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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Northern Ireland Executive is the only devolved government in the UK without an 
international development function and/or dedicated strategy to set out government’s approach 
to international development. However, there is a clear context for such a function as there is a 
transparent commitment to developing international relations as outlined in the Northern 
Ireland’s Executive’s International Relations Strategy (2014), alongside a well established and 
highly experienced international development NGO sector in Northern Ireland. 
 
The Coalition of Aid and Development Agencies (CADA), on behalf of the international 
development sector, are requesting the establishment of an international development function 
with allocated funding, within the next Northern Assembly Mandate 2027 – 2031.  
 
An international development function can:  

➢ Realise the fulfilment of the core objective ‘Contribute to international development 
using local expertise and build partnerships with key organisations and countries’; a 
core objective of the Executive’s International Relations Strategy (2014). 

➢ Align government action with constituent values of solidarity, compassion, and a 
commitment to alleviating poverty, particularly in the Global South - as demonstrated by 
Northern Ireland having a higher percentage of adult charitable donors, than other parts 
of the UK.   

➢ Embed a global perspective within government policy and provide strategic coordination 
across government departments, ensuring that global engagement complements 
existing priorities in areas such as education, health, climate, economic development, 
and peacebuilding. 

➢ Enhance Northern Ireland’s global influence and status through the leverage of 
significant expertise and experience in peace building and community-led international 
development 

➢ Enable Northern Ireland to be part of local and global issue solutions through offering a 
mechanism for tangible actions that respond to public anxieties about a “deteriorating 
world.”   

➢ Strengthen collaboration across the UK and Ireland and enable an amplified voice on a 
global stage, advocating for shared priorities such as peacebuilding, climate resilience, 
gender justice and poverty reduction.  

➢ Cultivate a generation of individuals who are aware of local and global issues and 
empowered to contribute to solutions through the prioritisation of Global Citizenship 
Education in education and lifelong learning. 

The international development sector has much to contribute to the implementation of an 
international development function. Extensive experience and expertise, established 
partnerships, and real-world insights ensure policies are locally relevant and globally effective, 
while collaborative infrastructures enable rapid, risk-reduced implementation and maximise 
the impact of investments. This approach not only elevates Northern Ireland’s voice on the 
international stage by aligning with global priorities like the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) but also deepens partnerships in the Global South, fosters cross-sector collaboration 
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and embeds Global Citizenship Education in education systems. Additionally, the international 
development sector’s proven track record in delivering measurable, evidence-based results 
would enhance accountability, build public trust, and strengthen Northern Ireland’s 
international emergency response, positioning the region as a credible and impactful 
contributor to global development efforts. 
 
The international development sector, makes the following recommendations for the Northern 
Ireland Executive to:  
 

➢ Establish an International Development Function 
- Articulate a clear strategy aligning with global frameworks such as the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and ensuring engagement with the 
Global South.  

- Ensure that appropriate government resources, policies, structures, and 
processes are officially established with allocated funding within one Assembly 
mandate.   

 
➢ Strengthen Global Citizenship Education  

- Embed Global Citizenship Education into Northern Ireland’s primary and 
secondary school and lifelong learning curricula to encourage critical thinking 
about worldwide issues, appreciation of cultural diversity, and taking informed 
action as responsible global citizens.  

 
➢ Work in Partnership with Northern Ireland’s International Development Sector  

- Create a strategic alliance and dialogue with the international development 
sector and leverage organisations’ expertise, grassroot networks, and on-the-
ground experience. 

- Enable the delivery of community-led global development programmes and 
global citizenship programmes in partnership with NGOs through grant funding 
opportunities. 

 
➢ Leverage Northern Ireland’s Peacebuilding Legacy  

- Showcase Northern Ireland’s unique peacebuilding experience and expertise 
to inform and strengthen international development and global conflict 
resolution. 
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THE COALITION OF AID AND DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES 

The Coalition of Aid and Development Agencies (CADA) is a not-for-profit membership network 
that supports the international development sector in Northern Ireland, working on behalf of 
over 130,000 supporters from across the province. CADA’s members include a diverse range of 
organisations, from large UK and Ireland-wide NGOs to smaller locally based organisations, as 
well as organisations working in global citizenship and development education. CADA is 
committed to promoting sustainable development, social justice and global equity.  

CADA's work is guided by three strategic priorities: Supporting the Network, Influencing Policy 
and Inspiring Change. 

Supporting the Network: CADA strengthens the capacity and effectiveness of its members by 
creating opportunities for collaboration, knowledge sharing and professional development. It 
facilitates thematic working groups focused on policy and advocacy and global citizenship 
education, alongside networking events, workshops and collaborative initiatives.  

Influencing Policy: CADA represents the interests and perspectives of its members through 
coordinated advocacy and policy engagement. As Secretariat to the Stormont All-Party Group 
on International Development, it supports informed dialogue between the international 
development sector and policymakers, helping to ensure that global development issues 
remain part of the public policy agenda in Northern Ireland. 

Inspiring Change: CADA raises awareness of international development and global justice 
issues through public engagement and events. Its programme of activities encourages greater 
understanding of global challenges and encourages individuals and organisations to engage 
with and contribute to positive global change. 

 
This paper is informed by consultation with the international development sector via a sector 
wide survey which authenticates the paper’s mandate. This paper is produced by CADA whose 
members are: 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Northern Ireland Executive is the only devolved government in the UK without an international 
development function and/or dedicated strategy to set out the government’s approach to international 
development. However, there is a clear context for such a function as there is a transparent 
commitment to developing international relations as outlined in the Northern Ireland Executive’s 
International Relations Strategy (2014) alongside a well established and highly experienced 
international development NGO sector in Northern Ireland.  

An international development function can take a variety of forms, as evidenced by other UK devolved 
governments via distinct frameworks, strategies and defined budgets: 

Scotland – Scotland’s International Strategy and Global Citizenship: Scotland's International 
Development Strategy set out how Scotland’s international development work and responses to 
humanitarian emergencies are a key part of its contribution to the global community. Their 
commitment to international development embeds the United Nation’s Sustainable Development 
Goals [SDGs] both domestically and globally within the Programme for Government. “While focussing 
on inequality at home, we will not forget our commitment to the global Sustainable Development 
Goals. We will protect our commitments on climate justice, international development, and 
humanitarian assistance, launching new programmes to support good global citizenship, connecting 
Scotland to the Global South.”  [Programme for Government 2024 – 2025].  

The Scottish Government contributes to international development through global country 
partnerships: “I believe that we have a distinctive development contribution to make, through focusing 
Scotland's expertise, being innovative and employing our unique partnership approach, for global 
good.” Dr Alasdair Allan MSP Minister for International Development and Europe [Global Citizenship: 
Scotland's International Development Strategy December (2016)]  

International development is facilitated through an allocated annual budget – Official Development 
Assistance provides grant funding for Scottish NGOs to deliver development programmes 
internationally and locally. The Scottish Programme for government states “From April 2022, start to 
increase our International Development Fund from £10 million to £15 million and maintain that 
increase in line with inflation throughout the term of this Parliament.” The First Minister John Swinney 
stated in his January 2026 speech A moment of Challenge: “…so too is it in our national interest to be a 
responsible partner on the global stage…” 

Wales - The Welsh government’s International Strategy clearly states the key ambition of ‘We will 
establish Wales as a globally responsible nation.’ The Strategy is actioned via the Wales and Africa 
Programme, which develops community-based links with regions in sub-Saharan Africa. The primary 
focus is on health provision, sustainable livelihoods, and mitigating the adverse effects of climate 
change. Other policies aim to support the existing international networks, maintaining twenty-one 
Welsh overseas offices in twelve countries.  

The Principles for International Relations define the government’s approach to international relations: 
“As we enter a time of yet more turbulence in the relations that knit nations together, the need for clear 
and measurable principles for our own international relations activity has never been greater.” Delyth 
Jewell MS, Chair of the Culture, Communications, Welsh Language, Sport, and International Relations 
Committee and “… we want to make a positive and constructive contribution to our international story 
that will stand the test of time.” [Mission Cymru Principle for international relations February 2026] 
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The Welsh government’s Well-being of Future Generations Act focuses on delivering the three pillars of 
creativity, sustainability and technology and aligns with the UN SDGs, ensuring that all policies 
contribute to achieving global sustainability targets.  
 
The Isle of Man - The Isle of Man government set out their International Development Policy within the 
Programme for Government as to ‘maintain our commitment to international development’. An 
allocated International Development budget of £2.5 million supports the following defined strategic 
objectives: 

- Ensure that international development funding is targeted to support projects that meet the 
United Nation's 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

- Focus International Development funding on those countries ranked as 'Low Development' on 
the United Nations Human Development Index 

- Provide a swift response to international humanitarian crises 
- Support the voluntary sector in raising awareness of global development issues throughout the 

Manx population 

Guernsey – The Guernsey Overseas Aid and Development Commission is mandated to distribute 
grants and emergency and disaster relief overseas; specifically: 

- To distribute funds [£5 million annual budget] voted by the States for aid and development 
overseas by making contributions to ongoing programmes and to emergency and disaster 
relief; focusing on projects that address basic needs which include medical and health 
facilities, educational programmes and facilities, housing, water and sanitation provision and 
the means of sustaining a living, e.g. through agriculture, horticulture or through training in 
sustainable employment skills 

- To develop programmes relating to the collection and distribution of funds involving the private 
sector.  

Jersey - Overseas Aid is the Island’s official, publicly-funded aid and development agency. Its mission 
is to translate the generosity, skills and compassion of the people of Jersey into effective assistance 
for the world’s most vulnerable people. The Strategic Plan 2022 – 2026 sets out four strategic 
objectives: 

- To promote sustainable economic and human development in some of the poorest countries 
in the world 

- To provide timely humanitarian assistance to victims of natural and manmade disasters 
- To facilitate the efforts of individuals and organisations in Jersey to provide assistance to the 

world’s poor 
- To enhance Jersey’s international personality as a responsible global citizen and force for good 

in the world 

Northern Ireland - An international development function would sit within the Executive’s 
International Relations Strategy (2014) and would define how the Executive would fulfil the stated 
objective - ‘Contribute to international development using local expertise and build partnerships with 
key organisations and countries’.  Northern Ireland has a wealth of expertise and experience within a 
well-established international development sector, positioned to assist the Executive in fulfilling this 
objective through an international development function with defined allocated funding.     
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The following paper makes the case for establishing an international development function in 
Northern Ireland, outlining its feasibility, necessity, and benefits as identified through consultation 
with the international development sector, undertaken by the Coalition of Aid and Development 
Agencies (CADA). Previous research, requested by Kate Nichol on behalf of the All-Party Group on 
International Development, and undertaken by the Research and Information Service (RaISe) at the 
Northern Ireland Assembly – 'An overview of international development and devolved institutions in 
the United Kingdom [2023] and International Development and Devolution [2025] provide the context 
of an international development function within Northern Ireland’s Executive.  

The new UK Foreign Secretary has prioritised a revitalised role in global development including 
increasing support for humanitarian and development programmes and strengthening partnerships 
with NGOs and international organisations to address root causes of inequality and instability. 
“International development is not an add-on to British foreign policy - it is central to it… I want to send 
an unambiguous signal that this Government is serious about its global leadership on development 
and climate.”  Ed Miliband, Foreign Secretary. The UK’s commitment to international development is 
also clearly stated by the Minister for Development, Kirsty McNeill - “I look forward to working with 
partners across civil society and the international community to deliver the UK’s modern approach to 
development and tackle our most pressing global challenges.” 

The incoming Assembly mandate (2027–2032) presents a critical opportunity to align Northern 
Ireland’s strengths with these priorities through the development of an international development 
function.
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ESTABLISHING AN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION IN NORTHERN 
IRELAND: WHY IT MATTERS AND THE BENEFITS IT BRINGS  

 
The international development sector recognises the necessity of establishing an international 
development function within Northern Ireland’s Executive and the opportunities it presents, both 
locally and globally. 

Reflecting Constituent Values and Generosity: 
Northern Ireland is consistently the most generous 
region in the UK in terms of charitable giving, with 
64.5% of adults donating to charity in 2022, a figure 
higher than the UK average. This generosity reflects 
deep-rooted values of solidarity, compassion, and a 
commitment to alleviating poverty, particularly in 
the Global South. Establishing an international 
development function would align government 
action with these values and demonstrate Northern 
Ireland’s commitment to global justice through 
tangible international development. 

Aligning with Existing Political Strategies:   
Inclusion of an international development function 
will realise the fulfilment of one of the five core objectives of the Executive’s International Relations 
Strategy (2014) – “Contribute to international development using local expertise and build 
partnerships with key organisations and countries.” Northern Ireland’s established and highly 
experienced international development sector is positioned to assist the Executive in fulfilling this 
objective through a defined international development function with allocated funding.     

An international development function will also assist Government departments in meeting the 
responsibilities of the following policies/strategies: 

- Northern Ireland Sustainable Development Strategy – aligning with the UN SDGs and 
promoting sustainable practices that can be shared internationally. 

- Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government – committing to poverty reduction, 
climate resilience, and global engagement. 

- Northern Ireland Climate Change Adaptation Programme - contributing to global climate goals. 
- Anti-Poverty Strategy – aligning with global poverty reduction goals (e.g., SDG 1) 
- Together: Building a United Community (T: BUC) Strategy – strengthening community relations, 

reducing sectarianism and racism, promoting healing, and creating shared and cohesive 
communities. 

 

Extremely 
36%

Very 
52%

Moderately
12%

The international develoment 
sector's perceived relevance of 

reflecting NI constituent princples 
and generosity of donors
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While Northern Ireland’s international 
engagement is currently fragmented, a defined 
international development function within the 
Northern Ireland Executive would provide 
strategic coordination across government 
departments, ensuring that global engagement 
complements existing priorities in areas such as 
education, health, climate, gender justice, 
economic development, and peacebuilding. 
Embedding a global perspective within 
government would also help ensure policy 
coherence, recognising that issues such as 
conflict, migration, climate resilience, and food 
security have both international and local 
implications. Assigned funding for grant 
programmes would support NGOs grassroots development in partnership with the Northern Ireland 
Executive.  Such an approach would position Northern Ireland as an outward-looking region that learns 
from, and contributes to, global solutions while delivering benefits for its own communities. 

Enhancing Northern Ireland’s Influence and Status:  
An international development function could further increase the government’s soft power through a 
less complex, community-led, and more agile mechanism delivered in collaboration with the Northern 
Ireland international development NGO sector. This directly aligns with the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which emphasise locally led implementation, ensuring that global 
commitments are rooted in the values and priorities of communities.  

Northern Ireland’s international development 
sector has a proven track record of impactful 
community focused international development 
and global citizenship education and is therefore 
a ready-made resource for the Executive’s 
international development function to partner 
with. Through the implementation of a defined 
international development function grant funding 
for NGO development programmes can shift 
Northern Ireland from being a recipient of 
international attention to an active contributor; 
fostering partnerships and opportunities for 
sustainable development.  

 

 

 

 

Extremely 
44%

Very 
44%

Moderately
8%

Not at all
4%

The international develoment sector's 
perceived relevance of reflecting NI's 
own unique story and connection with 

international deveopment

Extremely 
25%

Very 
43%

Moderately
32%

The international develoment sector's 
perceived relevance of connecting with 

political strategies and priorities
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The delivery and impact of an established 
international development function would elevate 
Northern Ireland’s profile on the international stage 
through offering a platform for Northern Ireland’s 
unique story - particularly its peacebuilding 
expertise - as a model for conflict resolution and 
post-conflict recovery. This could be maximised in 
diplomatic, academic, and NGO circles, 
showcasing Northern Ireland’s community of 
practice in peace and reconciliation with the 
opportunity for peacebuilding programmes, and 
conflict transformation initiatives in regions 
affected by war; turning a transformative local 
peacebuilding experience and expertise into a 
valuable contributor to global development.  

Northern Ireland can redefine its global identity and focus on humanitarian, development, social 
justice and peacebuilding contributions. 

Advancing Global Citizenship and Education: 
A global perspective is essential for fostering 
informed, engaged citizens. An international function 
can enable the embedding of Global Citizenship 
Education [GCE] in both informal community 
education and formal Primary and Secondary 
education curricula, helping Northern Ireland’s 
population understand their role in an interconnected 
world. GCE highlights shared human experiences. 
e.g., the universality of poverty, climate vulnerability, 
and the desire for peace, thereby reducing xenophobia 
and fostering empathy. By making GCE a priority, 
Northern Ireland could cultivate a generation of 
individuals who are not only aware of global issues but 
also empowered to contribute to solutions, whether 
through advocacy, sustainable living, or participation 
in development programmes both locally and globally. 

 

Extremely 
32%Very 

48%

Moderately
16%

Slightly
4%

The international develoment sector's 
perceived relevance of presenting the 

chance to invest in the global good and 
taking positive action

Extremely 
46%

Very 
29%

Moderately
21%

Slightly
4%

The international develoment sector's 
perceived relevance of exporting and 
showcasing NI's peace expertise and 

experience at both community and 
government levels
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Recent tensions and riots in Northern Ireland have 
been linked to protests against immigration policies, 
as well as debates around inclusivity and support 
for refugees, which have escalated into violent 
confrontations. Embedding GCE can influence 
societal narratives and reduce radicalisation and 
extremism by fostering inclusivity, empathy, and 
critical thinking while tackling the root causes of 
division. GCE challenges stereotypes and 
misconceptions through intercultural dialogue, 
promotes social cohesion by valuing diversity, and 
empowers individuals to challenge extremist 
narratives with media literacy and independent 
reasoning.  There is unambiguous evidence [UNAI 
GCE Metrics] that learners who engage with GCE are 
less prone to conflicts and more likely to engage in peaceful problem solving with 20- 30% being more 
likely to take action on social or environmental issues in their communities. In addition, with the current 
awareness of a lack of community development leadership succession in Northern Irish communities, 
engagement with GCE would provide the opportunity to encourage, empower, and upskill the next 
generation of active citizens.  

 

Addressing Local and Global Challenges Holistically:  
Constituents in Northern Ireland have voiced their 
concerns and have their own lived experiences of 
the increasing cost of living, food poverty, 
immigration, and climate vulnerabilities. As these 
local issues are deeply interconnected with the 
global context, an international development 
function would enable Northern Ireland to be part of 
the solution through offering a mechanism for 
tangible actions that respond to public anxieties 
about a “deteriorating world.”  For example, 
investment in sustainable agriculture and food 
systems in the Global South can contribute to 
stabilising global food prices and the reduction of 
hunger induced migration.  

Overseas programmes delivered in partnership with the NGO sector ensure that initiatives are both 
impactful and enduring and position Northern Ireland as a proactive and cohesive contributor to the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - demonstrating how devolved governance can contribute 
to tackling global inequalities while delivering tangible benefits at home. 

Extremely 
32%

Very 
48%

Moderately
16%

Not at all
4%

The international develoment sector's 
perceived relevance of facilitating 
exploration and understanding of 

immigration, connected challenges 
and messaging

Strongly 
agree

Agree
40%

Neutral
12%

Disagree
4%

The international develoment sector's 
level of agreement that an 

international development function 
will increase public understanding and 

global interconnections

https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/page/global-citizenship-education
https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/page/global-citizenship-education


11 
 

Strengthening Collaboration and Governance:     
Working within an international development 
function provides a rare opportunity for cross-party 
consensus in Northern Ireland, where political 
divisions can often stall progress. A unified 
international agenda offers measurable, productive 
successes that can transcend political divides, 
allowing parties to demonstrate tangible impact in 
an area with broad public support. The UN’s SDGs 
framework provides a shared language and goals for 
all parties, ensuring that Northern Ireland’s 
international development function is inclusive and 
locally led and providing opportunity for cross party 
and NGO collaborative working. 

Northern Ireland is in a unique position having 
governmental engagement with both the United 
Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland. An international development function can strengthen 
collaboration across the UK and Ireland and enable an amplified voice on a global stage advocating for 
shared priorities such as peacebuilding, climate resilience, and poverty reduction.  

An allocated budget facilitating NGO grant funding incorporated within the international development 
function presents a low-risk, high-reward opportunity through the provision of a small but impactful 
budget with assured measured returns in terms of international development and impact. Smaller, 
more agile international development models would enable niche activity and provide an increased 
return on investment which in turn could create the opportunity for increased public trust in 
government by demonstrating effective and efficient use of resources. 

 

Extremely 
32%

Very 
44%

Moderately
20%

Slightly
4%

The international develoment sector's 
perceived relevance of creating an 
opportunity for all-party buy in and 

collaborative action
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NORTHERN IRELAND’S INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT SECTOR’S CONTRIBUTION 
TO THE IMPLEMENTATION OF AN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION: THE 
STRATEGIC RELEVANCE AND BENEFITS 

The international development sector in Northern Ireland consists of a diverse range of organisations, 
from large UK and Ireland-wide NGOs to smaller, locally grown NGOs; all committed to promoting 
sustainable development, social justice, and a fairer society both locally and globally. This sector 
brings a wealth of understanding and experience of sustainable development delivered in partnership 
with the Global South and can significantly support the implementation of an international 
development function through:   

Leveraging Existing Expertise and Networks:  CADA represents a collective of aid and development 
agencies currently engaging in community-led development in the Global South and therefore has an 
informed understanding, on-the-ground expertise, partnerships, and community connections in the 
Global South, and provides a collaborative network for implementation of an international 
development function. CADA provides immediate access to informed development practices and 
meaningful, collaborative international relationships at community level, essential for implementation 
of an international development function. 

CADA members also provide firsthand, real-world insights that can directly shape strategy, 
programme delivery, and emergency response. This ensures that Northern Ireland’s international 
development function is not only locally grounded but also globally effective, aligning with the needs 
of communities while adhering to international best practices. By leveraging CADA’s network, 
Northern Ireland can avoid reinventing the wheel, reduce risks, and maximize the impact of financial 
investment. 

Elevating Northern Ireland’s Global Voice: Working collaboratively with CADA and the wider 
International NGO Sector would create a strong, unified platform for Northern Ireland to articulate a 
coherent and authoritative voice on global and humanitarian issues. By working through NGO 
established networks, Northern Ireland could speak with clarity and consistency on the international 
stage, aligning the region’s efforts with global priorities, such as the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), while also addressing pressing issues like poverty, climate change, and conflict 
resolution. Existing connections enable leverage of shared expertise, resources and influence, 
fostering collaborations that are both meaningful and sustainable. An International NGO sector 
presence working within an international development function would position Northern Ireland as an 
international development stakeholder, similar to Scotland, Wales and the offshore British islands. 

Deepening Partnerships in the Global South: The international development sector’s established 
networks would serve as a catalyst for deepening collaborations with organisations and communities 
across the Global South, fostering an environment of mutual learning, shared ownership, and long-
term partnerships.  The international development sector can facilitate the opportunity for Northern 
Ireland businesses to engage in corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives linked to international 
development projects. Companies’ alignment of their CSR strategies with globally recognised 
development goals, such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), would contribute to 
mutually beneficial international development practice.  

Driving Education, Awareness, and Social Change: The international development sector is 
currently engaged in community and educational projects that advance GCE, bringing proven 
methodologies and grassroots experience to the table into schools, universities, and lifelong learning 
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initiatives – an existing network that can facilitate embedding GCE in the curricula as part of an 
international development function. 

Engagement with GCE has the potential for more meaningful global linkages between schools, 
universities, and organisations, fostering cross-cultural learning and collaboration that benefits all 
parties involved.  

Accountability Through Tangible Results and Measurable Impact: The international development 
sector’s on-the-ground experience would play a pivotal role in showcasing the tangible impact of 
Northern Ireland’s development activity, within an international development function, transforming 
abstract commitments into concrete, measurable outcomes. The international development sector, 
through their in-depth experience and expertise of working in partnership with Global South, are 
skilled in demonstrating clear, evidence-based results through case studies and impact reports. An 
international development focus in Northern Ireland could build credibility and strengthen public 
trust, proving that contributions to international development are not only well-intentioned but also 
impactful and enduring.  

Enhancing Northern Ireland’s Contribution to International Emergency Response: Northern 
Ireland’s contribution to the UK’s Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) response for international 
emergencies, facilitated through coordinated operational support and mutual assistance 
arrangements with UK emergency responders, is further strengthened and facilitated by the 
international development NGOs. NGO networks allow for rapid and coordinated responses to 
disasters, conflicts, and health emergencies by utilising established relationships with local and 
international partners, thereby streamlining the delivery of any potential Northern Irish global aid and 
assistance. 

 

 



14 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NORTHERN IRELAND EXECUTIVE 

Key recommendations for prioritisation are: 

➢ Establish an International Development Function 
- Articulate a clear strategy, explicitly linking international development to existing 

priorities, such as health, food security, migration, climate justice, gender justice and 
peacebuilding.  

- Ensure alignment with global frameworks such as the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and engagement with the Global South.  

- Ensure that appropriate government resources, policies, structures, and processes are 
officially established with allocated funding within one Assembly mandate.   

- Champion international development and a global focus through the First Minister’s 
and Deputy First Minister’s promotion of a multi-cultural society and the relevance of 
international development within the development and implementation of local and 
national policy.  

- Appoint Junior Ministers with a specific remit to ensure the advancement of Northern 
Ireland’s contribution to international development - supporting policy development, 
implementation, decision-making and engagement with the international development 
sector. 

 
➢ Strengthen Global Citizenship Education  

- Embed Global Citizenship Education into Northern Ireland’s primary and secondary 
school and lifelong learning curricula, integrating themes such as sustainability, 
human rights, and global justice into everyday learning to encourage critical thinking 
about worldwide issues, appreciation of cultural diversity, and taking informed action 
as responsible global citizens.  

 
➢ Work in Partnership with Northern Ireland’s International Development Sector  

- Create a strategic alliance and dialogue with the international development sector and 
leverage organisations’ expertise, grassroots networks, and on-the-ground experience 
in the Global South to ensure international development efforts are locally informed, 
impactful, and sustainable locally and globally. 

- Enable the delivery of community-led global development programmes and global 
citizenship programmes in partnership with NGOs through grant funding opportunities. 

 
➢ Leverage Northern Ireland’s Peacebuilding Legacy  

- Showcase Northern Ireland’s unique peacebuilding experience and expertise to 
inform and strengthen international development and global conflict resolution. 
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POLITICAL CONTEXT OF AN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION IN 
NORTHERN IRELAND’S EXECUTIVE: SUMMARY OF THE RaISe RESEARCH ON 
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND DEVOLUTION 

In 2023, the Research and Information Service (RaISe) at the Northern Ireland Assembly completed a 
report commissioned by CADA titled ’An Overview of International Development and Devolved 
Institutions in the United Kingdom’ (RaISe, 2023, NIAR 104-23). This gave an outline of the extent and 
scope of the devolved governments’ engagement with international development policies. Against this 
backdrop a request was made from CADA to RaISe to conduct further research based on the 2023 
document. RaISe’s second report to CADA, ‘International Development and Devolution’ (RaISe, 2025, 
NIAR 000-25), was given the specific remit ‘To chart a possible pathway towards achieving a focus on 
International Development within the NI Assembly’. Among other aims, the research sought to answer 
the following questions: 

1. What is the current status of the International Relations Strategy? 
2. Where, if at all, is the scope to include an international development component withing the 

International Relations Strategy? 
3. What are the supporting structures/environments that might support this?  
4. What aspects of the Programme for Government are relevant to international development? 
5. What could be done collaboratively?  

The resulting Briefing Note (authored by Michael Greig from the NI Assembly Research Office) 
concentrated on the strategies for international relations and devolution, exploring the scope and 
scale of these strategies for the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales. It also outlined the 
legislative foundations that could allow Northern Ireland to pursue similar policies to the other 
devolved regions of the United Kingdom while recognising that international relations is an ‘excepted 
matter’ under the Northern Ireland Act of 1998.  
 
The research builds on a previous attempt to enhance the role of international development made by 
the All-Party Group on International Development (APGID) during the 2007-2011 mandate. The 
cumulation of this led the Northern Ireland Assembly to debate a motion on a distinct Executive 
international development strategy. The conclusion to this debate was, that: “it is possible for the 
Executive and Assembly to make an immediate contribution to that work without infringing any of the 
legislation that surrounds overseas development” (Hansard, Northern Ireland Assembly, 1 March 
2011). 
 
Scotland’s International Development Commitments 
Starting with Scotland, the research surveyed the policy bases and institutional framework for 
Scotland’s international relations. This comes under the auspices of the now established Culture and 
External Affairs Directorate. The objective of this office is to promote Scotland’s interests 
internationally and engage with global challenges such as climate change, migration and external 
partnerships. Scotland’s International Strategy was published in January 2024 and sets out the 
Scottish Government’s approach to international involvement and delivery until the end of the current 
parliamentary term. “We cannot truly and effectively deliver our domestic priorities and these 
missions without acknowledging and playing our part in addressing the range of global challenges that 
contribute to them, as well as contributing internationally in return in a spirit of global solidarity” 
(International Strategy, Scottish Government, 2024, https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2024/01/scotlands-international-strategy/documents/scotlands-international-strategy-delivering-scotland/scotlands-international-strategy-delivering-scotland/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-international-strategy-delivering-scotland.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2024/01/scotlands-international-strategy/documents/scotlands-international-strategy-delivering-scotland/scotlands-international-strategy-delivering-scotland/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-international-strategy-delivering-scotland.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-international-strategy/
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international-strategy/ ). The Strategy builds on the previous Global Affairs Framework. Published in 
2022, this Framework underpins Scotland’s international outlook by establishing values-based 
principles, including: good global citizenship, maintaining close ties with the EU, gender equality, and 
climate justice. 

The seven values laid out in the framework are:  

1. Good global citizenship – committing under this principle to ensure it is fundamental to all 
actions taken on an international stage.  

2. Maintaining the closest possible relationship with the European Union (EU) - underpinning the 
Strategic Agenda where Scotland has agreed to work in partnership with the EU.  
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/e
uropean-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-
unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-
2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-
2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf   

3. Gender equality – linking international policies to the domestic focus on equality, inclusion and 
human rights.   

4. Climate crisis and climate justice – accepting responsibility in reducing carbon emissions, a 
just transition to net zero and building a climate-resilient future.   

5. Respect for human rights and the rule of law – ensuring entitlement to basic rights and 
freedoms. This includes through international trade policies. 

6. The role of the international network - strengthening Scotland’s international profile, protecting 
and enhancing Scotland’s interests overseas.   

7. Scotland’s culture – building on Scotland’s Culture Strategy from 2020 to promote the culture 
globally. (Raise, 2025, NIAR 000-25, 4) 

The Scottish International Strategy (2024), while limited to the current mandate, works from three 
themes: Economy, Trade and Investment; Climate Change, Biodiversity and Renewable Energy; and 
Reputation, Influence and Relationships.  

Further to this the Scottish approach to international relations enhances an earlier strategy from 2016, 
the International Development Strategy (2016) which supports the United Nation’s Sustainable 
Development Goals through to the end of its cycle in 2030. The Strategy does this by aiming to address 
global poverty and inequality through working with four partner countries: Malawi, Zambia, Rwanda, 
and Pakistan.  

Overall in Scotland, the stated key policy commitments are: a feminist approach to international 
relations, supporting vulnerable women and girls; a Climate Justice Fund (a £36m budget from 2021–
2026) separate from development funds to support communities most at risk from climate change; 
sustaining an International Network and offices which engage with foreign governments and 
businesses; and Health and Education actions assisting with the development of resilient health 
systems and supporting inclusive education for marginalized learners in the four partner countries. 

Wales’s International Development Commitments 
CADA has consulted and engaged with Welsh counterparts for a number of years on their approach to 
international development and has hosted civil servants and international NGO staff to discuss the 
nature and scope of actions. The Welsh International Strategy was launched in 2020. While it has an 
overseas development assistance (ODA) remit, it also highlights the importance of economic 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-international-strategy/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2020/01/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/documents/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective/govscot%3Adocument/european-unions-strategic-agenda-2020-24-scotlands-perspective.pdf
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partnerships globally, promoting Welsh businesses and extending the reach of the Welsh cultural 
industries. The strong commitment to the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) can 
be recognised throughout policy making in general from the Welsh government: 

“This strategy will set out our priorities for international relationships and economic 
partnerships in the context of our lasting commitments to sustainable development and 
responsibility for safeguarding the environment for future generations. Wales is the only nation 
in the world – so far – to have translated the UN Sustainability Goals into law.” (Welsh 
International Strategy, 2020, 2) https://www.gov.wales/international-engagement-for-wales-
strategy-and-delivery-plan  

Within this there are three core ambitions: to raise Wales’s international profile by increasing a 
presence on an international stage and coordinating activities across the government; focusing on 
economic growth by growing exports and attracting inward investment; encouraging global 
responsibility as a nation, implementing the Well-being of Future Generations Act and enhancing 
Wales as a "Nation of Sanctuary". 

The Strategy is actioned in a number of ways. This can be seen through the Wales and Africa 
Programme, which develops community-based links with regions in sub-Saharan Africa. The primary 
focus here is on health provision, sustainable livelihoods, and mitigating the adverse effects of climate 
change. Other policies aim to support the existing international networks, maintaining twenty-one 
Welsh overseas offices in twelve countries. Their remit is to identify investment opportunities and 
promote the brand. Wales also has priority partners with a strategic focus on Germany, France, 
Ireland, the USA, Canada, and regions such as the Basque Country and Flanders. Finally, there is the 
campaign to promote the identity of Wales through the Cymru Wales brand.  

The Welsh Strategy in relation to international development commitments is underpinned by the 
governmental aim to establish Wales as a globally responsible nation. In order to achieve this, actions 
include:  

1. Becoming known internationally as the first country to put the UN sustainability goals into law 
by promoting the Well-being of Future Generations Act.  

2. Offer support to countries that can learn from the Welsh experience of increasing the number 
of people who speak an indigenous language, which was previously under threat.  

3. Be known as a world-leading nation for recycling.  
4. Establishing the Welsh reputation for sustainable adventure tourism.  
5. Plant a further 15 million trees in the Mbale region of Uganda by 2025 – in addition to the 10 

million already planted in the region.  
6. Cement the Welsh reputation as a Fair Nation – a nation committed to Fair Trade, Fair Work 

and Fair Play, especially through work on equality.  
7. Establishing a reputation as a Nation of Sanctuary committed to human rights and promoting 

peace.  
8. Teaching students in Welsh schools to be ethical, informed citizens dedicated to promoting 

global citizenship, as part of the new national curriculum. (Adapted from the Welsh 
International Strategy, 2020, 2) https://www.gov.wales/international-engagement-for-wales-
strategy-and-delivery-plan  

 
 

https://www.gov.wales/international-engagement-for-wales-strategy-and-delivery-plan
https://www.gov.wales/international-engagement-for-wales-strategy-and-delivery-plan
https://www.gov.wales/international-engagement-for-wales-strategy-and-delivery-plan
https://www.gov.wales/international-engagement-for-wales-strategy-and-delivery-plan
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Budgetary Allocations (2025-26) 
Both administrations face challenges in providing a clear breakdown between domestic and 
international spending. There are, however, definite commitments to international development in 
both devolved administrations. 

Devolved Administration Budget Line 2025-26 Allocation 

Scotland External Affairs (Total) £27.6m  

 International Development Fund £12.8m  

 Humanitarian Emergency Fund £1.0m per annum  

Wales International Relations £8.14m  

 International Sustainable Development £1.05m  

 

Scotland: Budgeting is part of the Constitution, External Affairs and Culture Portfolio. Precise ODA 
(Official Development Assistance) spend is difficult to estimate for 2025, though the 2023 spend was 
approximately £16.4m. Wales: International spending falls under Central Services and Administration. 
Scrutiny reports have noted that the level of detail regarding outcomes and value for money is 
currently insufficient. 

Northern Ireland and International Development 
The CADA initiated research from RaISe (2025), commissioned by Kate Nicholl MLA, highlighted one 
aspect of the international relations remit for the devolved government in Northern Ireland: ‘What is 
the legal underpinning that gives the Executive the legislative authority to pursue an international 
relations and international development strategy?” (RaISe, 2025, NIAR 000-25, 32). While international 
relations and development are ‘excepted matters’ under the Northern Ireland Act 1998, the Executive 
still possesses the authority to pursue these strategies. There is also acknowledgement that there are 
several other pieces of legislation that are applicable to this authority. 

The key legislative lever is The Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement (1998) which mandates the First 
Minister and deputy First Minister to coordinate the administration's response to external relations. 
Importantly for this research brief, it notes that while international development is excepted, the 
Executive has powers regarding the North-South Ministerial Council, the British-Irish Council, and 
observing/implementing international obligations (2.1.2 Northern Ireland Act 1998; RaISe, 2025, NIAR 
000-25, 32-33). 

For CADA the research provides access points for an international development remit. 
“…certain areas do not fall under excepted matters. These include: 
• The exercise of legislative powers giving effect to an agreement entered by a Minister following 

a meeting of the North-South Ministerial Council, or the British-Irish Council.   
• In relation to the activities or a body established to implement policies agreed in the North-

South Ministerial Council.  
• Observing and implementing international obligations.” (RaISe, 2025, NIAR 000-25, 33). 
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Further to this there is the 2013 agreement between the various devolved administrations and the 
United Kingdom Government, the Memorandum of Understanding and Supplementary Agreements 
(UK Assets Publishing, 2013). This acknowledges that devolved administrations have interests in 
international policy regarding devolved matters. It allows for: working-level discussions with foreign 
governments on devolved issues; establishing overseas offices for trade and inward investment; and 
concurrent powers with the UK Government to promote international trade. 

Other significant aspects of the RaISe research and interventions that should be highlighted can be 
seen with Northern Ireland specific policies, such as on policies related to Peace and Reconciliation 
which has generated much interest internationally and is seen to be a template for peacebuilding 
which other conflict prone regions could learn from. From a different region, the Scottish Government 
first committed to exploring a Peace Institute in its 2021 Programme for Government. This initiative 
evolved into the Scottish Peace Platform, a government-funded network launched in late 2025 to 
connect and amplify local peacebuilding stakeholders (www.scottishpeaceplatform.org ). 
Interestingly, this cites Scotland's diverse peacebuilding sector and its role in increasing complex 
global conflicts.  

There are the EU Initiatives, the PEACEPLUS programme (2021–2027) which remains a critical funding 
strand for social cohesion and reconciliation in Northern Ireland and cross-border communities. 

The Global Citizenship Education (GCE) sector in Northern Ireland has been a component aspect of 
education provision since the 1970s yet, unlike Scotland, England, Wales and the Republic of Ireland, 
has never had dedicated governmental commitment in Northern Ireland.  

In 2018, a House of Lords report highlighted the role of faith-based organisations and specialised 
agencies in facilitating reconciliation efforts in fragile states. Northern Ireland has a very vibrant and 
active international development network represented by CADA which could be connected more 
effectively to the outworking of a range of policies in Northern Ireland. 

The RaISe research concludes with a series of observations on the possibility of an international 
development remit for Northern Ireland’s devolved government. They are summarised here: 

• Devolved administrations may hold working level discussions on devolved matters with foreign 
national or sub-national governments or appropriate counterparts in international organisations.   

• Devolved administrations may, in co-operation with the FCDO, plan with the above organisations 
to facilitate cooperation, so long as it does not bind the UK Government in international law or 
affect the conduct of international relations.   

• The NI Executive may hold discussions and plan with the Irish Government in the context of the 
British-Irish Council.   

• Devolved administrations have responsibilities in areas where the UK Government has made 
formal commitments.   

• Devolved administrations should consult with and agree their proposals with the FCDO on how 
they will implement a strategy to meet the commitments made by the UK Government.   

• Devolved administrations may establish offices overseas within the framework of their 
responsibility on devolved matters (i.e. inward trade and investment).   

• The devolved administrations have concurrent powers alongside the UK Government to promote 
international trade and inward investment. (RaISe, 2025, NIAR 000-25) 

 

Full research can be accessed at International Development and Devolution: RaISe Briefing Note 2025  

https://scottishpeaceplatform.org/
http://www.scottishpeaceplatform.org/
https://cada-ni.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/NIAR-130-2025_MLA-Query_International-Development-1-1.pdf
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