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Facilitating cross-border collaboration

All-Island Research Observatory

The Challenge

The Benefits

• Collate, analyse and interpret
  data from north and south of 
  the Irish border
• Make this analysis accesible 
  via the Internet in an easy-to-
  use format

• Closer collaboration on 
  cross-border projects

• Better informed decision
  making

The Customer
The All-Island Research Observatory (AIRO) is based at the National University of Ireland 
Maynooth (NUIM).  It was set up under the guidance of the National Institute for Regional 
and Spatial Analysis (NIRSA) and the National Centre for Geo-Computation (NCG). 

The Challenge
Historically, there has been very little collaboration between planning departments in the 
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.  Plans are still generally made for the development 
of schools, hospitals, utilities and transportation infrastructure – without any consideration 
of community needs and other development initiatives just a few miles away over the 
border. 

All this is beginning to change.  
		
Now, there is growing appreciation – both north and south of the Irish border – of the 
importance of sharing information and taking into account the needs of the entire Irish 
population.  “Roads and services don’t just stop at the border,” says Justin Gleeson, data 
and technical manager, AIRO project.  “It makes sense to make decisions for the benefit 
of the whole island.”

Obviously there are political reasons why plans were not developed collaboratively in 
the past.  Today, however, cross-border planning is hampered not by politics, but by the 
absence of data.   Gleeson says: “The lack of comparable, cross-border data seems 
surprising in today’s modern world and yet, it is extremely difficult to create the all-
island datasets required for evidence-informed, cross-border planning.”   

The All-Ireland Research Observatory (AIRO) project was set up in 2008 to address this 
challenge and make comparable, cross-border data more readily available.   The project 
aimed to: collate and process data from both sides of the border; analyse and interpret it; 
and then make it accessible via the Internet.  

The Solution
From the outset, the AIRO team knew that geographic information system (GIS) technology 
would play an essential role in the project.  “The whole initiative centres on regional, 
spatial data analysis, so GIS was key,” Gleeson says.  NUIM uses a wide range of different 
GIS products from different vendors in its research and education programmes.  However, 
for the AIRO project it elected to use a number of solutions supplied and supported by Esri 
Ireland.  
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The AIRO project team uses ArcGIS Server to collate, process, analyse and interpret 
relevant data from Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  It performs demographic 
analysis and uses tools such as Esri’s NetworkAnalyst to examine the accessibility of public 
services.  For example, the project team has mapped the distribution of public facility data 
right across the island and calculated the average drive time from every residential address 
point to such services.  The team also uses ArcGIS to map the distribution of comparable 
census information and deprivation indices for the whole of the island.

All of this data analysis is then made accessible on the Internet, via a series of interactive 
maps of the whole island.  This online GIS capability was developed by the AIRO project team 
and Esri Ireland using Esri’s ArcGIS Viewer for Flex, a ready-to-use application that makes it 
easy for organisations to create customised online mapping applications without the need 
for programming skills.  Planners working anywhere in Ireland can access the AIRO web 
site, view maps of their own areas of interest and access a wealth of statistical information to 
support their planning.  

Benefits
Without a doubt, the AIRO project has helped to facilitate a new era of cross-border 
cooperation.   Although it is still early days, planners north and south of the border 
now have greater insight into the needs of all communities across the whole of Ireland.  
Consequently, they are moving towards a more collaborative approach when planning new 
services and facilities.  “Things are going in the right direction,” believes Gleeson.  “There 
is a lot of cross-border planning going on at the moment and new joint projects are 
starting up all the time.”   

With the development of its GIS-enabled web site, the AIRO project team has created an 
invaluable new decision-making tool.   Public sector planners can use it to make better 
planning decisions, which are backed up by accurate, statistical evidence.  With more 
supporting data at their fingertips, planners can locate new services and facilities in the best 
positions where they will benefit the most people.  Gleeson says: “GIS plays a vital role in 
providing the hard evidence to inform cross-border plans.”

The AIRO web site is already widely used and has subscribers from every government 
department and all local authorities across the country – north and south.  On average, 
around 200 users access the online data every day.  However, it is not only the public 
sector that benefits from the AIRO project.  Academics and developers in the private sector 
can also access the online data to inform their research and development plans.  

The AIRO project team has been delighted with the performance and flexibility of the GIS 
solutions provided by Esri Ireland.  “We can set up new maps in just a couple of hours 
and don’t need heavy programming skills,” says Gleeson.  “It has become so easy to 
deliver web mapping, that we are now making much more information accessible online 
than we originally anticipated.  Esri GIS is in many ways shaping the way that the AIRO 
project is going.”  

“ 
GIS plays a vital role in providing the hard evidence to inform cross-border  
plans.
Justin Gleeson,  Data and Technical Manager, AIRO Project

“

Developing measures of access to services 
across the island of Ireland
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