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The headlines 
●●  A £350 million investment from

UK government was confirmed
in the 2018 Autumn Budget
to go with funding from the
Northern Ireland government,
local authorities, universities
and the private sector.

●●  There is a clearly defined
vision of how digital projects
could drive growth in the local
economy through the City Deal.

●●  Four clear concepts for digital
infrastructure programmes are
linked with the region’s wider
plans under the City Deal.

●●  The sponsors of nine projects
involving six local authorities
and two universities have been
aligned to a common vision
regarding the shape of the
innovation and digital element
of the City Deal.

●●  Letters of intent have been
secured regarding future
involvement in City Deal projects
from seven companies.

●●  Four strategic outline cases have
been created for digital projects
that have approval from the
Ministry of Housing, Communities
and Local Government.

Introducing the 
Belfast Region  
City Deal
The City Deal offered the Belfast 
Region the opportunity to undertake 
transformational investments that 
would generate and secure inclusive 
economic growth for current and 
future generations. It would also see 
the region assume full responsibility 
for regional decisions, do what 
is best to help the local business 

sector, foment economic growth, 
and support decision-making on 
spending of public money.

The scale of this opportunity was 
mirrored only by the scale of 
transformation that new technologies 
are expected to deliver across the 
economy. New digital technologies, 
from the internet of things and 5G to 
artificial intelligence and automation, 
are changing industries, markets, 
and the nature of work itself.

The Belfast context
The Belfast Region, like the UK as 
a whole, suffers from a productivity 
gap in key sectors. For example:

●●  reports suggest that as many
as thirty-three per cent of adults
in Northern Ireland lack the
digital skills necessary to use
the internet and email;1

●●  forty-two per cent of those
surveyed cited limited availability
of highly skilled digital workers;2

●●  twenty-five per cent of those
surveyed highlighted limited
digital infrastructure;3 and

●●  the region was ranked last out
of the twelve UK regions on the
national ranking of innovation4

Effectively harnessing emerging 
technologies has the potential to 
boost the productivity of workers 
and industry: embracing new 
technologies could see key 
sectors in the regional economy 
(manufacturing, health, creative  
and professional services) challenge 
global competitors; and the region’s 
growing tech sector (e.g. Kainos, 
Rapid7) and leading centres of 

excellence in computing and data 
analytics (e.g. ECIT, CHIC) could 
form the basis of an innovation 
ecosystem that extends the benefits 
of new technologies out into the 
wider economy. 

However, such transformation 
will not happen by chance.
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An ambitious – and 
successful – pitch 
for funding
The vision for the Belfast Region 
(which comprises Belfast City 
Council and five neighbouring local 
authorities) is, ultimately, to secure 
£1 billion in total for its City Deal 
from a range of stakeholders – first 
among them being the UK central 
government, from whom, with Future 
City Catapult (FCC)’s involvement 
and support, the region secured  
an investment of £350 million  
in the Autumn Budget 2018. 

This hugely significant, now-
confirmed commitment from  
UK central government has in turn 
opened the channels to further 
investment from secondary and 
tertiary stakeholders, which include 
the Northern Ireland government 
and the local authorities involved, 
as well as additional investment 
secured from the private sector  
– a process that is now enabling 
the region to make confident strides 
towards delivery of the full £1 billion 
City Deal.

The potential for a digital 
innovation partnership

A phased 
implementation 
programme
Phase one saw the delivery of a 
‘digital infrastructure strategy’ for 
the Belfast City Region to support 
the digital infrastructure element 
of its ‘Ambitious Proposition’. This 
strategy – in which Future Cities 
Catapult (now Connected Places 
Catapult5) facilitated the selection  
of digital infrastructure projects  
for potential inclusion – described 
how the region planned to spend 
the £1 billion proposed through  
the City Deal.

Phase two delivered ‘strategic 
outline cases’ (SOCs) for the four 
key digital projects set out in phase 
one (see next section). Future 
Cities Catapult then produced 
an overarching narrative for the 
portfolio along with an investment 
case and led an innovation & 
digital steering group to oversee 
the drafting and submission of 
five additional SOCs for innovation 
projects led by members of the 

steering group. FCC also secured 
high-level commitments to match 
funding for the digital projects and 
led steering group meetings for key 
representatives of the projects (from 
all the local authorities involved and 
the two Belfast universities) under 
both the digital and innovation 
pillars of the City Deal.

Working with existing regional 
assets, Future Cities Catapult then 
defined a new digital and physical 
infrastructure for innovation that 
would integrate and supercharge 
the capabilities of the region, whilst 
also being rooted in local place-
based economic clusters. Each of 
these local clusters was earmarked 
for development as a testbed for 
new technologies tailored to local 
sector strengths, supported by an 
existing innovation hub or centre  
of excellence.

Embedding 
innovation  
in the region
With this broad and ambitious 
scope of activity clearly defined and 
approved, Future Cities Catapult 
then successfully delivered four 
distinct programmes that together 
comprise the infrastructure needed 
to deliver the agreed vision for the 
Belfast Region:

●●  Regional Innovators Network  
– a network of innovation spaces 
and facilities providing problem-
solving environments that foster 
creativity across the region, 
supporting local businesses  
and thereby involving 
communities in skills building.
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●●  Infrastructure Enabling Fund 
– a fund to support the digital 
infrastructure needs of the City 
Deal projects set up to support 
the deployment of advanced 
and resilient connectivity 
infrastructure across the  
Belfast Region.

●●  Digital Innovation Platform  
& Partnership (DIPP) – a shared 
physical environment and digital 
platform where the academic 
research community, tech 
entrepreneurs and industrial 
partners can come together  

Digital projects for the City Deal

to address key challenges  
in business and society through 
the application of the internet  
of things and data science.

●●  Smart District & Regional 
Testbed Network – an ambitious 
flagship smart district and 5G 
testbed programme focused 
on encouraging innovation in 
the region’s core sectors, which 
act as hubs for development of 
advanced digital and physical 
infrastructure and foster early 
adoption of new digital products 
and services at large scale.6

The impact  
– a long-term  
vision for growth
The benefits of this programme 
to the Belfast Region are wide-
ranging and likely to seed further 
benefits over time. The nine digital 
and innovation projects delivered 
by the steering group that Future 
Cities Catapult led are estimated 
to create 10,000 jobs over the next 
20 years, resulting in £2 billion of 
gross value added (GVA) over the 
period 2019/20 to 2039/40. Of these 
projects, the four for which FCC 
produced the strategic outline  
cases are estimated to bring the 
following benefits:
1. Through up to five state-of-the-art 

innovation spaces and facilities, 
as many as 720 jobs will be 
created through the Regional 
Innovators Network, delivering 
£91.5 million annually during 
the programme’s peak. This will 
result in £229.3 million of GVA 
over a 20-year period.

2. The Infrastructure Enabling 
Fund is expected to create 
55 direct and indirect jobs, 
while generating around £360 
million of GVA, representing 
a benefit-cost ratio of 8.5 to 
1. Close coordination with 
other government connectivity 
programmes such as Local  
Full Fibre Networks has begun 
and will continue to ensure 
effective delivery of all activities 
and avoid duplication.

3. Ten high-paying jobs will be 
created directly by the DIPP,  
and a direct GVA of £10.1 million 
and an indirect GVA of £16.2 
million over a 20-year period.
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4. Up to 65 direct and indirect jobs 
will be created by the Smart 
District & Regional Testbed 
Network, with £20.46 million  
of GVA during the 20-year  
period from 2019/20 to 2039/40. 

This work is just the beginning of 
what Future Cities Catapult sees  
as the unlocking of a bright, digitally 
enabled, highly competitive future 
for the Belfast Region.

‘We had a vision for the city which 
looked at how we can improve  
the lives and health of our citizens, 
how we can make it a better place 
to transact and do business and 
continue to attract foreign direct 
investment. We realised we needed 
to start adopting new innovative 
methods and technologies from  
the private sector, [and] to take  
a more human-centric approach  
to how we deliver, how we design 
our services and how we interact 
with our citizens – and at that stage 
we started to work with Future Cities 
Catapult.’ Deborah Colville, Portfolio 
Manager, Innovation and Smart 
Belfast, Belfast City Council

Key elements  
in our success
●●  The collaboration of local 

stakeholders was critical.  
Future Cities Catapult brought 
these stakeholders together 
where previous communication 
had been sparse. 

●●  For example, the two local 
universities had no previous 
history of collaboration. FCC 
brought both universities to the 
table at the most senior level, 
helping them to develop a 
collaborative working relationship 
that is ongoing and supported by 
newly introduced systems and 

procedures for document sharing 
that ensure transparency. 

●●  The outcomes and impacts could 
only be realised if private-sector 
funding was obtained for each 
project. The SOCs contained 
letters of intent from eight 
potential private-sector partners 
(B4B Telecoms; RF Proximity;  
BT; EE; Microsoft Azure; Telcom 
and Pinacl; Belfast Harbour; 
Procul-IOT).

And if we were 
starting again…
●●  We would base a team lead  

in the city on a full-time basis  
for the duration of the project.

●●  We would roll out engagement 
activities earlier to maximise  
the time available to initiate 
effective collaboration across  
a newly convened group  
of senior-level stakeholders.

Erin Walsh
Erin Walsh is Director of Market 
Intelligence at Future Cities 
Catapult, the UK’s foremost 
Urban Innovation Centre,  
where she leads a team  
of architects, urban designers, 
planners, strategists, analysts, 
and researchers to develop 
innovative approaches  
to strategy, markets and 
visioning. Most recently  
she has spearheaded the 
launch of a dedicated Future  
of Housing programme 
that aims to apply the ever-
increasing capacity made 
possible by innovation  
to deliver meaningful change  
to the housing sector.

Matt Fox
Matt Fox is Project Management 
Team Lead at Future Cities 
Catapult, where he leads 
a diverse team of project 
managers. Over the last ten 
years, Matt has led commercial 
and collaborative R&D projects 
across multiple sectors, 
most recently managing the 
Catapult’s contribution to 
the Belfast Region City Deal, 
resulting in a £350 million 
investment from UK government 
into the region. Matt has 
previously worked at UCL, the 
Home Office, and the London 
2012 Olympic & Paralympic 
Organising Committee.

1 Source: OECD Survey of Adult Skills 
2013/2016 (http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/
publications.htm)

2 Source: Tech City Report: ‘Tech Nation 
2017’ (www.technation.io/wp-content/
uploads/2018/04/Tech_City_2017_report_full_
web.pdf)

3 Source: Tech City Report: ‘Tech Nation 
2017’ (www.technation.io/wp-content/
uploads/2018/04/Tech_City_2017_report_full_
web.pdf)

4 Source: The UK Innovation Survey: Headline 
Findings 2014 to 2016 (published 2018,http://
doc.ukdataservice.ac.uk/doc/6699/mrdoc/
pdf/6699_ukis_2017_headlines_final.pdf)

5 Future Cities and Transport Systems 
Catapults have now merged to form Connected 
Places Catapult https://cp.catapult.org.uk/. 
The new organisation came into being on 1 
April 2019. We have referred to Future Cities 
Catapult in this case study as the work at the 
time was done by FCC

6 Districts have defined boundaries and are 
smaller than council areas

Our key contacts
Erin Walsh, Director of Market 
Intelligence, Future Cities Catapult 
erin.walsh@cp.catapult.org.uk

Matthew Fox, Project Management 
Team Lead, Future Cities Catapult 
matthew.fox@cp.catapult.org.uk




