORT CORRIDORS

Ireland’s motorway network is often described as a “necklace” around the country,
but there's a missing link: the route from Foynes to Rosslare. Upgrading this route
would connect two of Ireland’s most important ports for trade, while also opening
up the South East and Mid-West to more tourism traffic. Right now, businesses and
tourists travelling along Ireland’s southern coast are stuck using substandard roads,
which puts the region at a disadvantage compared to areas already served by
motorways. Completing this route should be treated as a national priority, not just a
regional one, it finishes off a network that's currently incomplete.

Infrastructure deficits continue to hinder the region’s competitiveness and its ability
to attract and retain businesses and talent. Continued investment is required not just
on individual schemes, but as a sustained programme across roads, rail and public
transport.

We're asking that Budget 2027 and the government'’s infrastructure plan review
prioritise:

» Completing the Foynes-to-Rosslare route as the missing link in the national
motorway network, connecting two of Ireland’s most important ports and unlocking
tourism potential across the South East and Mid-West.

» Investment in the N24 Waterford to Limerick corridor, with funding and a delivery
timeline, as a core part of this wider route.

» Upgrading the N25 road serving Waterford Port and Rosslare Europort, Ireland’s
main direct route to mainland Europe.

» Making the Waterford to Dublin train (via Kilkenny) faster and more frequent, it
currently lags behind comparable intercity routes.

» Reopening of the suspended Waterford to Wexford and Rosslare line, restoring
the region’s second rail corridor and connecting to the new integrated transport hub
in Waterford city.

» Improving road and public transport access to Waterford Airport, including a

link to the city and train station, alongside enhanced public transport links more
generally across the South East.

5.4 WATERFORD PORT AND OFFSHORE WIND ENERGY

Waterford Port, at Belview, is the closest Irish port for bulk shipping to mainland
Europe. Its long-term development plan (2020-2044) means it has the depth, land
and infrastructure needed to become a major hub for Ireland’s offshore wind energy
plans. This became more urgent in December 2025, when a 900MW offshore wind
project off the Waterford coast (Tonn Nua) was provisionally approved. The Port

has already applied for planning permission for a €40 million extension, a new
250-metre deep-water berth designed to handle offshore wind equipment, funded
privately by the Port itself. What we're asking government to fund is the supporting
public infrastructure, upgrading the N24 and N25 so they can handle oversized
loads, improving rail links to Belview as set out in the Port’'s masterplan, and setting
aside a dedicated industrial zone with ready-to-use land for offshore wind suppliers.

Belview's strategic value extends beyond energy. Ports like Waterford also play a
growing role in Ireland’s food and agricultural export trade, linking the South East's
strong agricultural base to European markets. And more broadly, as European
security concerns grow, ports and airports along Ireland’s southern and western
coasts are increasingly recognised as weak points in Europe’s wider defensive and
logistical network. Investment in Belview and the surrounding infrastructure should
be understood not only as regional economic development, but as strengthening a
part of Europe's periphery that has been underinvested in for too long.

We're asking that Budget 2027 fund the Transport, Housing and Enterprise
Departments to jointly designate Belview as a national hub for offshore renewable
energy, with the enabling capital streams to match.
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5.5 TRANSPARENT SPENDING AND A FULL REVIEW

Of the government's €46.7 billion in ongoing major capital spending nationally, the
South East received just €822 million, only 1.8% of the total, despite having 8.9% of
the population. At €1,738 per person, it's the lowest of any region in the country.

We're asking that the Department of Public Expenditure publish capital spending
by region every year, that the government's infrastructure plan review commit to
redirecting funding toward under-funded regions, with yearly progress reports
and that government carry out a full review of how public spending is allocated in
the first place. This hasn't been properly examined, region by region and sector by
sector, since the current budgeting system was set up. A full review like this is the
best way to fix these long-standing imbalances for good, rather than trying to solve
them project by project.

5.6 METROPOLITAN GOVERNANCE

Waterford cannot hit its growth targets under national planning policy within its
current city boundary. The land where the city is meant to grow, Ferrybank and
Belview, is actually in County Kilkenny, run by a council with no financial incentive to
support that growth. A government-appointed committee recommended extending
the boundary back in 2018. The government said no. As a result, growth has been
blocked, private investment has been left in limbo, and the city can't function as a
single, coherent area for planning purposes. We're asking government to either
implement that 2018 recommendation or set up a legal mechanism so that growth
funding, including from the Urban Regeneration Fund, is allocated to the greater
Waterford area as one single unit.

Alongside the boundary issue, dereliction within the city’s existing footprint is
undermining growth. Grant supports for tackling vacant and derelict buildings exist
but are not working in practice. Government should review whether qualifying
criteria are too restrictive, and whether planning permission for regeneration and
dereliction projects can be streamlined and speeded up. This would allow the city
to grow within its current footprint at low cost, alongside the longer-term boundary
and governance changes sought above.
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5.7 FDI, INDIGENOUS ENTERPRISE AND IDA ADVANCE PROPERTY

The South East had 15,580 IDA-supported jobs in 2024, just 5.4% of the national
total, despite having 8.9% of the population. That means the region is short by
11,360 jobs compared to its fair share. The number of companies visiting the region
to scout locations has been rising, reaching 8.2% of all such visits nationally in 2024,
a positive trend. But with the airport reopening in 2027, the next obstacle will be a
lack of ready-to-go business sites and buildings.

The South East has already developed a strong cluster of pharmaceutical, life
sciences, manufacturing and agri-business companies. Building on this, Budget
2027 should provide targeted regional investment incentives, additional IDA and
Enterprise Ireland funding for the region, and investment in strategic industrial sites
and enabling infrastructure, positioning the South East as a leading destination for
future FDI. We're also asking that Budget 2027 fund a major increase in IDA-ready
buildings, serviced land, and marketing support for the region, timed to coincide
with the airport reopening.

5.8 CAP AND FOOD SECURITY

Any changes to the Common Agricultural Policy budget should not come at the
expense of Ireland’s defence spending, given that food security is increasingly
recognised as a core part of national defence. The South East already plays a major
role in Irish food production and agri-food processing and could contribute even
more with the right support. We're asking that Budget 2027 protect and strengthen
investment in the region’s agricultural and food sectors, recognising their strategic
as well as economic value.

5.9 WATERFORD CITY CENTRE REGENERATION AND DERELICTION

There is a need for a dedicated, multi-annual urban regeneration fund to support
the transformation of Waterford city centre. While funding schemes exist, delivery
remains slow and fragmented. Government should provide stronger oversight,
accountability and resources to accelerate the implementation of a city centre
masterplan focused on vacancy reduction, public realm improvements, dereliction
remediation and commercial vitality.

This should be paired with a wider review of how dereliction is tackled across the
South East’s other towns and cities. Despite existing grant schemes, dereliction
remains a significant problem, holding back both population growth and quality of
life in urban centres. We're asking Government to review whether the qualifying
criteria for dereliction and regeneration grants are too rigid and are excluding
genuine projects, and whether the planning process for these projects can be
simplified and sped up. Neither of these fixes requires significant new capital, but
both could meaningfully improve delivery on the ground, and would complement
the wider regeneration recommendations in this submission.
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The South East enters Budget 2027 with the State’s widest regional output gap,

a planning framework that has designated but not resourced its city, and a two
decade record of commitments not converted into delivered capital. It also enters
with international connectivity under construction at no cost to the Exchequer, a
growing cluster of pharma, life sciences and advanced manufacturing enterprise,
and a 900MW offshore wind project provisionally awarded off its coast. The assets
are assembling. The public capital has not.

The evidence base assembled for this submission is drawn from published
Government data: the DPER Capital Tracker, the CSO national accounts, Eurostat
regional statistics, and parliamentary questions. Every figure cited is verifiable and
sourced. The region is not asking for exceptional treatment. It is asking for a capital
allocation proportionate to its population, a State that delivers on the commitments
already made in the Programme for Government and the National Planning
Framework, and a budgetary system that stops re-ratifying the existing distribution
of public resources every October without examining whether it is equitable.
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