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SUMMARY

Building on analyses o f the merits/drawbacks o f employing a strategic spatial 

planning agenda to promote the sustainable development o f rural areas 

(Hadjmichalis, 2003; Scott 2005), this research conducts an in-depth 

investigation o f the uniformity and consistency by which central government 

sustainable rural development strategies are adopted and implemented across local 

authority regimes.

This has involved interviewing officials (DoEHLG) and TDs at national 

government level with regard to traming o f national policy approaches, then, 

based on two counties with strict controls over one-off rural housing development 

(counties Clare and Galway) and two counties with greater laxity in their approach 

(counties Roscommon and Cavan), interviews were conducted with planners at 

county level, county councillors and a range o f interest groups which either favour 

or oppose one-off rural housing development. Finally, based on sampling o f 

planning applications for one-off housing which had been refused in each of the 

four counties, a large structured questionnaire survey o f households was 

undertaken to investigate the personal impacts o f  refusal and their experience o f  

the planning system. Then, for comparative purposes, the questionnaire survey 

was extended in county Clare to include a sample o f households whose planning 

applications for one-off rural housing had been granted permission.

It appears that stakeholders’ perceptions o f the sustainability o f one-off housing 

are rooted in their background, education, and also position within the planning 

system. These perceptions when applied to the three dimensions o f sustainability; 

economy, environment and society, lead to hugely contrasting constructions o f 

what construes sustainable development. The outcome o f these contrasting 

definitions is conflict between stakeholders, at national and local level, with regard 

to the formulation and activation o f rural settlement strategies. This, in turn, has 

consequences for one-off rural housing applicants engaged with the planning 

system.
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION

Rural housing policy in Ireland has received significant attention in recent years, 

essentially in response to the large increase in the construction o f  one-off housing 

in rural areas during the 1990s and early 2000s. The National Spatial Strategy 

2002-2020 (NSS), published December 2002, intended to provide for the first time 

an explicit national framework for dealing with spatial issues. NSS policy for the 

sustainable development o f  rural areas focuses on the promotion o f  concentrated 

village-type settlements and the restriction o f  one-off housing construction.

The introduction o f  such policy has led to a contentious debate, played out at 

national and local levels. This debate has been characterised by conflicting 

interpretations o f  rural sustainability and the perceived imbalance in importance 

attributed to its social, economic and environmental dimensions. The Sustainable 

Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities, published in 2005, were 

intended to loosen restrictions on one-off housing construction. However, 

concerns have arisen regarding a lack o f  uniformity in adoption and 

implementation o f  rural housing policy and guidelines at local level.

This research project addresses these issues which are o f  considerable importance 

in contemporary Irish rural studies. It comprehensively reviews national policy 

relating to sustainable rural development, focusing on single rural dwellings. 

Particular attention is paid to the manner and context in which national policy has 

been formulated and the external factors involved in this process.

This thesis investigates the manner in which local authorities have incorporated 

government policies relating to sustainable rural housing into the settlement 

strategies and rural housing policies for employment in their administrative areas. 

It examines the accuracy with which rural housing polices/settlement strategies 

adopted by local councillors are implemented by planners.



This project considers the consequences for the individual/household o f  the 

decision-making power held by the County Manager to grant/refuse planning 

permission for one-off housing.

This research, in providing a theoretical framework for understanding and 

interpreting the issues surrounding the formulation and activation o f  sustainable 

rural development policies at national and local level draws from pluralist and 

managerialist interpretations o f  the state as described in the writing o f  Kirk (1980) 

and MacLaran and McGuirk (2003). By connecting managerialist and pluralist 

philosophies with empirical evidence, this project provides a theoretical context 

for understanding:

i) The manner in which central government and different local authority 

managers interpret and operate sustainable development issues.

ii) The degree to which national and local sustainable rural housing policy 

is infused in and shaped by the political agendas o f  interest groups who 

are both for and against one-off housing construction in rural areas.

Figure 1.1 summarises:

i) The actors and processes involved in the formulation and operation o f  

sustainable rural housing policies.

ii) The policy which is relevant to this research and its implementation as 

a context for the research.
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Figure 1.1 Policy and Practice -  Sustainable Rural Housing
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This project presents an opportunity to provide an empirical understanding o f  the 

manner in which sustainable rural development is operated in Ireland. The core 

challenge is to:

i) Identify the manner in which sustainable development, in tenns o f  rural 

settlement patterns, is interpreted by policy decision-makers at national and 

local level and the extent to which this is influenced by external factors, i.e. 

the pluralist political agendas o f  vested/voluntary interests both for and 

against rural one-off housing construction.

ii) Identify the extent to which the managerialist agendas o f  policy activators 

have resulted in non-compliance with policy and the implications o f  such 

for the individual/household.

This thesis is presented in 9 chapters. The present chapter introduces and outlines 

the rationale for the topic o f  research. Chapter 2 provides an in-depth review o f  the 

theoretical and contextual literature relating to the research subject including: 

associated legislation and planning systems/strategies in operation from the mid 

20*’’ century to date, the history o f  rural settlement in Ireland as well as literature 

relating to the events surrounding, and outcomes of, the rural housing debate 

which originated in the late 1990s. Chapter 3 documents the methodological 

framework for this thesis. It lays out the research aims and objectives, the 

procedure for selecting case-study county councils (chosen to illustrate the variety 

o f  local planning regimes in Ireland) and the strategies for primary data collection, 

namely, semi-structured interviews and questionnaire surveys.

The primary focus o f  this thesis is devoted to examining the workings o f  the 

political and planning systems with regard to sustainable development and rural 

settlement planning in Ireland, at both national and local level, whilst connecting 

managerialist and pluralist philosophies with gathered empirical evidence, thus 

providing a theoretical context for understanding the processes in operation. Four 

categories o f  interviewee were identified as being involved with, or affected by, 

policies and planning practices relating to the sustainability o f  rural one-off 

housing (central-govemment elected representatives/central-govemment officials.

4



local authority elected representatives, local authority planning officials, and 

interest groups both for and against one-off housing construction). The 

perspectives and opinions o f  representatives from each o f  these 4 categories are 

documented in chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 respectively.

Chapter 8 documents the experiences o f  individuals/households who have been 

involved with the planning system while applying for permission to construct a 

single rural dwelling. Although the inclusion o f  this chapter marks a slight 

departure from the overall direction o f  this thesis, the necessity to document the 

outcomes o f the planning system, following an empirical and theoretical analysis 

o f  the manner in which it fiinctions (which in turn has implications for the 

individual) warrants its inclusion.

In seeking to understand the intricacies o f the process outlined above, this research 

provides a unique opportunity to subject to formal analysis the experiences and 

perspectives o f  those involved in, and affected by, rural housing policy formation 

and planning practice.
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CHAPTER TWO: 

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.0. Preamble

This project aims to provide both an empirical and theoretical understanding o f  

sustainable rural development operations in Ireland, particularly the manner in 

which sustainability is interpreted and rural housing policies formulated at national 

level, the uniformity and consistency by which these policies are adopted and 

activated by local authorities as well as the responsiveness o f  politicians and 

planning officers to interest groups. This chapter aims to put these issues in 

context, exploring and defining key themes and concepts relevant to this project, 

thus providing the background o f  this study. It aims to provide an overview o f  the 

processes, issues and events which have, either directly or tangentially, given rise 

to contentious multi-scalar debate in Ireland, relating to issues o f  rural 

sustainability regarding the issue o f one-off housing development.

The primary themes which are covered in this chapter include: rural structure and 

form (both contemporary and historical); local governance and local planning 

systems in Ireland; sustainable development and its theoretical and practical 

conceptualisations, spanning from international to local level in Ireland; rural 

conflict relating to the sustainability o f  single rural dwellings; recent (2010) policy 

publications relating to single rural dwellings and rural spatial patterns; and 

theoretical conceptions o f  the state and the role o f  planning as it relates to 

sustainable development and rural residential planning.
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2.1. Rural Structure and Form

This section explores the various definitions o f  rural areas which are used 

internationally. It examines literature relating to international trends o f  economic 

and social restructuring in rural areas o f  the developed world. With regard to the 

Irish experience, this section reviews literature relating to the emergence o f  

contemporary rural settlement patterns from historical forms and the effects and 

outcomes o f  social and economic restructuring on this process.

2.1.1. Defining ‘Rural’ -  Variations in Terminology

The precise definition o f  ‘rural’ varies considerably internationally. There is no 

common international or EU definition o f  rural areas. Countries have adopted their 

own definitions o f  rural areas. The basic territorial units used in national 

definitions o f  ‘rurality’ vary considerably in size, both with regard to area and 

population. For example, French communes, which are the smallest administrative 

units in Europe, have an average surface area o f  15 square kilometres and an 

average population o f  1,500 inhabitants, whereas in the United States, counties 

which are used as the basic unit for rural analysis have an average area o f  3,000 

square kilometres and a population o f  80,000 (Economic Commission for Europe, 

ECE, 2005). When rural definitions consist of, or include, population thresholds, 

the maximum population o f  a rural settlement can differ dramatically as illustrated 

in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1. Official population-based definition o f rural settlements

Definition used by

Maximum Population of 

a Rural Settlement Notes

Iceland 300
Minimum population o f  an 

urban administrative unit

Australia 1,000

Canada 1,000
(+ population density less than 

400 per km ) Census definition

New Zealand 1,000

Ireland 1,500
(+ population density less than 

150 per km*) Census definition

France 2,000

United States 2,500 Census definition

Scotland 3,000 Scottish Executive definition

England and Wales 10,000
Office for National Statistics 

definition

Italy 10,000
Minimum population o f  an 

urban administrative unit

United Nations 20,000

Japan 30,000
Minimum population o f  an 

urban administrative unit

(Sources: European Commission, 1999; Office for National Statistics, U.K. 

(ONS), 2004; ECE, 2005; Food and Agriculture Organisation o f  the United 

Nations (FAO), 2005; Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, 2005; 

Woods, 2005)

In Ireland, the basic territorial unit, upon which rural definitions are based, is the 

District Electoral Division (DED). A DED is an electoral district which provides a 

useful mechanism for identifying and collating data at local level. Rural DEDs are 

defined using the following criteria (Centre for Local and Regional Studies et al., 

2000):
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Each DED is considered to be rural if:

1. It is not an urban DED as defined by the CSO.

2. It cannot be aggregated to form an urban district or borough.

3. It has a population of less than 150 people per square kilometre.

4. It does not contain a town with a population of 1,500 persons or more.

According to 2002 Census data, around 40 percent of the Irish population live in 

rural areas, including small towns and villages, a figure which remained constant 

in 2006 (DoEHLG, 2005; CSO, 2006). In some counties, particularly in parts of 

the midlands and in the west, a much higher proportion o f households, up to 70 per 

cent, live in the open Countryside (DoEHLG, 2005; CSO, 2007; Scott and 

Brereton, 2010). Indeed, urbanisation in Ireland remains low in comparison to the 

rest of Europe. Between 70 and 80 per cent o f most EU countries are urbanised 

and urbanisation in England is at more than 90 per cent (Me Donagh, 2001; Byrne, 

2003).

2.1.2. The History of Rural Settlement Structure in Ireland

In a geographical context, the term ‘settlement form’ refers to the distribution o f 

individual homesteads. Any possible arrangement o f such homesteads falls on a 

continuum between a scattered (dispersed) type where each family is located 

amidst its own fields and clustered settlements where families form a village by 

living adjacent to one another at some distance from their fields (Silberfein, 1989). 

The history o f rural settlement patterns in Ireland is inextricably linked to the 

history o f farming from the earliest times to the present (O’Keefe, 1997; Aalen, 

1997; The Heritage Council, 2005). From the sixteenth century, the system of land 

ownership in Ireland was predominantly based on the estate system which had 

replaced the earlier Gaelic and feudal land tenures. The principal forms o f rural 

settlement which existed under this system included individual farmsteads and 

farm clusters and villages (O’Keefe, 1997; The Heritage Council, 2005). Rundale 

settlements, which developed from the seventeenth century through to the 

nineteenth century, represent one o f the more negative consequences of the estate 

system due to the fact that there was no controlling intervention o f these

10



settlements by, often non-resident, estate owners. This led to an explosion o f  

^squalid and unhygienic cabin clusters’ and contributed to the chaotic nature o f 

these rundale villages (Duffy, 2000, 214).

By the 1830s the greatest concentrations o f  these farm clusters were in the western 

seaboard counties, the north, in the upland mountains o f  the east and in other 

marginal landscapes in the midlands (Heritage Council, 2005). In the late- 

nineteenth century, the Congested Districts Board (CDB) was established to 

relieve settlement congestion in these areas. The CDB was in charge o f  separating 

and re-organising thousands o f  rundale house clusters, relocating houses closer to 

their own farms and fields (Duffy, 2000; Breathnach, 2006), representing the first 

attempt at planned settlement remodelling in an Irish context.

Following political independence in 1922, rural land reform was allocated to the 

Land Commission which continued many o f  the policies o f  the CBD. However, 

the biggest achievement o f  the Land Commission involved establishing 

settlements in some o f  the most underpopulated rural areas o f  Ireland (Duffy, 

2000). The sparsely populated counties o f  Roscommon and east Connaught, and 

especially the mid-Leinster counties o f  Kildare and Meath saw "extensive results 

o f  Land Commission policy which were the converse o f  the congested areas work' 

(Duffy, 2000, 218). Thousands o f  migrants fi'om Mayo, Leitrim, Donegal, Clare 

and Kerry were relocated to farmhouses in these areas. These farmhouses were 

grouped close together in distinctive patterns (Duffy, 2000).

The contribution o f  local authorities to rural settlement patterns has also been 

significant. Following the creation o f  county council in 1898, public attempts at 

local housing reform began. Up to 1921, approximately 50,000 labourers’ cottages 

were constructed singly or in small groups along country roads convenient to the 

large farms on which they might seek employment (Duffy, 2000). Just as the CDB 

was catering for the needs o f  the small-holders in the west, the council cottages 

were principally constructed in Leinster and Munster where the majority o f  

labourers lived (McKay, 1992; Duffy, 2000; Ferriter, 2004).
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The Heritage Council (2005) noted that the main legacies o f rural settlement 

patterns that are evident in the Irish rural landscape today are farm-related 

settlements and road-orientated settlements.

2.1.3. Economic and Social Restructuring of Rural Areas

This section examines international and national literature which documents the 

considerable economic and social changes which have occurred in rural areas over 

the course o f the twentieth century (Duffy, 1983, 2000; Aalen, 1997; Scott, 2005; 

Woods, 2005; Champion, 2007) and the consequences, in the Irish context, for the 

structure o f rural settlement patterns and traditional rural lifestyles.

A major component o f the restructuring o f rural areas has been the fundamental 

transformation o f agriculture in the developed world which has seen farming move 

from the centre to the periphery o f  everyday life (Aalen, 1997; Scott, 2005; 

Woods, 2005). The decline in the importance of agriculture has been accompanied 

by a diversification o f the economic base o f rural areas and an increase in the non­

farming rural population (McDonagh, 1998; Marsden, 1999; Scott, 2005, 2008; 

Mahon, 2007) which has been described as rural areas undergoing a shift from a 

productivist to a post-productivist era (Hadjimichalis, 2003; Scott 2008) The 

reversal o f the rural to urban migration flow, or counter-urbanisation, was first 

observed by population analysts in the United States in the 1970s. These trends 

also soon became evident in Canada, Australia and much of Western Europe 

(Woods, 2005; Champion, 2007). In the UK, the fastest population growth during 

both the 1970s and the 1980s was experienced in predominantly rural counties and 

some 100,000 people were recorded as migrating directly from urban to rural areas 

in 1980 (Lewis, 1998).

In an Irish context, the 1970s, but particularly, the 1980s onwards saw a reversal in 

the trends o f previous decades as more people opted to live in one-off housing in 

rural areas (Hickey, 2004). Scott (2005) has noted that the increased scale and 

pace o f development witnessed in rural areas in recent years has resulted from a 

number o f  factors including a negative perception o f the quality o f life in urban
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areas, the lower cost associated with developing a one-off rural house, especially 

in light o f  the considerable inflation in urban housing prices from the early 1990s 

to the mid-2000s, increased mobility and, finally, a desire for living in a rural 

environment, in particular, with good access to urban centres. Caulfield (2003) 

further noted that by 1996, only 1 in 10 o f  dispersed rural dwellings were farming 

households. The continuing transition o f  ‘rural space’ in Ireland from agricultural 

to a post-agricultural environment has contributed to the emergence o f  new uses 

for rural space, the most contentious o f  which has been the increase in one-off 

housing construction (Scott, 2005, 2008). From 1991 to 2006, 1 in 5 o f  the 

497,000 housing units constructed in the Irish Republic were individual houses in 

rural areas (CSO, 2007).

As noted above, the main legacies o f  historical rural settlement patterns that are 

evident in the Irish rural landscape today are farm-related settlements and road- 

orientated settlements (The Heritage Council, 2005). The primary reason road- 

orientated settlements have been repeatedly replicated in the twentieth century is 

due to the fact that the prior existence o f  a road has resulted in a reduction in 

development costs for the house builder (The Heritage Council, 2005). Duffy 

(2000) argues that as a reflection o f  new priorities in the twentieth century such as 

declining agriculture, increased non-farming population, increased urban-based 

employment and rising affluence generally, there has been a change in the overall 

pattern and distribution o f  dispersed rural settlement. As a result o f  the 'urban- 

orientated, functional change" o f  rural populations and, in conjunction with lax 

planning control, there has been a major growth in road-orientated, ribbon-like 

commuter settlements at the expense o f  farm-related settlement patterns (Duffy, 

1983; 2000, 185).

W oods (2005) states that as the rural population and structure has been 

recomposed, so the nature o f  community life has changed. The ^solidarity o f  rural 

communities where residents shared common values and reference points ...has 

exploded by the dynamics ofpopulation change" (W oods, 2005, 90). For example, 

Phelan et al. (2005) found that a quarter o f all people living in Irish rural areas
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commute more than 64 km (40 miles) to work, with many stating that their homes 

are essentially only a place to sleep. The study also found that over 40 per cent o f  

non-farm rural households played no part in any community organisations and had 

little or no contact with their neighbours. These statistics appear to support 

W oods’ (2005) assertions and suggest that a breakdown o f traditional, more 

intensive, local social networks may be occurring.

2.2 Irish Local Government and Planning

This section outlines the origins o f  Ireland’s planning system and the roles played 

by the various tiers o f  government in its operation. It examines the literature 

relating to changing emphases in Irish planning policy and examines the manner 

by which development, particularly housing, was managed in rural areas.

The power and autonomy o f  local government in Ireland is far more restricted than 

is the case in m any other jurisdictions, such as the United States and France 

(Quinn, 2003). For the 85 per cent o f  the population that do not elect a town 

council, Ireland has a single tier o f  directly-elected local government which 

operates within the parameters laid down by central government. Consequently, 

the Irish system is highly centralised. Although eight regional authorities were 

established in 1994, they comprise elected members o f  the constituent local 

authorities and their remit is limited (Quinn, 2003). However, despite the limited 

remit in functions o f  local authorities in Ireland when compared to other countries, 

the planning system is an area where Irish local authorities have a significant 

degree o f  autonomy from central govermnent. Planning legislation is formulated at 

national level. These policies are then interpreted and incorporated into local 

planning policy, a reserved function carried out by elected local-authority 

councillors. Local planning policies are activated through the planning decisions 

o f  the County M anager and his/her representatives (planning officers) who 

comprise the executive branch o f  the local-authority system.
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Ireland's planning system was introduced in 1964, when the Local Government 

(Planning and Development) Act, 1963 came into effect. With this Act, physical 

planning, for the first time, became a mandatory function o f  local government 

(Nowlan, 1989; Grist, 2003). Under the terms o f  the 1963 Act, all local authorities, 

except town commissioners, were given a fiill range o f  planning responsibilities. 

Therefore, the physical planning system in Ireland was to be run by 87 (now 88) 

local planning authorities (Barmon, 1989; Grist, 2003). Each local authority was 

required by 1967 to have prepared a development plan for its area (Bannon, 

1989a). Despite the limitations in scope o f  these first local-authority development 

plans, progress had been made, and by the late 1960s, much o f  the territory o f the 

state was covered by planning policies. The 1963 Act also imposed, for the first 

time, an obligation upon everyone wishing to undertake development to obtain 

planning permission from the appropriate local planning authority in advance o f  

such development (Bannon, 1989a).

In the 1960s, Ireland’s new planning system was viewed as a national 

development catalyst which would ‘'pay dividends in economic and social well­

being in the years to com e’ (Dail Debates, 1962, cited by Bannon, 1989a, 130), 

and act as the mechanism which would enable local authorities to function as 

development authorities (Bannon, 1989a; Tierney, 2003). Planning was described 

as having ‘a considerable significance in helping to fo s te r  economic development' 

(Dail Debates, 1962, cited by Bannon, 1989a, 130) indicating the governm ent’s 

perspective at the time which stressed a close and complementary relationship 

between economic and physical planning (Bannon, 1989a). The importance o f  

protecting the natural environment in the face o f  development was recognised in 

the 1963 Local Government (Planning and Development) A ct by extending the 

range o f  preservation and protection objectives which could be written into 

development plans and, also, by providing planning authorities with a range o f  

special conservation powers, for example. Special Amenity Area Orders 

(Mawhinney, 1989). However, particular stress was placed on Uhe avoidance o f  

economic waste' (Bannon, 1989a, 130).
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The planning system was enthusiastically embraced by the public who believed 

that physical planning had a positive role to play in the economic development o f 

the country (Bannon, 1989a). However, the 1970s brought increasing discontent 

with physical planning as the emphasis slipped from ‘development planning’ to 

‘development control,’ which saw plamiing become 'increasingly obsessed with 

details o f  control and regulation'' (Bannon, 1989a, 135). Bannon (1989a) attributes 

the failure o f  ‘development planning’ to the lack o f  strong regional planning tier 

which largely divorced local planning actions from the realities o f  public policy at 

national level. Government commitment to national development had also waned, 

primarily due to an unstable economic climate and their intent in ensuring that all 

o f  Ireland remained classified as a European underdeveloped region (Bannon, 

1989a).

The 1970s and 1980s saw a gradual shift in physical planning ''away from  

fundam ental issues o f  national development towards an overriding concern with 

environmental management and controV (Bannon, 1989, 150). O ’Riordan, (2003) 

attributed the increased significance o f  environmental concerns in Irish planning in 

the 1970s and 1980s to Ireland’s entry into the EU in 1973, which saw Ireland 

become increasingly open to and influenced by ideas from outside the country 

(Mawhinny, 1989).

Provision has been made for the regulation o f  the physical development o f  rural 

areas since the early 1960s under the tenns o f  the Planning and Development Acts 

o f  1963, 1976 and 1982 (Cawley, 1989). The desirability o f  concentrating non­

farm housing in the environs o f  existing settlements was included in these Acts 

(Cawley, 1989). However, there has been a consistent failure to implement such 

policy at local level, the Irish planning system being described as one o f  the most 

lax regimes in Europe (Duffy, 2000). In a comparative context, this situation 

contrasts markedly with the British planning experience, where strict rural 

planning in the face o f  huge urban pressures has been the rule for at least seventy 

years (Duffy, 2000). The failure to implement similar policies in Ireland, both a 

national and local level during the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and 1990s contributed to
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the rapid increase in housing development, comprising both estates and one-off 

dwellings, in what is now referred to as the Greater Dublin Region, as well as 

around other large urban centres. Such was the geographical expansion o f  the 

capital that Nix (2003a) was led to comment that if  housing trends witnessed 

during the latter part o f  the twentieth century were to persist until 2010, Dublin 

would consume as much land as Los Angeles but with a quarter o f  its population.

The separation o f  rural and urban space is also practiced in the local planning 

polices o f  rural regions in Britain, as new development tends to be concentrated in 

small towns and large villages (Woods, 2005). In contrast, in Ireland, ‘roadside 

sprawl’ is widespread and visible around towns and large villages. The failure to 

enforce similar local policies in Ireland until the beginning o f  the twenty-first 

century has been attributed to a number o f  factors. Scott (2008) states that 

historically, rural areas have been overlooked by the planning system, given that 

there was no housing pressure on the countryside because o f  high levels o f  ou t­

migration. It has been suggested that this oversight continued into the late 1980s 

and 1990s due to a ‘sense o f  re lie f  resulting from the return o f  population to areas 

o f  the countryside where out-migration had been a prevailing trend for generations 

(Duffy, 2000). Other reasons put forward include the strong tradition o f  the single 

rural dwelling (McGrath, 1998; Duffy, 2000), and the common perception, at the 

time, o f  rural areas as agricultural space (Scott, 2008). The resultant liberal 

planning regime, with relaxed attitudes towards the construction o f  rural one-off 

housing (McGrath, 1998), has been described as one o f  the most lax planning 

regimes in Europe (Duffy, 2000).

2.3. Sustainable Development -  From Planning Concept at 

International Level to Core Concept of National Policy 

Framework

This section examines literature relating to the emergence o f  a sustainable 

development ethos in Irish planning, documenting its transition from international
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to national policy framework and legislation. This section also focuses on the 

emergence of strategic spatial planning as a strategy for promoting sustainable 

development, with obvious emphasis on the regulation o f rural settlement patterns.

Internationally, in the 1970s and 1980s, there was a shift in focus from purely 

environmental issues in plarming and development to a broader concern for 

sustainable development (Doyle, 2003). This began in earnest with the UN 

Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm in 1972 and this focus 

was intensified in 1983 with the establishment of the UN’s World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED). The Commission’s report, Our Common 

Future (also known as the Brundtland Report), published in 1987, called for the 

need to reconcile the ‘twin imperatives’ o f environmental protection and economic 

and social development (WCED, 1987; Doyle, 2003).

The UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), held in Rio de 

Janeiro in 1992, was the first formal recognition by the international community o f 

the unsustainable development pressures being placed on the carrying capacity o f 

the earth. Its main product was Agenda 21, a programme of action for sustainable 

development into the twenty-first century. One o f the main agreements reached 

was that the successful implementation o f sustainable development practice was, 

in the first instance, the responsibility o f  national governments (Doyle, 2003).

As a result o f the Rio process, the EU’s 1993 Fifth Environmental Action 

Programme, Towards Sustainability, took a more holistic view towards 

environmental matters and moved towards a focus on sustainable development 

(Doyle, 2003). The position o f sustainable development in EU policy was 

strengthened by the Treaty o f Amsterdam, signed in 1997. Notably, the goal o f 

‘balanced and sustainable development’ was given equal status with ‘economic 

and social progress’ in the statement of the EU’s objectives (Doyle, 2003).

Recent developments on an international scale include the 2002 World Summit on 

Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg, South Africa. Its primary
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objectives were to restate the global commitment to Agenda 21 and sustainable 

development. At the European level, the EU has developed a sustainable 

development strategy, adopted at the Gottenburg European Council in 2001. The 

sixth EU environmental action programme (2001), Environment 2010: Our 

Future, Our Choice, set environmental objectives and priorities as an integral part 

o f  the EU sustainable development strategy (Doyle, 2003).

In recognition o f  the weighting placed internationally and at a European level on 

the importance o f  sustainable development strategies, and in compliance with 

related legislation, recent years have seen significant policy development, 

introduced by central govermnent, to promote sustainable development. The initial 

appearance o f  sustainable development as a planning concept in Irish politics can 

be seen in the Programme for Government, December 1994, which included a 

commitment to prepare a national sustainable development strategy addressing all 

areas o f  government policy which impact on the environment (Doyle, 2003). 

Many o f  the sustainable development policies introduced subsequently have 

attempted to curb the large increase witnessed in recent years in the construction 

o f  one-off dispersed housing in rural areas.

The 1997 policy document Sustainable Development: A Strategy fo r  Ireland, 

stemmed from the 1994 Programme for Government and represented initially an 

attempt to regulate one-off housing developments in rural areas. This sustainable 

development strategy indicated that there should be a presumption against urban­

generated one-off housing in rural areas close to towns. However, it was later 

suggested by the DoEHLG that these provisions for controlling the development 

o f  one-off rural housing were sometimes being operated over-rigidly by planning 

authorities (DoEHLG, 2004a).

The publication o f  the Governm ent’s White Paper on Rural Development in 1999, 

entitled Ensuring the Future -  A Strategy fo r  Rural Development in Ireland, 

representing a comprehensive expression o f  Government policy on rural 

development, was taken into account in preparing the National Spatial Strategy 

CNSS) (DOEHLG, 2004a). It stated that the Government’s vision for the fixture o f
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rural society was to be based on the maintenance o f  dispersed vibrant 

communities. The White Paper recommended that planning policy should, as far 

as possible, facilitate people willing to settle in rural areas, in order to achieve a 

balanced population. It also recognised that, while the aspirations o f  the rural 

community must be respected, planning policy must be sensitive to the 

conservation o f  the rural environment (Grist, 2003; DOEHLG, 2004a).

The year 2000 represents the start o f  a reinvention o f  Irish planning policy (Scott, 

2008) and a move away from the lax plarming regime associated with the 

development o f  one-off rural housing. The primary factors which instigated this 

change include the increased scale o f  national economic growth which 

commenced in the 1990s, a rapidly growing population and a related boom in 

house building in both urban and rural areas (Scott, 2008; Gkartzios and Scott, 

2009; Scott and Brereton, 2010). The Planning and Development Act, 2000, 

represented a new legislative code which stemmed from a comprehensive review 

o f  prior planning legislation, initiated by then DoELG Minister Noel Dempsey. 

Three core principles underpinned the M inister’s vision o f  a planning system for 

the twenty-first century: "an ethos o f  sustainable development can, be strategic in 

approach and deliver a performance o f  the highest quality' (Grist, 2003, 222). The 

concept o f  sustainable development was incorporated in the Act with the intention 

o f  ’'introducing a sustainable development ethos into the Irish planning system ' 

(Doyle, 2003, 376). The phrase ‘proper planning and developm ent’ was replaced 

by ‘proper planning and sustainable developm ent’ throughout the Act (DoELG, 

2000; Doyle, 2003).

Under the terms o f  the Planning and Development Act, 2000, each local authority 

must make a County Development Plan (CDP) every 6 years rather than the 

previous five-year timeframe (Grist, 2003). The CDP outlines the local authority’s 

approach to development in its county. This means that it must produce a strategy 

for the proper planning and sustainable development o f  the entire franctional area 

o f  its authority. However, sustainable development is not specifically defined in 

the 2000 Act (Grist, 2003), Noel Dempsey stated that a legal definition would
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restrict and stifle a concept which is dynamic all-embracing and is set to evolve 

over time (Seanad Debates, 14̂ '’ October, 1999, cited by Grist, 2003). It can be 

argued that a lack o f  statutory definition has the benefit o f  not legally constraining 

or limiting the process o f  sustainability but peraiits it to develop at the heart o f  the 

planning and development process (Doyle, 2003). Conversely, Grist (2003) has 

questioned whether a lack o f  a statutory definition is likely to result in merely a 

change o f  image rather than one o f  substance, recognising that sustainability is a 

^nebulous concept which can mean very different things to different people' (Grist, 

2003, 222), and indeed to local-authority elected councillors and planning 

officials.

The National Spatial Strategy fo r  Ireland, 2002-2020 , published in December 

2002, set rural housing policy in the broader context o f  a national fi^amework for 

promoting sustainable rural settlement, with the intention o f  delivering more 

balanced regional and national development. The NSS was the government’s first 

national spatial framework and owed much to the completion o f  the European 

Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) in 1999 (Murray, 2004; Scott, 2005, 

2008; Gkartzios and Scott, 2009; Scott and Brereton, 2010). As outlined in the 

ESDP, the current policy proposal o f  the EU is to tie rural areas much more into 

their urban and regional context, in contra-distinction to the emphasis which was 

placed on local development in the 1990s (Scott, 2005) focusing on 

predominantly agricultural sectoral support policies (Gkartzios and Scott, 2009). 

Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have stated that strategic spatial planning is highly 

relevant and has a key role to play in rural planning and development in Ireland, 

given the economic and social restructuring o f  rural areas and the declining 

importance o f  agriculture.

There have also been several critiques o f  the EDSP in relation to its implications 

for rural areas in Ireland. It has been argued (Richardson, 2000; Hadjimichalis, 

2003) that a polycentric urban model as endorsed by the EDSP (and promoted the 

NSS) marginalises rural and peripheral geography and could lead to a widening 

gap between urban and rural areas, especially in Ireland where dispersed
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settlement is a permanent feature o f  the rural landscape. Buckley (2003) describes 

the reliance o f  the NSS on the EDSP as a framework for promoting sustainable 

rural settlement as ‘Europeanisation’ at the expense o f  the ‘unique Irish tradition’ 

o f  dispersed housing.

While avoiding detailed pohcy prescription (Scott, 2008), the NSS addressed 

housing development in rural areas in broad tenns. It considered concentrated 

village-type settlements to represent a more sustainable option for housing 

additional population than dispersed settlements as concentrated settlement 

supports, inter alia, the capabilities o f  public transport and local infrastructure 

(DoELG, 2002). The NSS also differentiated between urban- and rural-generated 

housing needs and stated that rural-generated housing needs should be 

accommodated when they arise. The NSS also acknowledged differing 

development circumstances and identified four broad categories o f rural area 

types: rural areas under strong urban influence, stronger rural areas, structurally 

weaker rural areas and areas where there is a tradition o f  highly dispersed rural 

settlement (see Figure 2.3.). It then stated that tailored local settlement strategies 

were required for these areas in the development plan process (DoELG, 2002).

The overall spatial objective o f  the NSS was to counteract the dominance o f  the 

Greater Dublin Area by promoting concentrated development in 8 designated 

gateways (urban centres), chosen on the basis o f  their location (in other regions o f  

the country) and scale (potential for achieving critical population mass necessary 

to sustain job production in the regions), thus ensuring sustainable and balanced 

national growth and development. In addition, 9 medium-sized hubs (urban 

centres) were also designated, selected to support (and be supported by) the 

gateways to link out to rural areas, servicing their rural hinterlands (DoELG, 2002; 

Scott, 2005, 2008) (See Figure 2.3.)
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Figure 2.3. Illustration o f Rural Area Typologies and Gateways and Hubs (Not to 
Scale)
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However, Scott (2008) and Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have stated that the 

potential success o f the NSS has been undermined by conflicting public policies 

suggesting a lack o f commitment on behalf o f the Government to the strategy. An 

obvious example o f these conflicting policies was the decentralisation programme 

for Government departments announced in 2003. It was stated that Government 

departments would not decentralise to the 8 gateways or 9 hubs as might be 

expected given the NSS, but to 53 locations in 25 counties (Gkartzios and Scott, 

2009).

The activation o f the NSS falls under the remit o f  the regional and local authorities 

(Gkartzios and Scott, 2009). Provisions were made in the Planning and
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Development Act, 2000, for the preparation o f statutory regional planning 

guidelines (RPGs) which were completed, for all regional authorities', in 

accordance with the prescriptions o f the NSS. Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have 

stated that the RPGs could have assisted in revitalising regional governance in 

Ireland. However, under the Planning and Development Act, 2000, local 

authorities are only obliged to ‘have regard’ to the RPGs when preparing county 

development plans (CDPs). This has resulted in a situation where all too 

frequently no serious notice has been paid to the Sustainable Rural Housing 

Guidelines for Planning Authorities (RHGs) during CDP preparation, especially 

with regard to residential development. In addition, the regional authorities have 

little statutory power or the resources to deliver rural-development and spatial- 

planning initiatives (Moore and Scott, 2005), leading Gkartzios and Scott (2009) 

to question whether this lack o f coordination between regional and local tiers of 

governance in Ireland is likely to have consequences for the achievement of 

desired planning goals as laid out in the NSS.

The Government’s intention to produce rural-housing guidelines for planning 

authorities, as indicated in the NSS, ensured that rural housing was to remain a 

high- profile national issue (Irish Planning Institute, 2004; Scott 2005, 2008). 

Sustainable Rural Housing, Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities was published in 

April 2005, Draft guidelines having been published in 2004. The objective o f the 

Guidelines was to set out in detail the manner in which the Government’s rural 

housing policies were to be implemented by planning authorities. This applied 

both to the formulation o f development plans and to the operation o f the 

development-control system (DoEHLG, 2005).

The RHGs made provisions for: 

i) Facilitating people who have roots to or links to, are part o f or contribute to 

the rural community throughout the county (regardless o f area type as 

defined by the NSS) in obtaining planning permission for one-off housing, 

subject to good planning practice.

' The 8 Regional Authorities were established by the 1991 Local Government Act and came into 
existence in 1994; Border, Dublin, Mid-East, Mid-West, Midlands, South-East, South-West, West.
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ii) Accommodating, subject to good planning practice, any demand arising for 

housing in structurally weak areas suffering trom population decline.

iii) Respecting and consolidating the traditional forms o f  housing development 

in dispersed rural areas (with relatively few towns and villages) where the 

key objective is to maintain vibrant rural population.

iv) (DoEHLG, 2004b; DoEHLG, 2005)

Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have suggested that the RHGs were guided by 

pressures from interest groups as opposed to empirical research. According to the 

DoEHLG (2005), the RHGs were intended to loosen up the planning system, 

stating that previsions provision for one-off housing management had become 

overly restrictive. However, academic literature and research rather suggest the 

contrary (see Duffy, 2000; Gkartzios and Scott, 2009).

2.4. Rural Conflict

This section examines the literature with regard to the rural conflict which 

occurred as a result o f  the change in Irish national planning and development 

direction in 2000. It examines the reasons for rural conflict and the rationalities 

behind the positions o f  the debating parties. Finally, it examines conflict in the 

context o f  the activation o f  sustainable raral settlement strategies at local level.

Social and economic restructuring has turned rural areas into a far more complex 

space than they once were (Woods, 2005; Scott, 2008). The past dominance o f  

agriculture and the relative homogeneity o f  rural communities meant that ‘rural’ 

had long been perceived and represented as a homogeneous agricultural space 

(McDonagh, 1998; Woods, 2005; Scott, 2008). However, the process o f 

restructuring has challenged such simple representations (W oods, 2005). There are 

now many co-existing perceptions and representations o f  rural space informed by 

"different social constructions o f  rurality' (W oods, 2005, 210). This has given rise

25



to what Mormont (1990, cited by Woods, 2005, 210) described as ^the symbolic 

battle over rurality.'

The social and economic restructuring o f rural areas has led to the emergence o f 

new uses for rural space, the most contentious o f which, in an Irish context, has 

been the increase in one-off housing construction (Scott, 2005). Corcoran et al. 

(2007) write that the 1960s and 1970s marked a distinctive shift in the ‘territorial 

pattern’ o f housing growth in rural areas. Prior to this, rural housing was almost 

exclusively associated with farming or related activities. They suggest that 

economic changes throughout the State resulted in the development o f the idea of 

the one-off, non-farm dwelling house on a ‘half-acre site’ in close proximity to a 

town.

Restrictive rural-housing policies, introduced to curb this trend, have been met 

with fierce public resistance and brought about the foundation o f the Irish Rural 

Dwellers’ Association (IRDA), a pro-dispersed rural housing group which has 

successfully campaigned against what it perceives as an interference with private 

property rights (Scott, 2005). In addition, other previously-established 

organisations emerged as interest groups in the conflict relating to the 

sustainability o f  one-off housing. These organisations namely: An Taisce, Irish 

Rural Link, Irish Farmers’ Association, Irish Countrywomen’s Association, 

Friends o f  the Irish Environment and The Heritage Council, have established 

themselves as being for or against rural housing, or indeed occupying a middle- 

ground with regard to the rural housing debate. The experiences and perspectives 

o f these interest groups are examined in chapter 7.

This Irish situation stands in sharp contrast to that in England where rural lobby 

groups have long campaigned for restrictive settlement patterns (Scott, 2005) and, 

indeed, for restrictions on house building in the countryside, commonly citing the 

destruction o f the English countryside (Woods, 2005).
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2.4.1. The Rural-Housing Debate in Ireland

According to Corcoran et a l ,  (2007), the rate o f construction o f one-off housing in 

Ireland is one o f the highest per capita in the world and is ‘unprecedented’ for any 

Western economy in the 21®* century. The recent attention afforded by the 

Government to rural-housing policy and the resulting concerns which have arisen 

relating to the promotion o f concentrated settlement and the discouragement of 

dispersed rural housing for reasons o f sustainable development, together with the 

introduction o f a national spatial planning framework, have ensured that a 

contentious rural housing debate ensued both at national and local scales 

(DoEHLGa, 2004; Scott 2005; Corcoran et al., 2007).

Sustainable development is a notoriously difficult concept to define. Indeed, 

Fowke and Prasad (1996, cited in Williams and Millington, 2004) have identified 

at least 80 different, often competing and sometimes contradictory definitions. 

Probably the best known is that given in the Brundtland Report (1987), where it is 

suggested that sustainable development means ^development that meets the needs 

o f the present without compromising the ability o f  future generations to meet their 

own needs' (WCED, 1987, p.43). This definition has been recognised in Irish 

policies relating to sustainable rural housing (see DoEHLG 2004a. 2005). 

However, as previously stated, this definition does not have legal standing in Irish 

policy, and what is construed as sustainable development is therefore open to 

interpretation by local authorities which are responsible for the local 

implementation o f national policy.

Sustainable development has economic, social and environmental dimensions 

which together can contribute to a better quality o f life. For development to be 

sustainable, it is essential to strike a balance between these three dimensions 

(DoEHLG, 2004a; Scott and Murray, 2009). The rural housing debate has been 

characterised by a conflict in constructions o f  sustainable development (Scott, 

2005). Two competing rationalities o f sustainable development have emerged 

(Scott, 2008). On one hand, pro-conservation interests favour restrictive policies 

towards dispersed rural settlement as a means of reducing car dependency and
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protecting landscapes and, on the other, pro-dispersed housing interests criticise 

the Government’s and planners’ preoccupation with the environmental aspect of 

sustainable development and favour policies which will enable the continued 

maintenance o f rural communities and protect against the further loss o f services 

(Scott, 2005). Essentially, in the post-productivist era, with the emergence of 

alternative uses for rural space, pro-conservation interests envisage rural space as a 

place o f consumption for tourists with the preservation o f landscape and heritage 

o f primary concern. Conversely, pro-dispersed housing interests envisage rural 

areas as places o f consumption for residents, emphasising the importance o f social 

and cultural space (Woods, 2005; Scott, 2007).

Figure 2.4.1 One-off housing (Location: Cross, Co. Clare) 

Pro-Conservation Interests

Several national agencies and bodies with interests in environmental protection 

and/or land-use planning have become involved in the debate against dispersed 

rural settlement. These groups include An Taisce, The Heritage Council, Friends 

o f the Irish Environment, Feasta, the Environmental Protection Agency and the 

Irish Planning Institute. These groups have put forward a number o f reasons 

justifying the imposition o f restrictions on one-off housing construction. The most 

common o f these are discussed below.

The most common argument put forward for restricting one-off housing 

development is the impact o f this settlement type on important landscapes and 

rural amenities. Keaveney (2007) comments that the incidence o f rural one-off
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housing in Ireland is a significant feature o f  the landscape in many locations and 

that these constructions are ‘overwhelmingly’ new-build housing which, she 

states, has been the favoured planning approach in Ireland. Gkartzios and Scott 

(2010) state that the unprecedented increase in single rural dwellings in recent 

decades in Ireland, particularly in areas within commuting distance o f  major urban 

centres, is largely due to an increase in counter-urbanisation. M cDonald and Nix 

(2005) note that, the housing built in rural areas in 2000 alone consumed 2,700 

hectares o f  agricultural land and resulted in the loss o f  an estimated 540km o f 

natural hedgerows in order to create new site boundaries.

The impact o f  the proliferation o f  septic tanks and individual waste water 

treatment system on ground water is another common cause for concern. Again, 

McDonald and Nix (2005) have pointed out that the national total o f  septic tanks 

in 2000 was estimated at 400,000, increasing at an estimated rate o f  18,000 per 

year.

Another common argument against the continuing development o f  dispersed 

settlement patterns is the almost exclusive reliance on the car for all journeys. The 

areas o f  the highest densities o f  single rural dwellings are found in the urban belts 

surrounding the five major cities (Dublin, Waterford, Cork, Limerick and Galway) 

and the areas o f  lowest density are those at the greatest distance from the national 

road network (Keaveney, 2007; Scott and Murray, 2009; Gkartzios and Scott, 

2010). A report by Banister and Berechman (2000) states that Ireland is already 

the most car-dependent country in the world, covering 24,400 km per year 

compared to the US average o f  19,000 km, the UK at 16,100 km, France at 14, 

100 and Germany at 12, 700km. Finally, pro-conservation interests frequently cite 

the increased costs in service delivery associated with dispersed settlements. For 

example, a report by O ’Grada (2003) stated that the overall cost o f  the postal 

service for rural Ireland is twice as high as it is in urban areas.

The general consensus expressed by pro-conservation interests is the one-off 

housing will not regenerate an area, attract employment, or maximise services and
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the provision o f  necessary facihties. The IPI (2004) stated that such development, 

if  permitted, would further exacerbate deficits in this regard.

Pro- Dispersed-Housing Interests

Advocates o f continued rural housing construction include many local councillors 

(Scott, 2005) and interest groups, some o f  which are specifically focused on rural 

housing issues, for example, the Irish Rural Dwellers’ Association and Rural 

Resettlement Ireland, while others have a wider functional remit, such as the Irish 

Countrywomen’s Association (ICA) and the Irish Farm ers’ Association (IFA). 

These groups have put forward a number o f  arguments which promote dispersed 

settlement, the most common o f which are discussed below.

Perhaps the most common argument forwarded by pro-dispersed-housing interests 

is their criticism o f  the modus operandi o f  planning officials, described as having a 

mentality aligned to the British Anglo-Saxon planning model which emphasises 

settlement in urban areas. It is argued that the current Irish planning model is 

based on the urban population being 90 per cent, as in the UK where nucleated 

rural settlement predominates (Byrne, 2003) and fails to account for the tradition 

o f  dispersed rural settlement in Ireland (Buckley, 2003; Irish Auctioneers and 

Valuers’ Institute, 2003).

Another criticism, relating to the NSS has been that the spatial planning 

framework represents ‘Europeanisation’, at the expense o f  the unique Irish 

tradition o f  dispersed housing (Buckley, 2003). Regional development and the 

tying o f  rural hinterlands much more into their urban context is the current 

development policy focus o f  the EU, as illustrated in the European Spatial 

Development Perspective (EDSP, 1999). It has been argued by Hadjimichalis 

(2003) that a polycentric urban model as endorsed by the EDSP and promoted the 

NSS marginalises rural and peripheral geography and could lead to a widening gap 

between urban and rural areas, especially in Ireland where dispersed settlement has 

long been a feature o f  the rural landscape.
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Pro-dispersed housing interests have also stated that the use o f  small wastewater 

treatment plants no longer presents a serious threat to the environment because 

new systems, such as the Puraflo system, have been approved and people building 

one-off houses have to sign contracts stating that they will use this system before 

planning will be granted (Moylan, 2004). Finally, in a positive assessment o f  the 

role o f  one-off housing, it has been suggested that such housing allows for the 

continued maintenance o f  communities, especially family ties, in areas o f  

dispersed settlement, ensuring a local population for local schools, sports clubs 

and other facilities. Areas where one-off housing restrictions apply to non-locals 

could experience difficulties in this regard in coming years as locals choose to 

move away, while numbers fail to be replenished (Moylan, 2004).

2.4.2. The Activation of Sustainable Rural Housing Policy at Local 

Level

The Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities, first

published in draft form April 2004, were intended by government to loosen

restrictions on one-off housing in rural areas. Their publication has meant that the 

national debate has subsided to some extent. However, as mentioned previously, 

concerns have arisen with respect to the accuracy and consistency in which they 

are being adopted and implemented at local level.

Many inconsistencies exist from county to county with regard to the granting o f  

permission for one-off housing. Setting aside considerations for CDPs and 

settlement strategies (and the accuracy with which they are adopted), the granting 

o f planning permission by local planning officials is still subject to normal

planning requirements and good planning practice as laid out in the CDP.

However, each planning authority determines its planning requirements and good 

planning practice individually (Scott, 2005). Therefore, the views o f  individual 

planners regarding sustainable development must be considered. For instance, the 

weighting attributed by an individual planner to each dimension o f  sustainable 

development, including social, economic and environmental elements, in relation 

to one-off housing can affect planning approval. Research from Northern Ireland
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(M urray and Greer, 2000) and England (Owen, 1996) suggests that planners 

generally favour restrictive policies for rural settlement planning as a selective 

interpretation o f  what construes sustainable planning practice (cited by Scott, 

2005). Drawing on the findings from an Irish study, Scott, (2008, 14) questioned 

the role o f  local planners in implementing rural spatial development, suggesting 

that local rural settlement strategies were 'based on a shallow assessment o f  

rurality with an overriding concern fo r  landscape protection and a professional 

planning ethos which is at odds with recent national planning guidelines and  

wider rural development concerns. ’

Flexibility exists within the Irish planning system, yet applicants deemed to be 

suitable candidates under the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning  

Authorities can still be refused planning permission on various grounds (Cummins, 

2004). Indeed, Moylan (2004) believes that some planners will refiise planning 

permission for rural one-off housing if  they can find any way o f  doing so. 

Interestingly, the Irish Planning Institute, which represents the majority o f  

professional planners in Ireland, has taken a strong stance against dispersed rural 

housing (Scott, 2005).

The lack o f  a strong regional tier in the Irish Planning system has meant that local 

planning actions are often divorced from the realities o f  public policy at national 

level (Quinn, 2003). The implications o f  the decision-making power held by the 

County Manager and his/her nominees to grant/refuse planning permission for 

one-off housing may be significant in terms o f  the loss o f  social and economic 

benefits which may have accrued to the individual or household if  planning 

approval had been granted and this is o f  major concern to pro-dispersed housing 

interests in the current climate o f  rural housing policy and planning practice.
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2.5. Policy Publications Affecting Single Dwellings and Rural Spatial 

Patterns -  2010

Two notable policy publications have been released in 2010, which have 

implications for the manner in which rural settlement strategies are operated at 

local level. The first o f  these is the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act, 

2010, which was signed into law in July 2010. Archiseek^ (2010) states that the 

Amendment Act, marks a new era in how Ireland plans for the future.

There are a number o f  additions and changes included in the Planning and  

Development (Amendment) Act, 2010, which have the potential to impact rural 

spatial strategies at county level. The main addition is the ‘core strategy,’ a 

provision which requires development plans to include a statement o f  compliance 

demonstrating how local policies are in keeping with the prescriptions o f  the 

Regional Development Plans (RDPs) and the National Spatial Strategy (NSS). 

Archiseek (2010) has referred to this as ‘consistency.’ Before the introduction o f  

the 2010 Amendment Act, development plans only had to 'have regard’’ to RDPs. 

Now planning authorities must show how they are translating key government 

policy into county plans for local implementation and justify instances where they 

are unable to do this (Archiseek, 2010; Irish Planning Institute, IPI, 2010). 

Archiseek (2010) has described the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act, 

2010 as the promiotion o f  a hierarchical spatial planning system and the 

introduction o f  a much stronger regional dimension to spatial land-use planning.

The second policy-related publication o f  note is the NSS update entitled 

Implementing the National Spatial Strategy: 2010 Update and Outlook - 

Harnessing Potential, Delivering Competiveness, Achieving Sustainable 

Development, published in October 2010. This document examines the progress o f  

the NSS since its introduction and examines its role moving into the fiiture. 

Kitchin (2010, 1) has stated that the publication o f  the NSS update is very timely, 

especially given the economic downturn and the need for ' mid-to-long term spatial

 ̂Website for Irish Architecture news and discussion; http;// http;//two.archiseek.com/
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planning to provide a co-ordinating fram ew ork fo r  managing scarcer resources 

and stimulating economic growth.^ He also suggested that in a manner similar to 

the treatment o f  the NSS, the NSS update will also be ignored by Government 

departments outside the DoEHLG and the Department o f Transport, particularly 

the Department o f  Finance.

Writing in the Irish Times (lO'*’ June 2010), O ’Brien showed that the NSS update 

found that local planning authorities largely ignored the NSS in the four years 

from 2002-2006. Almost half o f  all national population growth in this period 

occurred within the commuter belts o f  Dublin, Cork and Galway, while the urban 

areas where growth was supposed to be promoted (under the prescriptions o f  the 

NSS) grew by only four percent. The ‘NSS update’ has stated that a hierarchy o f  

regional plans will support enactment o f  the NSS and that this will be facilitated 

by the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act, 2010. (DoEHLG, 2010).

However, Breathnach (2010) does not beheve that the NSS update constitutes a 

usefiil document. He has asserted that it reproduces an abundance o f  weaknesses 

that were evident in the original strategy, notably the lack o f  Government 

commitment to its promotion. While he has recognised that the NSS update 

provides a statement o f  what needs to be achieved moving forward, it offers little 

guidance on how this is to be accomplished. Despite his concerns, Breathnach 

(2010, 1) did concede that the NSS offers ^probably the only feasible long-term  

path to autonomous self-sustaining development in the Irish regions' and he 

additionally commented that for the NSS to be successful, a major realignment o f 

the State’s governance structures would therefore be required (Breathnach, 2010).

2.6. The Theoretical Context - Conceptions of the State and the 

Role of Planning

The theoretical framework for understanding and interpreting the issues 

surrounding the formulation and activation o f  sustainable rural-housing policies at
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national and local level is drawn from the pluralist and managerialist 

interpretations o f state as advanced in the writings o f Kirk (1980) and MacLaran 

and M‘̂ Guirk (2003). Clark and Dear (1981) have categorised these perspectives as 

being part o f a ‘subjectivist’ approach, a mode of analysis which addresses the 

ftinctional aspects o f the State, a key concern o f this project. Pluralism describes 

^the structure and characteristics o f  the distribution o f  power in society and in 

whose interest power is wielded,' while managerialism describes "the relationship 

between groups with qualitatively different kinds o f  power' (Clark and Dear, 1981, 

47).

Other conceptualisations o f the State and indeed the role o f planning officials were 

reviewed with regard to the subject o f this research. These include theoretical 

perspectives which are considered part of an ‘economic’ approach, for example 

reformism and the Marxist political economy, in that these perspectives attempt to 

describe theories o f democracy which account for ‘exchange relationships’ in 

society (Clark and Dear, 1981).

The strengths o f the reformist approach, whose theoretical roots are derived from a 

'humanistic liberal egalitarianism and some variant o f  Marxism,' are that it 

stresses the inevitability o f  inequality among the populace o f capitalist societies 

(Kirk, 1980, 73). Unlike pluralism and managerialism, refonnism recognises the 

important influence o f economic factors (in conjunction with social and political 

factors) on the modus operandi o f the local state and hence, the planning system. 

Reformism views the state as an institution whose fijnction is to maintain the 

viability o f the economic system while using ‘corrective action’ to offset some of 

its more negative effects (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M'^Guirk, 

2003). In addition, the reformist approach "recognizes the transformative potential 

o f the state, viewing it as having an inherent tendency to foster reform' (MacLaran 

and M‘̂ Guirk, 2003, 74). However, criticisms of this approach point to its 

weakness in terms o f theoretical base and its lack o f acknowledgement o f the 

limitations o f the state, constrained by economic and political systems (Kirk, 

1980).
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The Marxist poHtical economy focuses on the relationship between the state and 

society. It regards the state as an establishment which emerged historically to 

moderate conflicting elements o f  society (MacLaran, 1993). Its function and role 

is rooted in the capitahst mode o f  production and the States primary fiinction is to 

assuage the constant conflict between the interests o f  capital and labour over the 

distribution o f  ‘social product’ (MacLaran, 1993). The role o f  the state in this 

perspective is to legitimise capitalist society and guarantee the relations o f  

production (MacLaran and M ‘̂ Guirk, 2003).

Further theoretical frameworks such as the employment o f  interpretive and 

discursive approaches to policy analysis were also considered. These approaches 

theorise that policy decisions are illustrative o f  situations where competing 

interests struggle against one another to ascertain a construed ‘version o f  reality’ 

so as to forward their specific agenda (Jacobs, 1999; Scott; 2008).

As 'planning is a function o f  state activity,’’ individual conceptions o f the role o f  

the State will invariably determine one’s understanding o f  the role o f  planning 

officials in the physical planning system (MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and 

M‘̂ Guirk, 2003, 70). The role o f  the planning official has many different 

interpretations. Kirk (1980) has suggested that the most common self-concept ion 

among planning officials themselves is that they play a technical, non-political role 

and implement democratic decisions on a strictly technical, professional basis.

One interpretation o f  the role o f  the planning official, examined in addition to the 

pluralist and managerialist perspective, is that pursued in advocacy planning. The 

advocacy role is generally associated with the refonnist approach to the 

distribution o f  power in society but also has associations with the pluralist 

perspective (Kirk, 1980). The role o f  the planning official is to represent and speak 

for clients, to act as a ‘translator’ between the bureaucracy and unrepresented 

sections o f  opinion (Kirk, 1980). Planning officials attempt to use their training, 

experience and position to secure some benefit for unrepresented sections o f  the 

population (Kirk, 1980). However, as Kirk (1980) suggests, this perception o f
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planning as an instrument for benefiting the community as a whole is often used as 

an argument to resist interest group demands as sectional, and hence secondary to 

the wider public interest.

Another interpretation, the Marxist political economy perspective views planning 

officials as state agents operating within the confines o f  the capitalist system. As 

agents o f  the local state, their actions favour dominant classes or interests, giving 

' legitimisation to outcomes which are intensely unequaV (MacLaran, 1993, 83).

Despite the examination o f  the alternative theoretical perspectives discussed above 

as possible frameworks to enable a theoretical understanding o f  the empirical data 

collected during the course o f  this research, it was felt that a theoretical framework 

which draws on aspects o f  pluralist and managerialist interpretations o f  the state o f 

the planning system was better suited to this research, as the primary focus o f  this 

study was to examine the manner whereby policy relating to sustainable rural- 

settlement patterns is formulated and operated at national and local level.

It should be noted that the headings Pluralism  and Managerialism  merely provide 

structure within which the different contributions can be discussed and do not 

denote distinct, articulated bodies o f  theory (Kirk, 1980). While these theoretical 

approaches are commonly associated with urbanism, they have not necessarily 

been formulated in this context. As with urbanism, applications o f  these 

perspectives in a rural context can also be developed. Pluralist and managerialist 

interpretations provide an understanding o f  the processes involved in formulating 

and activating sustainable rural-housing policies, both offer a degree o f  validity 

and insight to the intricacies o f  such processes. The following section examines 

the pluralist and managerialist approaches in the context o f  understanding the key 

conceptual issues which emerged during the course o f  the literature review.

2.6.1. Pluralism

Pluralism, originally developed with reference to the American political system, 

views the central objective o f  the state as being the maintenance o f  the stability o f

37



society as a whole (Kirk, 1980). Society comprises a spectrum o f  conflicting 

interest groups vying for influence over government policy via the electoral 

process (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M'^Guirk, 2003). Pluralists 

maintain that conflicting interests can be accommodated as power is ^distributed in 

a diffuse way so as to guarantee that no one group can dominate any particular 

segment o f  society' (Kirk, 1980, 57). The characteristics o f the political process as 

understood in pluralism are o f  an open and democratic nature. Policy decision­

makers are easily accessible and there are many means o f  interaction for 

individuals and groups (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M'^Guirk, 

2003).

This researcher does not contend that the state solely operates within a pluralist 

framework. However, understanding pluralist theory aids comprehension o f  many 

o f the processes and issues surrounding political and planning systems in operation 

in contemporary Ireland. The following text analyses the current system o f  policy 

formulation and planning practice and the issues raised during the course o f  the 

rural housing debate while laying out the themes associated with this perspectives 

and examining the strengths and weaknesses o f  this approach.

Dunleavy (1977) identified three central themes underlying pluralism:

i) The state is considered to be ‘a weak unit lacking in any developed

ideology, operating in an environment o f  strong external influences and 

controlled by politicians who concentrate overwhelmingly on building and  

maintaining an electoral majority’’

ii) (Dunleavy, 1971, cited by Kirk, 1980, 58).

iii) There is an assumption that political influence is exerted from the bottom

up. It is public opinion that plays a central role in acquiring policy 

formulation/change.
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iv) The pubhc determines political activity. Pluralism stresses the right and

ability o f  people to organise around the issues that concern them. As 

individuals/groups will mobilise and react to political issues which concern 

them, influencing a state which is responsive to external pressures, the 

outcome o f  policy fomiulation will reflect the wants and needs o f  the 

public.

The validity o f  the pluralist perspective has been widely evaluated and criticised 

(Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; Campbell and Marshall, 1999; MacLaran and

M‘̂ Guirk, 2003). Kirk (1980, 60) has pointed to three major criticisms o f  the 

perspective, involving concern regarding:

i) The question o f  the equality o f  different interest groups

ii) The assumption o f  the one-way nature o f  political influence from the 

bottom upwards

iii) The stress on activity at the expense o f  any consideration o f  apparent 

inactivity and associated methodological emphasis on ‘key issues’ for 

study.

Addressing the first o f  these criticisms, within the context o f  this research project, 

the issues which have arisen surrounding the sustainability o f  one-off housing and 

associated policy and practice have attracted attention and activism at all levels o f  

society. In contrast to many urban studies relating, for example, to inner-city 

regeneration and gentrification, where inequality between the various interest 

groups has been apparent (see Punch, 2001; Redmond, 2002; Bmdell et a l ,  2004), 

this has not, in the main, been the case in the rural-housing debate. In these 

aforementioned urban studies, community interests are often upheld by 

individuals/groups o f  a working-class background which may not have, at least 

initially, the organisational structure, financial resources or professional expertise 

to mount a viable public campaign (Kirk, 1980) against the professional, 

established organisational and operational structure o f  the opposition, including 

local government, developers, etc. Furthermore, these community groups may 

often be isolated from similar local campaigns in operation in other urban areas.
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In contrast, the restriction o f dispersed dwelling types as a means for achieving 

sustainable rural development is an issue which o f consequence to the large 

proportion o f rural dwellers and those seeking to live in the countryside. The broad 

implications o f such measures for individuals and communities across rural Ireland 

have meant that the pro-dispersed settlement movement transcends class. This 

implies the availability o f a wide range o f resources (e.g., financial, professional, 

educational), allowing for the prompt creation and organisation o f an opposition 

movement to pro-conservation interests. For example, the Irish Rural Dweller’s 

Association (IRDA), founded in response to perceived difficulties in obtaining 

planning permission for one-off rural housing, has achieved a level o f political and 

public recognition which has included its appointment as a nominating body for 

An Bord Pleanala (Scott, 2007).

The second criticism o f the pluralist perspective relates to an assumption of 

political influence being exerted solely Irom the bottom up. While not always the 

case, this has been seen to occur with regard to rural housing policy. The intense 

lobbying by the pro-dispersed rural housing movement has seen the government 

shift to a less restrictive position on dispersed housing with the publication of 

Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities. In this context, 

Brindley et al. (1989, cited by Healey, 1992, 411) describing the planning system 

as a "flexible mechanism fo r  mediating conflicting interests within which different 

interests come to dominate at different periods.'

As mentioned, the IRDA, a grassroots organisation set up to lobby against 

perceived stringent planning policy and practice, have campaigned relentlessly and 

successfially, in conjunction with other dispersed rural-housing supporters, for a 

loosening o f the restrictions on dispersed rural housing, arguing that planning 

policy and officials place too much emphasis on the environmental dimension of 

rural housing and fail to recognise the importance o f community viability and 

traditional dispersed rural settlement patterns (Scott, 2005). However, concerns 

have arisen as to the accuracy and consistency by which rural-housing policies are
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being adopted and activated at local level through the settlement strategies o f 

CDPs and local planning decisions.

The success o f  groups in influencing local land-use policy and planning practice is 

described by Kirk (1980) as being dependent on several factors and limited in 

several ways. As discussed, it is partly dependent on size, organisational ability, 

expertise and resources available to the groups and partly on the group’s aims. 

Secondly, it is dependent on the responsiveness o f  councillors and planning 

officers (often independently o f  each other) to the organisation’s demands. Thus, 

a weakness o f  the pluralist approach becomes apparent in that it does not 

distinguish between politicians and administrators (Kirk, 1980). This distinction is 

important in the context o f  Irish local-authority structure, because although 

councillors are elected by the voting public, the county manager and planning 

officials are not. Therefore, while potential and successful councillors may be 

intent on addressing the issues o f  concern to the electorate, planners are not 

necessarily responsive to pressure-group activity at local level. This point is 

expanded upon in the following section reviewing managerialism. The important 

question o f  (equality in) access to local-authority councillors and planning officials 

by pro-conservation and pro-dispersed housing interests will be investigated in the 

course o f  this project. The third criticism o f  pluralism addresses the emphasis 

placed by the pluralist approach on activities and its associated methodological 

emphasis on ‘key issues’ for study (Dunleavy, 1980; Kirk, 1980; MacLaran and 

M'^Guirk, 2003). In the context o f  this study, this criticism does not detract from 

the fact that an understanding o f  the pluralist perspective allows for an in-depth 

analysis o f  the manner and extent by which individuals/groups mobilise around the 

issues which are important to them, as seen with the rural housing debate.

Critical assessments o f  pluralism (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran and M'^Guirk, 2003) 

argue that it does not offer satisfactory interpretations o f  inactivity, which is 

attributed either to satisfaction with the system as it currently operates or to 

disinterest. Kirk (1980) argues that the pluralist approach does not allow for the 

fact that people may be inactive because they perceive themselves to be powerless
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and without influence. This is an important argument in the context o f rural- 

housing poHcy and planning practice. The contentious national debate concerning 

rural housing has subsided to some extent in light o f the publication o f Sustainable 

Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities which ‘loosened’ restrictions 

on dispersed rural housing. An important and central question which this research 

project addresses is whether these ‘concessions’ have been incorporated and 

adhered to at local level.

It is important to stress that this research does not adopt the pluralist perspective as 

a definitive and unwavering definition of planning operations. Rather, pluralism, 

in conjunction with managerialism (reviewed in the following section), is 

employed to achieve an in-depth understanding of these processes.

2,6.2. Managerialism

Managerialism stresses the 'complex and impenetrable structure o f  the state 

machinejy which renders it impeii’ious to influence from  its citizens' (MacLaran 

and M‘̂ Guirk, 2003, 73). In contrast to the weak institutions underlying the 

pluralist perspective, it is assumed that state agencies are complex structures, 

largely unreceptive to civic activism (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993). In the context 

o f this research project, the role o f  grassroots activists in bringing about change in 

national rural housing policy has already been acknowledged and discussed. 

However, concerns have arisen as to the manner, accuracy and consistency by 

which these policies have been adopted and implemented at local level. 

Considering these circumstances, the managerialist perspective provides a 

potentially useful understanding o f these processes and o f the administrative 

structure at local level.

The strengths o f managerialism lie in the attention paid to the ways in which 

government bureaucracies operate, their power, the complexity o f their structure 

and the fact that they are not necessarily responsive to pressure from below (Kirk, 

1980, 72). The Irish local-authority structure consists o f two primary strands: the 

county manager and his/her staff who are responsible for executive functions and
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the elected representatives who are responsible for reserved functions. Essentially, 

elected councillors make policy decisions and the county manager must then 

ensure that decisions made by his/her staff provide an accurate translation o f these 

polices (Grist, 2003). For example, while the granting o f planning permission is an 

executive function, each application should be evaluated in the context o f the CDP 

adopted by the elected councillors, to ensure that it complies.

However, as noted above, although county councillors are elected by the voting 

public, the county manager and planning officials are not. The fact that planning 

officials are removed from the electorate and from civic activism raises the 

possibility that planning decisions may not reflect the balance o f interests in a 

locality (Kirk, 1980), as assumied by the pluralist perspective, or reflect the 

settlement strategies adopted by local councillors. Planners may instead adopt their 

own agenda as managers o f the planning system, 'accountable not to the 

electorate nor to the politicians who employ them, but to a body o f  professional 

knowledge and practice' (Kirk. 1980, 135).

Managerialism cites 'the professionalism o f  decision-making and its reliance on 

expert knowledge systems' as being the underlying force of public bureaucracies 

(MacLaran and M'^Guirk, 2003, 73). Planning decisions may be taken by planning 

officers and councillors in accordance with their prejudices, convictions and 

technical expertise. However, the managerialist thesis implies that elected 

councillors, due to a lack o f detailed knowledge about planning, become reliant on 

the expertise o f professional planning officers, chosen for their education and 

training. In this capacity, councillors may become insensitive to the needs o f  their 

constituents (Kirk, 1980, MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M'^Guirk 2003) and this 

may be reflected in the settlement strategies o f CDPs.

Following on from this, the use o f scientific, technical terminology, prevalent in 

the planning world, is also cited by managerialism as a barrier-creating process, 

discouraging non-professionals from challenging the modus operandi o f the 

planning system (MacLaran and M'^Guirk, 2003), giving further credence to the
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idea o f  detachment from the pubHc. Despite this, some pressure groups are better 

able than others to cope with the bureaucracy and are less intimidated by the 

complexity o f  the organisational structure (Kirk, 1980), for example, the IRDA 

which has a proven record o f exerting influence.

Planning officials are perceived under the managerialist perspective to comprise 

independent agents guided by an ^allegiance to a body o f  ‘scientific ’ knowledge 

and code o f  practice at variance w’ith the requirements o f  the democratic process' 

implying a departure from the political control o f elected councillors (Kirk, 1980, 

113). Planning decisions reflect the views, values and agendas o f these 

bureaucratic administrators. MacLaran and M‘̂ Guirk (2003, 73) have argued that 

an underlying element o f careerism may lead to managers and planning officials to 

promote their own interests rather than pursue an 'apolitical and technical 

management function

Despite the introduction of more lenient rural housing guidelines, many planning 

officials have voiced a reluctance to abandon established planning strategies (O 

Murchii, 2004). Such policy shifts have been described by MacLaran and M'^Guirk 

(2003, 74) as posing a threat to established bureaucratic systems and 

administrative power structures and, they have argued, may lead to resistance from 

planners, sometimes amounting to an "outright subversion o f  public policy'.

This project examines the processes involved in formulating sustainable rural 

housing policy at central-government level, considering external factors such as 

civic activism which are involved in this process, also investigating the manner in 

which local authorities have incorporated these policies into the settlement 

strategies and rural-housing policies for employment in their administrative areas. 

It investigates the accuracy with which rural housing polices/settlement strategies 

adopted by local councillors are implemented by planners and examines the 

responsiveness o f elected councillors and planning officials to the concerns of 

interest groups.
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Drawing on pluralist and managerialist interpretations o f  the state and the role o f  

planning, this research allows for an in-depth understanding o f  the processes 

outlined above and aids analysis o f  empirical data obtained in each o f  four case- 

study local authorities.

2.7. Conclusion

This research addresses issues which are o f  considerable contemporary importance 

in Irish rural studies. Building on analyses o f  the merits and drawbacks o f  

employing a strategic spatial-planning agenda to promote the sustainable 

development o f  rural areas (Buckley, 2003; Hadjmichalis, 2003; Scott, 2005) by 

connecting managerialist and pluralist perspectives with empirical data, this 

project provides a theoretical context for understanding:

i) The manner in which central government and local-authority managers 

and representatives interpret and operate sustainable-development 

issues relating to rural settlement.

ii) The degree to which national and local sustainable rural-housing policy 

and planning practice is infused with and shaped by the political 

agendas o f  interest groups which are both for and against one-off 

housing development in rural areas.

Currently, there is a lack o f  empirical knowledge relating to the intricacies and 

implications o f  these processes. While working towards addressing this deficit, 

this research compliments the small, yet significant, research movement 

addressing issues relating to the political processes involved in promoting 

sustainable rural development (e.g., Scott and Brereton, 2010).

This project aims to provide empirical evidence from which the strengths and 

weaknesses o f  current policy direction and operations for promoting sustainable 

rural development can be identified and acted upon at central government level 

including, for example, the introduction o f  measures designed to improve
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uniformity in the process o f  adopting and implementing sustainable rural 

development policies across local authorities. Failure to address these issues may 

result in a ‘patchwork’ effect with regard to rural settlement structure which will 

have considerable implications for the effectiveness o f  a strategic spatial planning 

agenda and will have consequences for all local authorities, operating either strict 

or lenient planning regimes with respect to one-off rural housing construction, in 

terms o f  the social, economic and environmental sustainability o f  their functional 

areas.
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CHAPTER THREE: 

METHODOLOGY

3.0 Preamble
There are two core research questions upon which this thesis is based:

i) What are the important factors which need to be considered when examining 

poHcy formation and activation relating to sustainable development and rural 

settlement patterns?

ii) What are the implications o f  inconsistencies in operating sustainable 

development strategies?

The parameters within which the sustainable development of rural settlement is to 

be governed is laid out in national and local policy documents, guidelines, 

development plans, settlement strategies etc. However, given that sustainable 

development is not legally defined in Irish legislation suggests leeway for 

interpretation in the formulation o f central government policy relating to 

sustainable rural settlement patterns. This, in turn, implies scope for interpretation 

at local government level in the adaptation o f central policy relating to sustainable 

rural settlement patterns for local settlement strategies and rural housing policies. 

In addition, external factors, such as the role o f lobbyist groups (both for and 

against one-off rural housing) in influencing national and local policy decision­

making must be taken into account when considering the process o f sustainable 

rural settlement policy formulation.

This study aims to provide a theoretical context for understanding the role and

modus operandi o f national and local government in planning, promoting and

operationalising strategies for rural sustainability as it relates to rural settlement

planning and also the perceptions o f rural residential planning of persons/agents

involved with or affected by the contemporary planning system in Ireland. This
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will be made possible by connecting theory with empirical evidence. The 

interpretive framework draws on major theoretical conceptions o f  the state 

(namely pluralism and managerialism) and the role o f  planning, as advanced by 

Kirk (1980) and later MacLaran and Me Guirk (2003).

While an examination and comparison o f  national and local policy documents give 

an indication o f  the system within which sustainable rural settlement is to be 

achieved, it provides no indication o f  the actual processes at work within this 

system or the resultant outcomes o f  the system. Planning files and local statistics 

relating to decisions made on applications for single-dwellings are extremely 

useful in that they provide insight into the role o f planning officers in activating 

local policy as well as an overview o f the strictness/leniency o f  local authorities in 

terms o f  granting permission for single rural dwellings. Furthermore, they are 

constructive in establishing the spatial patterns o f  approved and refused planning 

applications for single rural dwellings.

However, while the conditions attached to refused planning applications for single 

rural dwellings provide an overview o f the thought process involved in individual 

decisions, they provide little reasoning for apparent inconsistencies within and 

across local authority planning regimes and the resultant outcomes for spatial 

planning. Hence, the extent to which individual interpretations o f  sustainable 

development play a role in planning practice must be examined.

In addition, while an examination o f  planning files allows for a clinical analysis o f  

the day-to-day operations and outcomes o f  the planning system, the personal 

outcome and consequence for the individual o f  refused planning permission for a 

single rural dwelling cannot be determined through an examination o f  this data and 

requires further investigation.

The primary theme o f  this thesis centres on the interpretation o f  sustainable 

development; how this interpretation can be manipulated both subconsciously and 

consciously by factors internal and external to the planning system; what this
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means for rural settlement policy formation and activation; and the effects o f  the 

above processes at national, local and personal levels.

This is an area which, until recently, there has been little investigation (see Scott 

and Brereton, 2010). In order to address this deficit and to satisfy the core research 

questions, it was necessary to construct a concise research framework identifying 

the areas o f  relevance for which data had to be both generated and accumulated. 

The specific aims and objectives o f  this study are detailed below.

3.1 Aims and O bjectives

As detailed below, a number o f  research aims emerged from the core research 

questions. Each aim was then translated into a number o f  specific research 

objectives which allowed for a methodological framework for achieving the aims 

to be formulated.

(i) Research Aim

To examine the processes by which policies relating to sustainable development 

and rural settlement patterns are formulated at central government level.

Research Objective

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:

i) How sustainable development is interpreted at central government 

level.

ii) The extent to which conflicting interest groups engaged in the rural 

housing debate have influenced national policy decisions.

iii) The perceived effectiveness o f  present policy in promoting sustainable 

development.

(ii) Research Aim

To investigate the manner in which local authorities have incorporated central

government policies and guidelines relating to sustainable rural settlement patterns
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into the settlement strategies and rural housing policies for their administrative 

areas.

Research Objectives

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:

The extent to which local policy complies with national policy.

The degree o f  consistency/uniformity in the translation o f  national policy 

for local implementation across local authorities.

The extent to which vested and voluntary interests have been able to 

influence policy decisions at local level.

(iii) Research Aim

To investigate the extent to which the different political agendas o f  vested and 

voluntary interests, both for and against one-off housing construction, infused 

local election debate and influenced the political agenda and election o f 

candidates.

Research Objectives

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine;

The opinions and experiences o f  successful (i.e. local councillors) and 

unsuccessful candidates on the degree to which their stance on rural 

housing determined the outcome o f their election campaign.

The views/opinions o f  vested/voluntary interests on the degree to which 

candidates were receptive to their appeals.

(iv) Research Aim

To examine the accuracy with which planners implement rural housing 

polices/settlement strategies adopted by local councillors.

Research Objectives

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:
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The degree to which planning applications are proofed against rural 

housing policies adopted by the elected councillors to ensure that they 

comply (i.e. the consideration given to local rural housing policy when 

making planning decisions).

The personal opinions o f  the planner with regard to the relative importance 

o f  the social, economic and environmental dimensions o f  sustainable 

development and the extent to which these views influence planning 

decisions..

Satisfaction with local rural housing policy as it currently stands,

The consistency by which planning decisions are reached across local 

authorities.

The extent to which the Planning Appeals Board have endorsed the 

executive planning decisions o f  local authorities in contented one-off 

housing planning applications.

(v) Research Aim

To examine the consequences for the individual/household o f  the executive 

decision-making power held by the County Manager and his/her nominees 

(planners) to grant/refiase planning permission for one-off housing.

Research Objectives

It order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to:

Identify the reasons for seeking planning permission for a one-off 

dwelling, i.e. economic gain, social benefits, etc. Examine what refusal o f  

planning permission has meant in terms o f  the loss o f  benefits which would 

have accrued had planning approval been granted.

3.2 Methodological Framework

This section outlines the strategies employed and information sources utilised 

throughout this thesis in the completion o f  the above objectives.

51



3.2.1 Analysis o f Secondary Source M aterial

The initial step in formulating a methodological framework best suited to 

conducting the primary research component o f  this study was to gain an in-depth 

understanding o f  the processes and issues which together comprise the core 

problematic o f  the study. Firstly, it was necessary to establish, as clearly as 

possible, how the planning system in Ireland is operated and to identify the 

primary parties involved with this process. Secondly, the role o f  the planning 

system in promoting and legislating for the sustainable development o f  rural 

settlement patterns was clarified. Thirdly, it was necessary to identity the issues 

and conflicts which have arisen in response to the manner in which the current 

system is operated and to gauge an understanding o f  the effects o f  these 

operations.

3.2.1.1 The Planning System in Ireland

In examining the operation o f  the planning system, the secondary source material 

was sub-divided into two categories: Planning legislation and material relating to 

and analysing planning legislation.

In order to gain an understanding o f  the scope o f  Ireland's planning system, which 

was introduced in 1964, planning legislation with relevance to the regulation o f  

rural areas was consulted. This legislation was considered with reference to 

material explaining and analysing the planning system. This material stems from a 

variety o f  sources, including: web-based materials, for example, the Department o f 

Environment, Heritage and Local Government website; books; periodicals/journals 

and media coverage. O f particular importance was the documentation (Grist, 2003) 

o f  the evolution o f  the Irish planning system, highlighting existing and potential 

problems in the current operation o f  the planning system.

3.2.1.ii The Role of the Planning System in Promoting the Sustainable 

Development of Rural Settlement Patterns

The initial phase in understanding the role o f  the planning system in promoting the 

sustainable development o f  rural settlement patterns was to become familiar with
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related developments at international, national and local scales. This involved 

documenting the emergence and employment o f  a sustainable development ethos 

within the planning arena by means o f  legislation and related policy guidance. 

Some o f  the key material consulted included: World Commission on Environment 

and Development, Our Common Future, 1987; European Spatial Development 

Perspective, Towards Balanced and Sustainable Development o f  the Territory o f  

the European Union, 1999; Government o f  Ireland, National Spatial Strategy fo r  

Ireland, 2002-2020, 2002 and County Development Plans for various counties and 

time frames. In addition, research material analysing the incorporation o f  

sustainable development practices into planning policy; the effects o f  such 

developments on rural spatial planning; and the forecasting o f  predictions for rural 

spatial planning in Ireland, was consulted.

3.2.1.iii The Role of Interest Groups in Influencing Policy Decisions

In order to gain a better understanding o f  the role o f  external factors in influencing 

the planning system in Ireland, it was necessary to identify the prim ary parties 

involved in the rural housing debate, a conflict which arose in response to the 

attention afforded by central Goverrmient to rural-housing policy. This involved 

analysing the literature o f  organisations which formed both sides o f  the debate, 

both pro and anti one-off rural housing. This included materials from state- 

sponsored bodies, non-govemment organisations and local community groups, for 

example, Environmental Protection Agency, An Taisce, Irish Rural Dwellers’ 

Association, Irish Rural Link.

The in-depth examination o f secondary source material has been instrumental in 

formulating the research problematic o f  this research. It has allowed for a broad 

understanding o f  the Irish planning system, the incorporation o f  sustainable 

development practices into planning policy, and the parties involved, both 

internally and externally, in shaping rural settlement policy in Ireland. The 

analysis o f  such material ensured that an informed effort could be made in 

identifying case-study local authorities; identifying relevant interviewees;
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informing the content o f interview questions and questionnaire survey; allowing 

for an up-to-date knowledge of emerging issues as the research progressed.

3.2.2 Selection of Case-Study Areas

As a significant proportion o f this research has been undertaken at local level, it 

was necessary to focus the primary data collection to allow for detailed analysis. 

Therefore, 4 local authorities were chosen as case-study areas. For comparative 

purposes, it was decided to select 2 local authorities who exhibited evidence o f 

employing strict regimes with regard to one-off housing construction, and 2 local 

authorities who exhibited evidence o f employing lax regimes with regard to one- 

off housing construction. The local authorities were selected based on the 

following:

Stage 1: The identification o f local authorities with a significant proportion of

the administrative area falling into one or both o f the following 

categories:

i) Areas which are structurally weak as defined by the National 

Spatial Strategy (NSS).

ii) Areas where there is a tradition o f dispersed settlement 

(defined in NSS).

Stage 2: County Development Plans (for the inclusion/exclusion of clauses relating to

one-off housing)

Stage 3: Local authority planning application statistics for rural one-off housing

approval rates.

Stage 1: Identification o f  counties who meet rural area typology criteria

Each local authority was examined with regard to the National Spatial Strategy 

2002-2020 (NSS) rural area typologies map.^ Local Authorities with a significant 

proportion o f  their administrative areas falling into one or both o f the following 

rural area typologies were selected for further examination (as, in theory, anyone 

can build in these areas):

 ̂ See Appendix 1.
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i) Areas which are structurally weak

ii) Areas where there is a tradition o f dispersed settlement

The counties selected were Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Longford, 

Cavan, Monaghan, Mayo, Galway, Clare and Kerry.

Additional analysis was carried out, using a rural area typology constructed by 

Walsh et al. (2007), which is similar to the one used in the NSS, to allow for a 

more-in depth examination o f the rural area types o f selected counties'*.

Stage 2: Examination of county development plans

The CDPs o f counties selected in Stage 1 were examined to see if they contained 

clauses relating to one-off housing construction. Specific attention was paid to the 

inclusion o f a ‘local need’ clause. This is a clause which ensures that one-off 

housing applicants have a genuine need to build a one-off house in a rural area. 

This clause is designed to protect against urban-generated housing. In theory, this 

clause is only to be applied in areas under strong urban influence and stronger 

rural areas, as defined in the NSS.

The existence o f an occupancy clause in the CDPs was also examined. This was to 

establish whether local authorities’ had made provisions to ensure the permanent 

occupancy, by the applicant, o f the single dwelling once planning permission had 

been approved. Table 3.2.1 details the inclusion/omission o f a local need clause 

and an occupancy clause in the CDPs of each of the selected counties. These 

examinations allowed for the identification o f local authorities who are operating 

strict/lenient planning regimes with regard to one-off housing.

^ See A ppendix 2.
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Table 3.2.1 Local Need Clause and Occupancy Clause

County CDP Local Need 
Clause

Years living 
in area to be 
considered 

local

Occupancy
clause

Minimum
occupancy

requirement

Donegal 2006-2012 Yes 7 Yes 10 years

Sligo 2005-2011 Yes Not stated No N/A

Leitrim 2003-2009 No N/A No N/A

Roscommon 2002-2008 No N/A No N/A

Longford 2003-2009 Yes Not stated Yes Occupied by 
the applicant

Cavan 2003-2009 No-' N/A No N/A

Monaghan 2006-2012 Yes 5 Yes 7 years

Mayo 2003-2009 Yes Not stated No N/A

Galway 2003-2009 Yes Not stated Yes 10 years

Clare 2005-2011 Yes 10 Yes
Permanent
occupancy

Kerry 2003-2009 Yes Not stated Yes Primarj'
residence

The counties highlighted in pink can be seen to be operated a strict regime with 

regard to the inclusion o f  clauses relating to one-off housing construction. The 

counties highlighted in blue have adopted a more lax approach to one-off housing 

construction within their functional areas.

Stage 3: Local authority planning statistics

In this stage, planning approval statistics for single rural dwellings in each o f  the 

selected counties were examined. Table 3.2.2 details the findings.

 ̂The CDP of Co. Cavan mentions local need but there a no provision in place for the 
implementation of a local need requirement to apply for permission to build a single rural dwelling.
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Table 3.2.2. Planning Approval Statistics, Single Dwellings, 2005^

County

Council

(A) Permissions 

Granted for single 

dwellings (% of Total 

Housing Permissions 

Granted 2005)

(B) Ratio of Applications 

Granted;

Multi-development 

Houses : One-off Houses, 

2005

(C) Total 

Permissions 

Granted for Single 

Dwellings 2005

Mayo 51.3 0.9:1 1206

Galway 

(excl. cities)
50.3 0.9:1 1722

Donegal 42.3 1.4:1 1859

Kerry 39.1 1.6:1 1203

Leitrim 38.5 1.6:1 589

Clare 36.8 1.7:1 608

Monaghan 33.3 2:1 526

Cavan 28.2 2.5:1 803

Roscommon 27.8 2.6:1 836

Sligo 24.2 3.1:1 531

Longford 15.6 5.4:1 429

Stage 4: Final selection o f  case-study counties

Based on the preceding three stages four local authorities were chosen for 

inclusion in the study. These counties were chosen to allow for the research 

agenda to be operationalised in environments which are illustrative o f the variety 

and complexity o f  local authority planning regimes in contemporary Ireland. 

Counties Clare and Galway were chosen as examples o f strict planning regimes. 

Counties Cavan and Roscommon were chosen as examples o f lenient planning 

regimes.^

 ̂ The counties heighted in pini< operate a strict planning regim e with regard to the inclusion o f  one- 
o ff  housing clauses in the CDPs. The countries highlighted in blue operated a lenient planning 
regim e with regard to the inclusion o f  one-off housing clauses in the CDPs.
 ̂ For a detailed exam ination o f  approval and refusal statistics in the four case-study authorities, see 

A ppendix 3.
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3.3.3 Strategies for Primary Data Collection

To meet the aims o f  this research, two key strategies were utiHsed as a means o f  

primary data collection, semi-structured interviews, and a postal questionnaire 

surveys. The interviews were employed as a means o f subjecting to formal 

analysis the viewpoint o f  those involved in the formulation and activation o f rural 

settlement policy. The questionnaire survey was constructed as a means o f  

obtaining information relating to personal experiences o f  the planning system and 

the consequences (e.g. social, economic) for the individual o f  being reflased 

permission to build a single rural dwelling.

3.3.3 (i) Semi-Structured Interviews

In order to achieve the first four research aims o f  this study, it was necessary to 

establish a methodology best suited to acquiring data relating to the formulation 

and activation o f  rural settlement policy from the experience and perspectives o f  

those both involved both directly and indirectly with the Irish planning system and 

rural settlement policy. Given the lack o f  empirical data relating to these aims, it 

was decided that in-depth, personal, semi-structured interviews with a sample o f  

each o f  the relevant parities was the most appropriate way in which this study 

could be completed.

It was essential to document interpretations, perceptions and experiences during 

the course o f interviewing given their central importance to this study. They are 

essentially the crux upon which sustainable rural settlement policy is formulated 

and activated given that the concept o f  sustainable development has no legal 

definition in Irish politics. In addition, it is conflicting interpretations o f  

sustainable development which led to political activism at national and local scales 

by interest groups both in favour o f  and opposed to single rural dwellings. 

Therefore, it was considered important that each individual interviewed should be 

given the opportunity to express all aspects o f  his/her opinions on each topic 

raised, which would have been hindered had a structured interview format been 

employed. Hence, a semi-structured interview style was adopted.
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Set questions were drawn up to tackle the specific topics that needed to be 

addressed in relation to the research aims. However, given the discursive style o f 

interviewing and the close relationship between the various topics addressed, it 

was not always necessary to ask specific questions as they were often answered 

sufficiently over the course o f the conversation. The qualitative nature o f 

responses ensured a more rounded impression could be gained o f the manner in 

which rural settlement policy is formulated, how it is activated, the outcomes o f 

the planning system as it stands and how its role is perceived.

Selection of Interviewees

In order to fu lly  accomplish the aims o f this research, a sample o f  respondents 

from  each o f  the relevant parties involved with or affected by, either directly or 

indirectly, rural settlement policy formation and activation . Potential interviewees 

were classified into one o f  seven categories. Therefore, sets o f  interx’iew questions 

were prepared. The questions included in each set o f  interviews w^ere comparable 

and covered the same interview topics, though in varying detail, depending on the 

interviewee category and the knowledge o f  the respondent. The following lists the 

categories o f  interviewee which were chosen:

Central-government elected representatives/ Central-government officials 

Local authority elected representatives 

Local government planning officials 

Interest groups

Central-government elected representatives/ Central-government officials

The first category o f interview was comprised o f central-government officials and 

central-government elected representatives. In order to gain an understanding o f 

the processes involved in formulating national rural settlement policy, central- 

government officials, employed by the DoEHLG, involved in researching and 

drawing up national policy were interviewed. These officials were based in the 

Heritage and Planning Division. It was hoped that a significant number o f  officials
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would agree to be interviewed, despite the small sample frame. However, there 

appeared to be a reluctance to participate in the study and contact, by post, email 

and/or telephone requesting participation was either ignored or refused. Therefore, 

just one official, involved with the spatial planning division in the DoEHLG, was 

interviewed. However, two more government officials working within the 

DoEHLG were also interviewed. Despite the low number o f  respondents 

representing central-government officials, it is not considered that this led to an 

information deficit with this category. The respondents interviewed were generous 

with their time and the detail o f  their responses. Each made him self/herself 

available for follow-up questions/clarification where necessary.

With regard to central government-elected representatives, it was conceived that 

interviews would be undertaken with TDs who represent the case-study areas, to 

impart their knowledge and perceptions o f  central government policy formation 

while providing their opinions and perceptions o f  the effects o f  such policy on 

their electorate and rural settlement patterns in their electoral area. Also, TDs who 

demonstrated knowledge and informed opinions o f  the issues in question (selected 

based on Oireachtas transcripts and media coverage) were to be interviewed. 

Contact with these interviewees, while initially disappointing, proved successful in 

the long-tenn with four interviews being completed in total. It was found that most 

interviewees were more agreeable to participating after being contacted by a 

colleague (also an interviewee) than when initially approached by the researcher. 

While this method o f contact proved most effective, it did, unavoidably, 

determine, to a certain extent, which TDs were interviewed. However, given the 

small total population size from which potential interviewees could be chosen, it 

was considered unlikely that such an approach would introduce an element o f  bias 

in responses.

Throughout the course o f  this thesis, quotations attributed to central-government 

officials are denoted by the letters CGO and a number which represents the 

interviewee, e.g. C G O l. Quotations attributed to central-govemment elected
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representatives are denoted by the letters CGER and a number which represents 

the individual interviewee, e.g. CG ERl.

Local authority elected representatives

Given their role as local policy-makers, but also as elected representatives 

answerable to their electorate, local councillors from each o f  the case-study areas 

were interviewed. This category o f interviewee was far more receptive when 

approached for interview than the previous two categories with all councillors who 

were contacted agreeing to participate. Again, contact made with perspective 

interviewees on behalf o f  the researcher was also availed o f  In the case o f  all four 

study areas, it was ensured that the interviewees were representative o f  all 

electoral areas within the county and all political parties (were affiliated). Twenty- 

one interviews were completed with this group. A wide range o f  perspectives 

relating to the sustainability o f  continued one-off housing construction were 

identified, some prior to conducting the interviews given media coverage, council 

meeting transcripts, and so on. However, it was felt, on completion o f  the 

interviews, that the diversity o f  perspectives were represented, particularly given 

the percentage o f local authority representatives interviewed in each case-study 

area (see Table 3.3.1).

Table 3.3.1 Number and Percentage o f  Councillors Interviewed in Each Local- 

Authority

Local Authority No. Councillors 

Interviewed

Total No. Councillors 

(Total Possible 

Interviewees)

Percentage

interviewed

Co. Clare 7 32 21.86

Co. Galway 6 30 20

Co. Roscommon 4 26 15.38

Co. Cavan 4 25 16

Total 21 113 18.5
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Quotations attributed to county councillors are distinguished by case-study 

authority and by a number assigned to each individual. When excerpts relating to a 

respondents political affiliation are included, the councillor will be distinguished 

by their political party and then by an individually assigned number. In both cases, 

the letter C will precede the identification code to distinguish from interviews 

conducted with individuals categorised in another group o f interviewee (see Table 

3.3.2).

Table 3.3.2 Councillor Identification Codes

County Authority code Example of Identification Code

Clare C CC2

Galway G CG5

Roscommon R CRl

Cavan Ca CCa4

Political Party Example

Fianna Fail CFF6

Fine Gael CFG4

Sinn Fein CSFl

Labour CLl

Non-Party CNPl

Local government planning officials

Making contact with planning officers employed by the case-study local 

authorities proved to be the most difficult and time-consuming o f all the 

interviewee categories, given that contact details were not publicly listed, and in 

instances where they were acquired, attempts at contact did not produce a 

response. Therefore, a number o f approaches were utilised. Contacts within each 

county council approached planning officers, requesting an interview, on behalf o f 

the researcher. Local councillors also made requests for interviews with the 

planning office on behalf o f  the researcher. In one case-study area, where other 

methods o f contact had been exhausted, the county manager was approached for 

interview regarding planning matters. However, he referred the matter to his senior
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planning officer who then agreed to be interviewed. The need to involve the 

assistance o f a county councillor to have a county manager delegate a planning 

officer to take part in the interview can be seen, in this instance, to have only 

positive implications for the information elicited, given the seniority o f  the 

planning officer in question.

Combining these methods o f  contact, six interviews in total were completed with 

planning officers in the case-study areas which was considered quite successfijl 

given the limited size o f the target group and difficulties experienced. Each o f the 

interviewees had worked for their respective council for a minimum o f 6 years 

which meant they were very familiar with the planning procedures in place and the 

day-to-day running o f planning matters in their particular councils. Given the 

small sample o f interviewees, the planning officers will not be identified by the 

local authority for which they work. Instead, the six interviewees are assigned 

numbers, for example, PO l, P02, etc.

Interest groups

The degree of success in obtaining interviews with parties in the interest group 

category varied considerably depending on the stance o f the group in the rural 

housing debate. In general, environmentally-focused groups were more reluctant 

to agree to a request for interview. This was particularly apparent when contacting 

local branches o f national organisations. In total 7 interviews with interests groups 

were conducted. O f the seven interviewees, four represented groups that can be 

classed as rural community advocates, who have, in varying degrees, shown 

support for dispersed settlement patterns (Irish Rural Dwellers’ Association, Irish 

Rural Link, Irish Farmers’ Association, Irish Countrywomen’s Association), and 

three represented groups that have publically criticised the continued construction 

o f one-off housing (Friends o f the Irish Environment, An Taisce, The Heritage 

Council).

While it was originally envisaged to interview representatives o f local community 

groups within each o f the four case-study areas, it was decided that this may
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introduce an element o f  bias, given the large volume o f  such groups across each o f  

the four counties and also the improbability o f  being able to produce an accurate 

spatial representation o f  all perspectives. Therefore, only interest groups who had 

come to national attention with regard to the issue o f  the sustainability o f  one-off 

housing were approached for interview. During the course o f  interviewing, the 

majority respondents from this category made mention o f  the local ‘grass-roots’ 

membership o f  their respective organisations. Furthermore, it is felt that the views 

and opinions o f  local representatives are also adequately represented by both a 

questionnaire survey distributed to individuals/households who have been both 

approved/refused planning permission for single rural dwellings (discussed in 

Section 3.3.3 (ii)) and by interviewing 21 elected local authority representatives.

Throughout the course o f  this thesis, quotations attributed to each o f  the 

interviewees in these groups are identified by the name o f  the organisation which 

they represent, e.g. An Taisce, Irish Farm ers’ Association (IFA), etc.

Interview Topics^

As the primary method o f  enquiry employed, the interviews had to include the 

respondents’ perspective, experience and interpretation o f  the following:

Position on dispersed rural housing 

The role o f  interest groups

The importance o f  the rural housing issue in local elections

Position and understanding o f  sustainable development

Assessment o f national policy relating to rural settlement

Assessment o f  local policy relating to rural settlement -  formulation

Assessment o f  local policy relating to the promotion o f  sustainable rural

settlement -  operations and impact

Implementing local policy -  the role o f  planners

* For a master copy o f interview questions, see Appendix 4.
64



The topics outHned above were addressed in varying range and detail depending 

upon the individuals/parties interviewed. Given the relatively small size o f  the 

target groups from which interviewees were selected, it was not possible to 

conduct pilot surveys on the sample because o f  the limited total number o f  

interviews which could be arranged. However, the interview questions were tested 

for clarity o f  meaning and feedback from planning officers and councillors 

working outside the case-study areas and only minor changes were necessary prior 

to commencing the interview stage. In addition, the presence o f  the researcher 

eliminated any potential misinterpretation o f  questions as interviews were 

conducted.

Analysis

Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim following the meetings. 

The open-ended method o f  questioning meant that the data collected was o f  a 

qualitative nature thus making it quite difficult to order for analysis. To combat 

this problem, a computer problem Nvivo was employed. The transcripts were 

initially categorised by the broad topics o f  enquiry listed above, and then sub­

categorised by key words in the questions. This allowed for relationships and 

discrepancies in answering to be established both within and between each 

interviewee category. Following this, the entire dataset was categorised by key 

words/responses which had emerged as having significance during the first stage 

o f  analyses. This enabled relationships and patterns in the data, which may have 

been overlooked if using a more stmctured interview format, to be established.

The data in this thesis is ordered and discussed according to the groups o f 

respondents, firstly in relation to their particular opinions on a given topic and then 

with regard to their reasons for having these opinions. This allowed for contrasts in 

opinion within each category to be highlighted and patterns in answering relating 

to, inter alia, political allegiance, external influences and organisation affiliation to 

be discussed.
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This approach was chosen, as it was most suited in allowing for opinions to be 

expressed and interpretations o f  the key topics to be documented without 

restriction. The conversational interview style allowed for options to be recorded 

before they had been rationalised and this was apparent in many instances, usually 

when topics were revisited. Given the aims o f  this topic, frank, uncensored 

responses were o f  primary importance.

3.3.3 (ii) Questionnaire Survey’

In order to achieve the fifth research aim and gain an empirical insight into the 

consequences for the individual o f  the power held by the county manager and his 

officers in planning issues, this study aimed to document the perspectives o f  those 

who had experienced o f  the outcomes o f  the planning system relating to single 

rural dwellings.

A postal survey was deemed the most appropriate method in achieving this aim as 

it enabled for the anonymous distribution to a geographically dispersed 

(predominantly) rural population across each case-study area. This cross-sectional 

survey was sent to a sample o f  individuals/households who received a decision 

regarding their application for the construction o f  a one-off dwelling in 2005.

Construction o f a Sampling Frame

The total population, from which a sample frame was constructed, was established 

by reviewing all planning files for the year 2005 in each o f  the case-study area. 

File numbers were noted and then placed in one o f  two categories: Application 

Approved  or Application Refused. The target sample size was set at 35 households 

who had been refrised planning permission in each case-study authority. For 

comparative purposes a postal survey was also distributed to households in Co. 

Clare who have been approved planning permission for a one-off dwelling in 2005 

(target sample size=35).

® For completed questionnaire survey forms for both refused and approved applicants, see 
Appendix 5 and Appendix 6.
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Similar to random sampling, systematic sampling was employed when compiling a 

sampling frame. This was considered the most appropriate system given that the 

population o f  potential respondents was logically homogeneous and the chosen 

sample interval would not, therefore, hide any potential patterns. Considering the 

accepted general response rate for postal surveys (c. 18-20%), and the total 

population o f  potential respondents, a sample unit o f  5 was chosen, allowing for 

the target sample-size to be comfortably reached. The starting point, chosen at 

random between 1 and 5, was 2. Therefore the 2"̂ * planning file, and thereafter 

every 5* file, was chosen for inclusion in the sampling frame.

Key Issues Identified fo r Inclusion

The focus in designing the survey was centred on capturing the individuals’ 

experience and perspective o f  the planning system in place in their local authority. 

Firstly, the key themes/issues for inclusion were identified. These included 

establishing:

Whether the applicant met the criteria necessary to apply to build a single rural 

dwelling, as set out in the County Development Plan o f  the local authority in 

question

The previous planning history o f  the site in question

The links o f  the applicant to the local community in which planning 

permission was sought

The applicant’s reasons for selecting the site in question 

The consideration given by the applicant to alternative housing options 

The extent to which the applicant utilised the planning services available to 

them during the application process

The use o f  third-party representation during the application process

In the case o f  respondents who w ere approved planning permission for a single 

dwelling, there were two further key issues o f  importance: the (proposed) 

occupancy o f  the site now that permission has been granted and whether the 

construction stage has commenced/been completed.
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In the case o f  respondents who were refused planning permission for a single 

dwelling, it was necessary to establish the consequences o f  this decision in ternis 

o f  the loss o f  benefits which would have accrued had pennission been granted and 

also the options which were availed o f  in light o f  refusal, for example, the 

submission o f  an amended application, an appeal to An Bord Pleanala and/or 

approaching a local representative for assistance.

Questions relating directly to the concepts o f  sustainable development and the 

sustainability o f  one-off housing were deliberately omitted from the questionnaire 

survey for a number o f  reasons. Firstly, the concept o f  sustainable development, as 

applied to rural one-off housing, is difficult to convey in a postal questionnaire 

survey. Secondly, the primary focus o f this thesis was to elicit respondents’ 

opinions on the impact and consequences, if  any, o f  their interactions with the 

planning system in their application for pennission to construct a single rural 

dwelling. Thirdly, the parameters o f  the questionnaire survey and the styling o f  the 

questions which were included in the final draft are in keeping with the general 

criteria considered a necessity for the sustainable development o f  rural one-off 

housing construction, both at national and local level.

Sui'vey Design

Following the identification and analysis o f  the core issues to be addressed, survey 

questions were developed to engage the respondents accordingly. Given the large 

volume o f  surveys intended to be retrieved, questions were constructed, where 

possible, to be closed-ended in style. This ensured a greater consistency o f  

response across respondents and meant that the resultant quantitative data was 

easier and faster to tabulate. Closed-ended questions are also known to be most 

popular with respondents, especially important when administering a postal survey 

which has the poorest response rate o f  all survey types. However, given that 

closed-ended questions tend to limit the breath o f  responses, multiple-response 

questions (generally utilising a rating system) were also employed, were 

necessary, in the survey.
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Also, considering the questionnaire survey was intended to elicit responses 

detailing experiences and perspectives o f  the planning system with which the 

respondents’ were engaged, it was important to incorporate open-ended questions 

into the survey design. Where appropriate, these questions were included as 

follow-on questions to closed-ended or multiple-response questions to reduce the 

level o f difficultly involved in tabulating and synthesising the responses.

Distribution o f  the Survey

Initially, a pilot survey was distributed to 60 households in Co. Clare (30 refused 

permission, 30 approved permission) with the sample systematically selected from 

the sampling frame. The responses received highlighted no issues with 

misinterpretation o f questions or problems with the format o f the survey so no 

changes were deemed necessary when proceeding to survey distribution stage.

The survey was initially to be administered in five phases, 35 questionnaires to be 

distributed to each o f the case study areas in each phase (35 reftised permission, 35 

approved permission in the case o f  Co. Clare). The number o f surveys distributed 

in each phase was related to the anticipated response rate for postal surveys. 

However, in the case o f the surveys administered to households where planning 

permission for a single rural dwelling was reftised, a sixth phase o f distribution 

was necessary, in each o f the four case-study areas, in order to meet the target 

sample size o f 35. The following table lists the response rates for each o f the case- 

study areas. Given that no changes to the questionnaire survey were made between 

the pilot and actual survey distribution stages, responses from the pilot surveys in 

Co. Clare were also included in the final analysis.
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Table 3.3 Surv ey Response Rates

Case-study

area

Co. Clare Co. C lare Co.

Gahvay

Co.

Roscommou

Co.

Cavan

Sur^'ey t>pe Approved Refused Refused Refused R.efused

No.

distributed

1 '5 200 200 200 200

• Ind. pilot 205 230

No. Returned ^  “7 41 36 3S 38

• Ind . pilot 40 45

Response rate 21.14 20.5 IS 19 19

• Ind. pilot 19.51 19.57

Problems Encountered

The major issue o f concern when distributing the pilot survey was the low 

response rate (10% ‘approved permission’ surveys Co. Clare; 13.34% ‘reflised 

permission’ surveys Co. Clare). Initially, in the pilot survey stage, information 

regarding postal addresses was acquired from the planning files. The addressed 

that was used was the existing address o f the applicant on the file if permission 

was refiised and, if  planning pemiission was granted, the site address o f the 

proposed dwelling. However, this was an untrustworthy system, as the refused 

applicant may have moved to different location, and in the case o f the approved 

applicant, the construction o f the proposed dwelling may not have commenced. 

Options for improving the response rate were considered, including incorporating 

an on-line web-link to the survey with the postal surveys distributed as well as 

involving local councillors in the distribution o f the survey. These methods were 

eventually disregarded as they were thought to introduce an unwarranted element 

o f bias in the selection o f respondents.

Instead, to increase the response rate, it was decided to employ the electoral

register, in conjunction with the telephone directory and addresses obtained from

planning files. Planning files selected for survey distribution, using the systematic

sampling method, had to have an address which could be cross-matched with, at

least, two of the above sources in order for a survey to be administered. These
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measures improved the survey response rate considerably while minimising the 

degree o f bias introduced to the research.

Analysing Questionnaire Sut^vey Responses

The surveys were analysed using comparative analysis. The findings from the 

questionnaire surveys were subjected to simple statistical analysis and the results 

displayed visually on graphs. This allowed for the similarities and differences 

between the groups from the four case-study authorities, who had been refiased 

permission for a single dwelling, to be identified. Particular attention was paid to 

variances between the two planning authorities who were considered to be 

operating a strict planning regime with regard to one-off housing construction 

(counties Clare and Galway), and the two authorities who were considered to have 

a more lax approach to one-off housing (counties Cavan and Roscommon).

This approach also enabled for the identification o f  similar and divergent trends in 

responses between the group from Co. Clare, who had been approved planning 

permission, and the other four groups who had been refused planning permission 

for one-off housing (counties Clare, Galway, Roscommon and Cavan).

3.4. Compilation, Interpretation and Utilisation of Existing Data

To allow for a visual analysis o f  the work carried out by planning officers, in 

reilising and granting applications for one-off housing, this project utilised existing 

data available from various sources:

1. Planning files relating to refrised and approved (Co. Clare) applications for 

one-off housing in case-study areas (2005)

Using the GPS references which are supplied with every planning application 

and which detail the location o f  the proposed dwelling; it was possible to 

convert these coordinates to the Irish National Grid (ING) system. This process
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was completed for each relevant 2005 planning file, thus allowing for a 

comprehensive dataset to be constructed for each case-study area. This 

information was then imported to a GIS software package (ArcFiew) which 

allowed for patterns o f refiasal to be visualised on maps of the case-study areas.

2. CSO data (Census 2002 and 2006) relating to population size o f  towns and 

cities in case-study authorities

By converting coordinates o f towns and cities, obtained using Google Earth, to 

the ING system it was been possible to map the urban centres within the case- 

study areas detailing population size. An urban centre was defined using 

census criteria; a cluster o f 50 or more occupied dwellings not more than 

twenty metres apart. This work provided further information for analysis o f 

dispersed-settlement patterns: the growtlVdecline o f villages (census towns) in 

the period between census’ and also patterns of single rural dwelling 

approval/refusal rates in the immediate areas surrounding these centres, thus 

aiding the identification o f strict/lenient planning practices

3.5 Conclusion

Given the core research questions o f  this thesis, upon which this thesis is based, 

the important factors to be considered with regard to the formulation and 

activation o f sustainable development policies as applied to rural settlement 

patterns and the implications o f inconsistencies in the operation of such policies, it 

was necessary to ensure the case-study areas represented the variety o f  planning 

regimes in Ireland, given that a significant proportion o f this research occurs at 

local level. Therefore, as documented, detailed attention was applied to the 

selection criteria for case-study authorities. This ensured that the local authorities 

which were chosen, namely Co. Clare, Co. Galway, Co. Roscommon and Co. 

Cavan, enabled the examination o f  the core themes o f this research, in 

environments illustrative o f the complexities o f local planning regimes in
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contemporary Ireland, both strict (e.g. Co. Clare and Co. Galway) and lenient (e.g. 

Co. Roscommon and Co. Cavan), with regard to conditions attached to applying 

for, and granting, permission to construct a single rural dwelling.

By far the most challenging aspect o f  commencing the primary research agenda o f  

this project was identifying and soliciting interviews from the four groups o f 

candidates deemed as suitable authorities on the subject matter, namely: central- 

govemment elected representatives/central-government officials; local authority 

elected representatives; local government planning officials; and interest groups. 

However, initial contact difficulties, particular with regard to the central- 

government elected representatives/central-government officials’ category and the 

local government planning officials group were overcome.

The information provided by interviewees in each o f  the 4 categories, in addition 

to the responses supplied in the questionnaire surveys enabled the examination o f  

sustainable development, as a central concept in rural spatial planning and its 

application (as policy) to rural settlement patterns, from the perspective o f  the 

various actors/agents involved with the Irish planning system. In addition, the 

methodological framework allows for an examination o f  the effects o f  the 

outcomes o f  planning processes for lay-people who have been involved with the 

system.

Overall, the three methodological strategies employed in this research, semi­

structured interviews, questionnaire surveys, and the use o f  existing data to 

compile maps for the visual representation o f  spatial patterns, allowed for the aims 

and objectives o f  this thesis to be operationalised and realised.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

THE PERSPECTIVE OF CENTRAL GOVERNMENT

OFFICIALS AND CENTRAL GOVERNMENT ELECTED 

REPRESENTATIVES

4.0. Preamble
One o f  the primary aims o f  this research project was to examine the processes by 

which pohcies relating to sustainable development and rural settlement patterns 

are formulated at central government level. It was, therefore, necessary to 

document the experiences and perspectives o f  central-govemment officials with an 

in-depth knowledge of, and practical experience in, fomiulating national policy 

relating to rural settlement structures. Central government elected representatives 

were also selected for inclusion in this interview category, given their detailed 

knowledge o f  the processes involved in central-govemment policy formulation 

and also their connection with local government through their constituencies. In 

total, there were seven interviews conducted; three with central government 

officials working in the DoEHLG and four central-govemment elected 

representatives.'® In order to assess the perspectives o f  these interviewees with 

regard to the level o f  success which has been achieved in promoting the 

sustainable development o f  m ral settlement patterns, issues relating to local policy 

formation and activation are addressed in this chapter.

This chapter also examines the operational agenda o f  this category o f  interviewee 

with regard to their role as national policy decision-makers. Given that the 

acquisition o f  the position is through election raises the question o f  whether central 

govem ment elected representatives (TDs) are susceptible to the pluralist agendas 

o f  vested/voluntary actors, such as interest groups who have positioned themselves 

as either being for or against one-off housing constmction. Conversely, central

Quotations in this chapter attributed to central-govemment officials are denoted by the letters 
CGO and a number which represents the individual interviewee, e.g. CG O l. Quotations attributed 
to central-govemment elected representatives are denoted by the letters CGER and a number which 
represents the individual interviewee, e.g. CGERl.
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government officials are not elected to their posts, instead occupying a 

professional position. This may suggest less susceptibility to outside interests as 

suggested by the managerialist thesis o f  thought. Rather, such professional 

occupations are considered to be largely unreceptive to civic activism.

4.1. The Personal Position of Central Government Officials and 

Central Government Elected Representatives with regard to One- 

Off Housing

Each o f  the seven interviewees made statements to the effect that one-off housing 

was the least sustainable o f  all rural housing options. A number o f  reasons were 

put forward for this assessment including the adverse environmental and economic 

costs in terms o f  landscape amenity, groundwater pollution and service provision. 

Interviewees also made reference to the social isolation associated with dispersed 

settlement patterns.

Perhaps the most notable feature identified when examining these responses, was 

that the majority o f  interviewees qualified their answers with reference to aspects 

o f  both national and local policy. Three interviewees commented that allowing for 

the unrestricted construction o f  one-off housing is inconsistent with the 

prescriptions o f  the NSS, the prime objective o f  which is to promote sustainable 

and balanced regional development and spatial functioning: ‘/  realise that there is 

the need fo r  one-o ff housing in some instances but the construction o f  single 

dwellings m ust be in keeping with the parameters set out in the National Spatial 

Strategy. Under no circumstances should urban-generated housing be allowed in 

areas surrounding cities and towns and rural-generated housing in these areas 

needs to be closely monitored’’ (CGOl).

While all seven interviewees were o f  the opinion that one-off housing was the 

least sustainable rural housing option, three were also o f  the opinion that the 

sustainability o f  one-off housing was dependent on the proposed locations o f  their



construction: "One-off housing may actually help to consolidate an area o f  

dispersed settlement where there are problem s with population decline. However, 

the opposite applies in areas where there is a strong urban influence. Additional 

housing would only add to the problem ’’ (C G ER l).

4.2. The Role of Interest Groups at National and Local Level

4.2.L Influence at National Level
Each o f  the seven interviewees were o f  the opinion that interest groups had a 

significant role to play: "Interest groups do and have played a role in guiding the 

content o f  national policy relating to rural settlement structures, and the input is 

welcomed as it helps us to prepare policies which are best suited to the needs o f  

Irish society' (CG03).

Several interviewees pointed out that there were formal systems in place for public 

consultation and participation during the preparation o f  the NSS: "The form al 

channels o f  public participation are M'here interest g roups’ attention are best 

placed fo r  voicing their opinions and concerns relating to national policy  

direction’’ (CG ERl).

Four interviewees spoke o f  the fonnal channels available to interest groups for 

voicing their views on rural settlement structure and spatial strategy during the 

NSS preparation process. Public participation during this process was possible at 

various stages during the preparation o f  the NSS. Initially, individuals and groups 

could become involved in the decision o f  what subject matters should be included 

in the NSS following the publication o f  a public report outlining the scope o f  

issues to be included. As one interviewee stated; "Interest groups were able to 

respond in written form  to this consultation report citing issues they fe l t  deserved  

emphasis in the strategy or highlighting issues which they fe l t  were o f  importance 

but had been overlooked at that stage. These responses were o f  great help with 

regard to the identification o f  issues which required a ttention’ (CGOl). The
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research stage also involved interaction with interest groups and ‘many were o f  

great assistance with regard to data collection and analysis’ (CGOl). The third 

phase o f  the preparation process was dedicated to public consultation. A national 

conference and regional roadshows were held and a public consultation paper was 

published setting out the primary objectives o f  the strategy and the methodology to 

be employed in implementing it. Over 250 submissions from individuals, interest 

groups and other concerned parties were received in response to this paper. Also 

during this phase, consultative forums were established to draw on the 

perspectives o f  interested parties. The feedback from the consultative paper and 

the forums were used in the finalising the NSS.

With regard to interest groups influencing the content o f  the Sustainable Rural 

Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs), several interviewees cited 

the publication and content o f  these guidelines as "an example o f  the government 

succumbing to public p ressure’ (CGER3). One interviewee commented that 'the 

pro- one-o ff housing lobby mounted an excellent campaign and made f id l  use o f  

media outlets. The government are obviously elected to their position and I  think 

the publication o f  these guidelines was illustrative o f  the government attempting to 

gain favour with the public particularly given the timing, tMv months prior to a 

local election’’ (CGER2).

Another interviewee remarked that the timing o f  the publication o f  the RHGs was 

very significant: "There M̂ as a high level o f  dissatisfaction with central government 

at that time and the rural housing debate was at its height. The government 

realised that the public dissatisfaction with central government would result in the 

loss o f  local seats. So, not surprisingly, the draft RHGs, which were designed to 

appease the public, were published eight weeks before the local elections’’ 

(CGER3).
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4.2.2. Influence at Local Level

Turning to the role o f interest groups at local level, each o f the seven interviewees 

felt that interest groups were in a position to exert ‘a great deal o f  influence’’ with 

regard to rural housing policies and settlement strategies at local level.

The formal channels available to interest groups for making submissions relating 

to rural housing policy during the CDP formulation process were mentioned by a 

number o f  interviewees. However, by far the primary topic o f discussion related to 

the direct lobbying o f local councillors by interest groups. In this regard, the 

majority o f  interviewees commented on the dual role o f councillors as elective 

representatives and policy makers for the local authority: ‘ Councillors are sitting 

duclcs fo r  lobbyists at local level especially i f  these groups manage to drum up 

local support because they attract the attention o f  councillors and can promote 

their agenda’’ (CGER3).

Another issue raised by two interviewees was the priorities o f councillors at local 

level. One commented that 'Many councillors seem more focused on maintaining 

the support o f  the electorate than on any o f  the other duties that comprise their 

role as councillors. In this sense pro one-off housing groups have it easy because 

a large proportion o f  the public are against any form  o f  restrictions on one-off 

housing and councillors, in a significant number o f  local authorities, seem to be 

acknowledging this with the rural housing policies they are producing' (CG03).

4.2.3. The Significance of the Rural Housing Issue during Local 

Election Campaigns

Finally in this section, interviewees were asked to comment on the extent to which 

the rural housing debate manifested itself at local level during the 2004 local 

elections campaign. However, four o f the seven interviewees stated that they did 

not feel they were in a position to comment due to a lack o f awareness o f the 

significance of rural housing as an election issue.
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Each o f  the interviewees who felt they were in a position to comment stated that 

they did not believe it to have been one o f  the major issues, one interviewee 

commenting that ‘/  think the government has succeeded in taking this issue o f f  the 

agenda with the introduction o f  the Rural Housing Guidelines. While rural 

housing may have been an issue fo r  those in the process o f  applying fo r  permission  

fo r  a one-o ff house, or those who intend to apply, it was an issue which attracted 

special or particular attention in rural areas' (CGER2).

In summary o f  this section, central government respondents believe that interest 

groups do have an important role to play in guiding the direction o f  national 

policy, citing formal channels for cominunication as the best route for exerting 

influence. However, the influence exerted by interest groups at national level 

through informal channels has been acknowledged. Interestingly, this recognition 

was voiced by the TD interviewees who are elected to their position and not the 

central government officials who occupy professional positions.

This category also asserted the ability o f  interest groups to exert influence at local 

level. A topical issue was the dual role o f  councillors as both elected 

representatives and local-policy decision makers. Yet, while this point was raised 

by central government elected representatives, this issue failed to be mentioned 

with regard to their own situation at national level. Also, despite the perception o f  

outside influence on local policy formulation, rural housing was not construed to 

be an issue o f  concern amongst the electorate during local election campaigns, 

perhaps as a result o f  successftil lobbying at national level for changes to national 

policy relating to rural housing.

4.3. Position and Understanding of Sustainable Development 

4.3,1. Defining Sustainable Development

The definitions o f  sustainable development provided by interviewees were very 

general in nature and provided little embellishment. In addition, the definitions put
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forward were well rounded in that each o f the interviewees, without prompting, 

made reference to all three dimensions which, together, comprise sustainable 

development: environmental protection, economic growth and societal cohesion. 

One commented that "Sustainable development is development which promotes 

economic prosperity, ensures social inclusion and does not compromise the 

integrity o f  the natural environment' (CG03).

It was suggested that while the overall aims of sustainable development remain 

constant, the importance placed on the three individual dimensions it encompasses 

can change depending on a number o f factors, for example, the background, 

education and outlook o f an individual and that it was the role o f policy-makers to 

ensure that the correct balance between environmental, societal and economic 

considerations was achieved when formulating rural settlement strategies.

It was also suggested that geographic location is a major factor in determining the 

weighting placed on the three dimensions o f sustainable development, as one 

interviewee remarked: 'the concept is, and has to be interpretive given that it is 

applied to a wide variety o f  environmental, societal and economic situations, fo r  

example with one-off housing, the cost o f  environmental degradation, even i f  

minimal, has to be considered against the social and economic benefit o f  

introducing new houses into areas o f  dispersed settlement which are suffering 

from  population decline' (CGERl).

4.3,2. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The Economic 

Dimension

With regard to the economic dimension o f sustainable development, each o f the 

seven interviewees were in agreement that one-off housing was ‘a drain on the 

local economy’ (CGER4), particularly in terms o f service provision. One 

interviewee commented that ‘'The cost o f  providing services, like group water 

schemes, to areas o f  dispersed settlement is many times greater than the costs 

associated with the provision o f  similar services in areas o f  concentrated 

residential settlement like towns o f  villages' (CG03).
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Several interviewees suggested that the continued construction o f one-off housing 

was having a detrimental effect on the structure o f local rural towns and villages 

with regard to falling population numbers: "Rural towns and villages need to be 

consolidated. Yet, lax planning regimes, with regard to one-off housing, have 

meant that many people are choosing to build in the countryside, given that it is a 

cheaper housing option. This situation is not conducive to attracting employment 

to an area, nor is it conducive to maintaining the services and facilities that are 

currently in place' (CG02)

The micro-economics o f living in a dispersed dwelling were also mentioned by 

two interviewees. As one remarked; "People who live in single dwellings incur a 

lot o f  extra costs that urban dwellers don’t have to deal M’ith, fo r  example, the cost 

o f maintaining water wells and septic tanks. Also, you have to consider the 

transport costs that people who live in rural one-off housing are faced with given 

that they are almost exclusively reliant on the car fo r  all journeys. These costs add 

up' (CGER4).

Three interviewees also suggested that one-off housing was having a negative 

effect on one o f the most established industries in rural Ireland, that o f tourism. 

One interviewee remarked that "The proliferation o f  one-off housing has affected 

the character o f  many rural towns and villages, not to mention the scenic beauty o f  

the more isolated rural landscapes. The rural landscape is a profitable resource in 

terms o f  rural tourism and i t ’s one M’hich m’c are completely disregarding with the 

haphazard planning regimes currently in place. Rural tourists are seeking out 

more remote locations to experience the rural Ireland the tourism industty 

promotes to the detriment o f  many towns and villages who have been affected by 

urban sprawl' (CGER2).
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4.3.3. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The 

Environmental Dimension

With regard to the environmental dimension o f sustainable development, the 

primary focus o f interviewees was the impact one-off housing is having on rural 

landscapes and the environmental integrity o f rural areas.

All interviewees were in agreement that given the wide geographical range over 

which dispersed settlements are spread, the potential for negative environmental 

impact was very considerable. One interviewee remarked that "You only have to 

think o f  the volume o f  individual septic tanks that are in existence, close to ha lf a 

million and this is increasing by around 15,000 every year. This is not sustainable, 

the potential to pollute groundwater is enormous, and particularly when you 

consider that the majority o f  local authorities do n ’t have a monitoring system in 

place to ensure the maintenance o f  these septic tanks. Also, many local authorities 

do not properly veto the assessors who carry out the site characterisation testing 

on proposed dwellings" (CGOl). There are therefore major long-term 

ramifications which are, perhaps, inadequately appreciated by those favouring 

greater tolerance trom local planners with regard to the development o f dispersed 

settlement.

Interviewees also commented on the need to protect the environment as a visual 

amenity. One interviewee remarked that "One-off housing should f i t  in with the 

surrounding landscape not dominate it. I  can’t understand hoM> some o f  the 

monstrosities which are dotted around the countiy were granted permission’’ 

(CGER2). Another commented: "The building o f  one-off housing needs to be 

strictly regulated, more so than at present, to protect and maintain the visual 

landscape o f  rural Ireland. Consideration should be given at national and local 

level to promoting the other housing options available to people who wish to live 

in the countryside, such as grants fo r  individuals willing to buy existing single 

dwellings or restore run-down houses’’ (CGER3).
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A final issue relating to the environmental dimension o f sustainable development 

was connected to the reliance on car use for all journeys by those living in one-off 

housing: "This has serious implications fo r  the environment in terms o f  pollution 

through emissions. Another factor which needs to be considered is that dispersed 

rural settlement offers very little possibility fo r  the use o f  more sustainable modes 

o f transport, such as bicycles or buses' (CGERl).

4.3.4. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The Social 

Dimension

The primary focus, with regard to the social dimension of sustainable 

development, was the social cohesion o f rural areas. Each o f the interviewees were 

in agreement that allowing one-off housing construction to occur in an area with 

the sole aim of maintaining the rural community was not guaranteed to be 

successful. One interviewee commented that "People who have never lived in a 

rural area have little idea o f  the realities o f  rural living, the lack o f  sendees and 

facilities and the isolation. I t ’s common fo r people who fin d  themselves in this 

situation to sell up and return to urban living when they realise that this lifestyle is 

not fo r  them' (CGER2). Another remarked: "You see countless instances ofpeople  

who move into rural areas hut don’t contribute to the social fabric o f  the area at 

all, they continue to work and socialise in the towns where they are from ' 

(CGER3).

All interviewees were in agreement that clustered rural settlements were far more 

sustainable in terms o f social inclusion and negated a common occurrence in areas 

o f dispersed settlement, that o f age-related isolation.

To summate this section, the two actor groups within this category hold similar 

perspectives with regard to their position and understanding of sustainable 

development as a concept. Single rural dwellings are considered to be a drain on 

the economy. Environmentally, the potential for degradation, both aesthetic and 

physical are considered significant. Construction o f one-off housing is not 

believed to be beneficial to promoting social cohesion in rural areas.
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4.4. Assessment of National Policy Relating to Sustainable Rural

Settlement Patterns

Interviewees were invited to discuss both the National Spatial Strategy fo r  Ireland, 

2002-2020 (NSS; published2002) and the Sustainable Rural Housing, Guidelines 

fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs; published 2005) in relation to the components 

pertaining to mral settlement structure. Interviewees were asked to provide details 

on the processes involved in the preparation o f the NSS, from its conception to its 

publication while providing an assessment on the successes and drawbacks o f this 

policy framework in tenns o f the promotion o f sustainable rural settlement 

patterns. They were also asked to provide an assessment o f some o f the critiques 

o f the NSS and were asked to comment on the benefits and shortcomings 

associated with the introduction o f the RHGs.

4.4.1. The National Spatial Strategy -  The Formulation Process

This section is devoted to questioning the processed involved in preparing the 

policy framework for the NSS. This was to include information on parties 

involved in the preparation and those involved in drafting the approved strategy. 

Not surprisingly, the central government officials were most knowledgeable in this 

area and were very detailed in their answering. The TDs provided a more 

generalised account. The following text is an overview o f the various stages 

involved in the creation o f the NSS, summarised from the interviews.

‘ The primary aim o f  developing a national spatial strategy was to achieve greater 

balance in regional development in Ireland. The strategy was over three years in 

the making, from conception to publication’’ (CG02). The NSS preparation model 

comprised four stages. The first o f these was the scoping stage which was initiated 

with the publication o f a public consultation paper entitled ‘ The National Spatial 

Strategy -  What are the Issues’ in early 2000. "This paper laid out a number o f  

core areas fo r  consideration by the public. These related to spatial planning and 

development and commentators were asked to evaluate and provide feedback, and 

also highlight other issues which they fe lt needed to be considered' (CGOl). The
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feedback received was used in preparing a methodological framework for drawing 

up the NSS which was detailed in a report, 'The National Spatial Strategy Scope 

and Delivery’’, published in May 2000. "This paper laid out the objectives and 

challenges o f  the strategy. From a rural perspective, the points o f  interest related 

to rural development, particularly infrastructural and residential development. 

The thinking w>as to promote the continued development o f  Ireland’s diversifying 

rural economy while providing protection fo r  the environment and cultural 

heritage and also promoting social inclusion. So the strategy’s aims were always 

focused on the ideal o f  sustainable rural development' (CGOl).

The second stage o f the NSS formulation, which took place in the second half o f 

2000, was devoted to researching the existing spatial patterns and trends in Ireland. 

Relevant information relating to Irish spatial structure was collected, analysed and 

laid out in reports which focused on different aspects under consideration, for 

example, travel patterns and land use.

The third stage of the NSS formulation process involved categorising the 

information collected in the research phase and the drawing up o f policy papers 

based on the findings. The objective o f these papers was to 'evaluate the different 

options fo r  balanced regional development taking into consideration the primary 

objective o f  ensuring sustainable development and then come up with a range o f  

policy recommendations fo r  inclusion in the strategy' (CGOl). This phase has 

previously been discussed in detail in Section 4.2.1.

The final stage o f preparing the NSS entailed the preparation o f the final draft. The 

submissions obtained in phase three were used in the process o f  finalising the 

NSS.

Interviewees were asked to cite the various actors who had been involved in the 

various stages o f the NSS formulation process. Interviewees confirmed the 

involvement o f a large number o f participants. These participants can be classed 

into two groups, those involved in an advisory or consultative capacity and those
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involved in an operational role, for example, external researchers and specialist in 

relevant fields, such as cartographers and demographers.

With regard to the first o f these groups, one interviewee remarked: ^the 

preparation o f  the National Spatial Strategy was a collaborate process. The 

consultative forums allowed fo r  the participation o f  various interested parties, 

including, the regional and local authorities, the social partners and other groups, 

fo r  example, environmental groups and those involved in the planning professions' 

(CG02).

Agents involved in an operational capacity were utilised in the completion o f 

background research and the preparation of associated reports: "Outside 

consultants are brought in when the level o f  expertise required, fo r  example to 

conduct specific research or analyse specific information, is not available within 

the Spatial Planning Unit. There was also the issue o f  adhering to the timeframe 

so external assistance was necessaiy' (CGOl). Relevant parties were also 

consulted during the research stage; "research relating to infrastructure and 

services would have reqidred the input o f the ESB and telecommunications 

companies amongst others' (CG02).

With regard to the drafting o f the NSS for publication, the following interview 

extract, provides an overview o f the details supplied in discussions with 

interviewees: "The process o f  finalising the strategy was overseen by a steering 

group which was made up o f  representative o f  government departments who had 

policy and functional interests in the strategy. The chair o f  this group was the 

Assistant Secretary o f  the Planning and Development Division [DoEHLG]. The 

actual writing o f  the policy framework was undertaken by a technical working 

group, operating within the Spatial Planning Unit [DoEHLG], made up o f  

planning officers and experts in policy formulation. An advisory group, 

comprising experts in the fields o f  regional development and spatial planning, 

were also on hand during the fina l drafting stages to advise on the structure and 

content details o f  the strategy' (CGOl).
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4.4.2. The Implementation of the National Spatial Strategy

This section examines a number o f  issues relating to the National Spatial 

Strategy’s implementation which have come under public and media scrutiny. The 

first o f these relates to the concept o f sustainable development. Interviewees were 

asked if the fact that sustainable development, as a planning concept, does not 

have a statutory definition has restricted the promotion o f sustainable rural 

settlement strategies as laid out in the NSS.

Each o f  the seven interviewees were in agreement that the lack o f a statutory 

definition o f sustainable development in national planning and development 

policies was not a factor which affected the promotion o f sustainable rural 

settlement patterns. One interviewee commented that "There is no feasible way 

that sustainable development could be legally defined in planning policy. There is 

a huge diversity o f  rural environments and situations in Ireland which must be 

catered fo r  in rural settlement policy. A legal definition o f sustainable 

development would not cater fo r  these variations and could lead to policy being 

applied over-rigidly or incorrectly, which would have an adverse effect on the 

sustainable development o f  rural Ireland resulting in an increased imbalance 

between the east and the west [of Ireland]’ (CGER4). Another observed that "The 

objectives o f  the National Spatial Strategy were established within a defined 

context o f  sustainable development which was detailed in the Scope and Delivery 

report. Environmental sustainability was described as living within the capacity o f  

natural environment systems. Economic sustainability was defined as ensuring 

continued prosperity and employment opportunities and social sustainability, the 

ensuring o f  social inclusion and personal well-being. These principles o f  

sustainable development are intended to be carried through fo r  local 

implementation o f the National Spatial Strategy' (CGOl).

A second issue raised with interviewees was the criticism that urban centres are 

the driving force o f  regional development in the NSS, which results in the 

marginalisation of rural areas. All the interviewees voiced opposition to this 

criticism, one having commented that ‘ Urban centres have to be the focus in order
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to drive regional development. These centres must be consolidated to attract 

industry and for viable service provision, not just fo r  the benefit o f  these urban 

centres but also fo r  their rural hinterlands' (CGER3). Another remarked: 'The 

objective o f  the National Spatial Strategy is to strengthen settlement patterns in a 

manner which is environmentally sustainable, distributes economic growth and its 

benefits across the regions and creates a resurgence in rural areas and smaller 

urban centres. Allowing the unrestrained growth o f  dispersed settlement forms 

does not comply with these objectives and will affect the cohesion o f  towns and 

villages' (CG02).

Interviewees were asked to assess the success o f the NSS both in tenns o f its 

formulation and implementation. Each agreed that the NSS was, in theory, an 

excellent policy framework for the promotion o f sustainable development and 

spatial functioning across Ireland. One success o f  the strategy, mentioned by two 

interviewees, related to the increased co-ordination of local authorities with regard 

to the formulation o f county and local area plans: "Policy makers at local level are 

drawing on the same policy framework when drafting local planning and 

development policy, including their rural settlement strategies. This had led to a 

greater level o f  uniformity in spatial functionings across Ireland as local 

authorities move towards an ethos o f  sustainable development' (CG03).

However, five interviewees believed that while there had been an increase in 

uniformity o f spatial planning across local authorities, a serious problem existed in 

many local authorities with regard to the relaxed and selective manner by which 

the prescriptions o f  the NSS, particularly in relation to residential settlement 

structure, were being translated and implemented into local policy. The first of 

these concerns related to the promotion o f concentrated settlement patterns as the 

most sustainable settlement form, one interviewee having observed that "A number 

o f authorities have no restrictions on applications fo r  dispersed housing other 

than the usual ‘goodplanning’practice. This means that many towns and villages 

are nowhere near the critical mass necessaiy to attract economic benefits. This is 

directly associated with the levels o f  one-off housing been approved' (CG02). A
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second concern related to the NSS centres for designated growth, known as 

gateways and hubs. It was suggested by three interviewees that a fundamental 

problem with the NSS was the large number of these centres included in the 

strategy: ^This was problematic from  the start. There was an element o f  trying to 

please everyone. Growth should have been limited to a smaller number o f  urban 

centres so that attaining critical mass was actually realistic’’ (CGERl). Another 

related point, mentioned by four interviewees was the total disregard on the part o f 

local authorities for the growth of the designated gateway and hub urban centres as 

designated by the NSS for sustainable and balanced regional development; 'Local 

Authorities across the country are zoning vast amounts o f  land fo r  residential 

development, which is detracting from  the directive o f  the strategy, the promotion 

o f  groM’th in designated gateway and hub centres' (CGOl).

Yet another issue raised by four o f the interviewees related to the undermining 

impact on the NSS resulting from the programme o f decentralisation o f 

government departments which had been announced in December 2003. The 

following interview excerpt encapsulates the opinions o f interviewees who spoke 

on the issue: 'Decentralisation ruined the credibility o f  the National Spatial 

Strategy. There were nine designated gateway urban centres and nine designated 

hub towns, yet the government made the decision to disperse their s ta ff to over fifty  

different locations across the country which completely contradicted the strategy. 

It was an attempt to keep everybody happy which completely backfired' (CGER2). 

A final point, mentioned by five interviewees was that the NSS was an extremely 

ambitious work; "The National Spatial Strategy was essentially an aspirational 

piece o f  work given that the funds were not available to support its implementation 

and probably won't be fo r  a very long time to come' (CGER3).

4.4.3. Assessment of the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for 

Planning Authorities

In the final topic o f discussion relating to national policy, interviewees were asked 

to provide an assessment o f the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  

Planning Authorities (RHGs). The majority o f interviewees agreed that the
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categorisation o f  rural areas according to population pressure and other relevant 

factors represented a useful addition to the national framework guiding the 

sustainable development o f  rural Ireland: "The guidelines were necessary as rural 

housing policy was, at the time o f  their introduction, being operated very rigidly, 

to the detriment o f  people with genuine rural housing needs. Even though 

dispersed housing may not be the most sustainable o f  housing options, it is a 

prom inent settlement form  in rural Ireland. The guidelines allow fo r  

differentiation between urban- and rural-generated-housing which means that the 

housing needs o f  rural dwellers can be m e f  (CG ERl).

However, two interviewees cited serious problems with the implementation o f  the 

RHGs "The guidelines m arked a step backwards with regard to sustainable 

development and spatial functioning in rural Ireland. M any local authorities have 

used these guidelines to implement lax policies with regard to one-o ff housing 

construction and are fa iling  to apply the differentiations set out in the guidelines 

relating to rural typologies and urban- and rural-generated housing need' 

(CG O l).

Several interesting points, relating to the manner by which national policy is 

formulated and implemented were raised in this section. While it was 

acknowledged that advisory groups such as interest groups do have an important 

role to play in national policy formulation, particular attention was placed, by the 

two actor groups within this category, on actors/agents who performed an 

operational role, with the importance o f  the level o f  expertise they brought to the 

formulation process heavily emphasised. It is perceived that the roll-out o f  the 

NSS has led to greater uniformity in rural spatial planning at local level. There is, 

however, a belief that local authorities are acting in a relaxed manner with regard 

to the way the prescription o f  the NSS are being implemented into local policy. 

The central government decentralisation programme is also considered to have 

been flawed, and to have undermined the implementation o f  the NSS, given the 

large amount o f  urban centres to which civil servants were relocated.
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4.5. Assessment of Local Policy relating to Rural Settlement

Patterns -  The Policy Formulation Process

This section documents the evaluation o f  the formulation o f  local policy relating to 

rural settlement structure. Interviewees were also asked to provide views on the 

extent to which the personal opinions o f  local councillors actually influence the 

content o f  local rural housing strategy. Many o f  the issues cited by interviewees 

when discussing this topic were also covered in relation to the activation o f 

national policy relating to rural settlement. The first o f  these, the manner by which 

local authorities have translated national policy locally, was a dominant and 

recurring theme.

Five o f  the seven interviewees stated that many local authorities had not paid due 

attention to the prescriptions o f  the NSS or given adequate attention to the RHGs 

in the development o f  the rural settlement strategy component o f  their CDPS. 

However, it was acknowledged by one interviewee that the current CDPs o f  the 

majority o f  local authorities were already in place at the time o f  the publication o f 

the RHGs but he also stated that in many instances county councils had not yet 

drawn up a document to inform planning authorities o f  their role.

It was further suggested that the reasoning behind the apparent lack o f  attention 

paid to national policy direction was related to the dual role o f  elected 

representatives at local level, first as public advocates for their electorate but also 

as policy decision-makers within their functional areas: ^Councillors have the 

unenviable task o f  trying to keep the public happy so to ensure their re-election 

while also taking on the role o f  policy-makers whose directive is to promote 

sustainable rural development. Given the public derision towards any curtailing o f  

one-o ff housing construction, this has to affect the detailing o f  rural settlement 

strategies. Councillors want to be seen as a voice fo r  the public' (CG ERl).

Conversely, two interviewees did not believe that councillors’ personal opinions or 

their political situation were influential factors in the drawing up o f  local rural-
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settlement strategies; 'Councillors have a job  to do in incorporating national 

policy fo r  local use. Councillors are in the best position to do this as they are 

aware o f  social and economic needs, which they strive to accommodate, while 

ensuring the environmental security and stability o f  the county. Again, it's about 

getting the balance right. Councillors are attempting to realise the common good 

when formulating local policy and I  don’t think their personal opinions on one-off 

housing are a factor' (CGER3).

A second issue, raised by two interviewees, related to the huge social, economic 

and environmental variations existing within a given county, which made it 

"extremely difficult to implement a policy framework as generalised as the 

National Spatial Strategy' (CGER4). One interviewee commented; "The Rural 

Housing Guidelines have helped in the understanding o f  the manner by which the 

National Spatial Strategy is to be applied at local level. However, a level o f  

flexibility is still necessa>y in policy at local level to take into account the various 

landscape and social and economic situations which come into play' (CG03).

A fmal issue when discussing local policy formation relating to rural settlement, 

also mentioned by two interviewees, was the difficulty encountered in ensuring 

uniformity in rural settlement strategies across local authorities due the lack of a 

strong regional tier o f  government. The main issues raised are summarised in the 

following interview excerpt:

"All o f  the work relating to rural settlement policies is expected to be translated 

directly from  national level to local level. Regional uniformity in rural settlement 

strategies is, in theoiy, directed by the regional authorities, but, in reality, they are 

little more than an idea on a policy document when it comes to rural settlement 

direction. They are comprised o f  county council members from  within the region 

and are financed by their constituent local authorities, so that says it all really. 

The system is unworkable given that the regional-authority members will prioritise 

the needs o f  their own county above all else and also the funding is not available, 

from  the local authorities, to help make these regional authorities a viable tier o f  

government’ (CGER2).
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The dominant grievance in this section relates to the translation o f national policy 

for local implementation, both the policy prescriptions and the perceived disregard 

for the growth of designated centres. The issue o f a disproportionately high 

number o f NSS growth centres was considered to be a situation which occurred 

due to the succumbing, by central government, to pressure from outside interests.

4.6. Assessment of the Application of Rural Settlement Policy at 

Local Level

Regarding the local need clause, each of the seven interviewees felt that it was a 

usefial addition to local planning policy to prevent a proliferation of one-off 

housing construction, as one interviewee commented: 'When used in conjunction 

with the rural-area typologies, it ensures that only rural applicants with genuine 

housing need are eligible to apply to build in pressure areas, defined in the NSS as 

areas under strong urban influence and stronger rural areas. This clause is a 

necessity in local planning policy to ensure compliance with national policy' 

(CGOl).

However, three interviewees expressed reservations with the manner by which the 

local need clause was being applied in certain local authorities. The main concerns 

o f these interviewees is aptly summarised in the following interview extract: ' I  am 

aware o f  a number o f  local authorities who have not yet mapped their functional 

areas with respect to the rural area typologies defined in the National Spatial 

Strategy and the Rural Housing Guidelines and yet, they are applying the local 

need clause to planning applications fo r  single rural dwellings. This is very unfair 

on applicants. It suggests that these local authorities are picking and choosing 

components o f  national policy fo r  inclusion in their rural settlement as they see fit. 

This has a serious knock-on effect fo r  the vision o f  national spatial functioning, as 

defined in the National Spatial Strategy' (CGER4).
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Another issue, mentioned by two interviewees, also related to the association 

between the rural-area typologies and the local need clause. These interviewees 

were concerned that local-authority planning officers were "paying little heed' to 

the rural-area classifications and refusing applications for one-off housing, on the 

basis that applicants did not meet eligibility requirements in areas where the local 

need clause should not apply; "We have local authorities where the local need  

clause is being applied fa r  too severely. This does not meet the criteria fo r  

sustainable development either as environmental protection appears to have 

precedence over social cohesion and economic growth, to the detriment o f  rural 

communities. I f  this is to continue, there will be negative implications fo r  the 

provision o f  services and facilities, fo r  example, the closure o f  schools due to 

fa lling  numbers' (CG ERl).

A second issue related to the occupancy clause. Again, each o f  the seven 

interviewees felt that the occupancy clause was a usefial addition to national policy 

and o f  benefit in the promotion o f  the sustainable development o f  rural areas: "This 

clause ensures that the applicant is committed to making the property their home 

and that they will be in a position to contribute to their local rural area, both in an 

economic and a social capacity' (C G 02). However, several interviewees 

questioned the level o f  adherence to this clause: ‘/  am aware o f  numerous 

incidences where this clause has been broken through selling on the property or 

the transference o f  deeds and so on, but very little can be done because there ju s t  

isn 7 the manpoM>er in the coiinciV (CGER3). Another interviewee suggested that 

approved applications for single dwellings should be recorded each year using 

commencement notices showing that construction has occurred. He continued by 

noting that a follow-up should be conducted a number o f years later and H f the 

original applicant is fo u n d  not to be living at the premises, a heavy fisca l penalty  

should be imposed' (CG O l).

A third issue concerned the suggestion that government policy promoting village- 

type settlements had encouraged the development o f  large housing estates at the 

edge o f  towns and villages and that these were causing environmental problems
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due to inadequate infrastructure. Each o f the seven interviewees agreed that they 

were aware of such situations and that they had become a significant problem in 

many local authorities. However, the promotion of village-type settlements in 

national policy was not considered to have resulted in the environmental problems 

caused by inadequate infrastructure servicing new housing developments. Indeed, 

many o f these developments were considered to be symbolic o f a lack o f regard, 

on the part o f local authorities, for the prescriptions o f the NSS: 'Local authorities 

have, in the past number o f  years, rezoned vast amounts o f  land, as residential use, 

in the immediate areas surrounding towns and villages. This has been happening 

at a rate fa r  over and beyond what is required to meet housing needs and has been 

done at the behest o f  land owners and development interests. Then a developer 

comes in and gets planning permission fo r  a housing estate, connects it up to the 

local authority mains, and low and behold, this is where all the problems start but 

by this stage the developer is long gone and a lot richer' (CGOl).

Interviewees suggested that the "onus o f  blame fo r this situation must be placed 

solely at the feet o f  local authorities' (CG02) which should not grant planning 

permission for housing estates if there was inadequate infrastructure to facilitate 

them and a lack o f financing to upgrade the existing infrastructure: "The local 

authorities are to blame. They cite lack o f  funds as the reason why facilities have 

not been upgraded to cater fo r  new developments but what are they doing with the 

development contributions? I  realise that they don't have to shoM> a connection 

between the development contribution paid and the work done to facilitate the 

development but, in instances where there are serious infrastructural weaknesses. 

At least a proportion o f  the contribution should be allocated towards rectifying the 

problem' (CG03).

A final issue which was raised relating to the problems associated with new 

housing estates at the edge o f towns and villages concerned the lack o f occupancy 

o f such estates. One interviewee commented: "So much land has been zoned and 

so many estates built, yet the demand is ju st not there to f i l l  them. Many have been 

left lying vacant fo r  long periods. This situation has led to the introduction o f  rent-
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to-buy schemes and other incentives by developers in an attempt to entice 

prospective buyers' (CGER2).

To summarise this section, the local need clause is considered to be a useful 

addition to rural housing policy to prevent the proliferation o f one-off housing. 

However, there are some reservations with regard to manner by which the clause is 

being applied by certain local authorities. The inclusion occupancy clause is also 

perceived as a positive policy tool which can help promote sustainable rural 

residential development. Yet, questions have been raised regarding local 

adherence to this clause. A prominent issue raised at this juncture was the 

observation, by this category o f interviewee, that central government policy 

promoting concentrated settlement has led to a situation whereby inadequately 

infrastructure housing are becoming common place in areas adjacent to rural 

towns and villages, some o f which now resemble ghost towns.

4.7. Assessment of the Performance of Local Authority Planning 

Officers

This section o f the interview documents opinions with regard to the assessment o f 

the flinctions carried out by planning officers in their role as activators o f rural 

housing policy.

The general consensus was that planning officers were carrying out their role 

adequately under what are often trying circumstances. The primary focus which 

emerged during this line o f questioning was the difficulties faced by planning 

officers in performing their duties. The first o f these pertained to their role as 

policy activators. It was suggested by two interviewees that planning officers were 

often forced to work within the confines o f local rural settlement policy which 

falls below their own expectations o f  what constitutes sustainable rural 

development. One interviewee stated that this was due to a total disregard on the 

part o f councillors for the policy recommendations put forward by planning
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officers with respect to rural settlement: "It must be extremely frustrating fo r  

planning officers to have their recommendations ignored by councillors who are 

not experts in planning matters and who are often politically driven. Planners are 

then forced into a situation where they have to make planning decisions based on 

flawed or inadequate policy’’ (CGOl).

Another point mentioned by three interviewees was the situation whereby 

councillors are entitled to make representations or enquiries, to the planning 

officer, on behalf o f  planning applicants seeking to build a one-off house: 'This 

situation is ridiculous. You have the people who are making the policy directing 

planning as to how or when it should be applied but planners are obliged to meet 

with them. This takes up a lot o f  time as well putting planners under stress to get 

decisions out on time. I've heard planners describe this situation as pure and utter 

harassment and I ’m sure some have granted applications that they’re uneasy 

about just to get councillors o ff their backs' (CG02).

Three interviewees, all central government elected representatives, were critical o f 

the manner in which planning officers assessed planning applications for single 

dwellings. It was suggested that, given their background and education, 'planners 

are naturally inclined to come down hard on planning applications fo r  one-off 

housing' (CGERl). As one interviewee commented: "Planners are trained to see 

things in black and white, a development is either sustainable or unsustainable. 

However, local policy is designed to have an element o f  flexibility because o f  the 

variety o f  situations that present themselves at local level. Planners d o n ’t like this 

flexibility and tend to be quite strict when making decisions regarding one-off 

housing' (CGERl). Another interviewee w'as even more strongly critical: "Given 

the level o f  flexibility within local policy, some planners apply it in a strict and 

rigid manner when making planning decisions, which is not how it was intended. 

Even with the introduction o f  the Rural Housing Guidelines, which were intended 

to ease restrictions on one-off housing, the situation has not changed. Planners 

are able to use these guidelines to restrict one-off housing construction within 

their authorities, even in areas where it is not warranted. They need to implement
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more flexibility into their planning decisions. This is not to say that they 're not 

performing well because, fo r  the most part they are. They ju s t need to be more 

realistic and in tune with local need rather than hiding behind their professional 

qualifications when making planning decisions' (CGER4).

In summary, both actor groups within this category beheve planning officers are 

performing adequately giving the often frustrating circumstances which they 

encounter. Interestingly, the suggestion that planning officers, given their 

background, will be naturally inclined to take a negative view o f single rural 

dwellings, and perhaps act in accordance with this attitude was put forward solely 

by central government elected representatives. This may be connected to the fact 

that, like planning officials, central government officials are employed for their 

professional expertise and do not see themselves, or others in similar occupations, 

as being swayed in the carrying out o f their duties by personal outlooks.

4.8. The Role of An Bord Pleanala

Interviewees were asked whether they believed An Bord Pleanala to be a 

necessary component o f the planning system. All agreed that An Bord Pleanala 

was a necessary body: "It is essential to have an independent body to which an 

individual or group can appeal a planning decision which they fee l is incorrect' 

(CG02). One interviewee commented that the composition o f the Board ensured 

that decisions were made in the best interest of the public: 'Art Bord Pleandla is 

comprised o f  Board members who are representative o f  all sectors o f  society. The 

majority o f  these members are nominated by organisations representing 

professional, environmental, local government, rural and local development and 

general interests’’ (CGOl).

Four interviewees suggested that the main advantage o f An Bord Pleanala was that 

it was removed from local-authority level, thus ensuring its independence: ‘A lot o f  

factors can come into play at local level which can have an effect on decisions
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made on planning applications, fo r  example, a changeover o f  planning sta ff 

involved with a particular application during the decision-making process. An 

Bord Pleandla is removed from  the local situation. Therefore, their decision is 

guaranteed to be unbiased and solely based on the suitability o f  the proposed 

development and its compliance with local policy and guidelines' (CGER3). It was 

also noted that An Bord Pleanala allows for third parties to appeal granted 

planning applications: ‘7? is a democratic right that a third-party should be able to 

appeal, whether this be an individual who, fo r  whatever reason, feels that a local 

decision is incorrect, or the environmental watchdogs who monitor planning 

decisions at local authority level to ensure that they are in keeping with local and 

national policy' (CGOl).

Conversely, two interviewees stated that the fact that An Bord Pleandla is 

removed from the local area may not be beneficial to the applicant appealing the 

decision. They questioned the knowledge which an inspector representing An 

Bord Pleanala has o f the location for which development is proposed: 'A planning 

inspector visiting an area to assess a planning appeal may be doing so fo r  the first 

time and have little or no knowledge o f  the social economic background o f the 

area in question' (CGER4). In addition, it was suggested that the inspector may 

interpret local policy in a manner different to what was intended: ‘'They were not 

there when the County Development Plan was drawn up. They do not have the 

same detailed knoM’ledge o f  an area as local councillors or planners so I  don 7 feel 

that they are as qualified to make decisions’’ (CGER4).

4.9. Conclusion

Central government officials play a key role in driving national policy relating to 

the sustainable development o f rural settlement patterns and TDs, given their 

position, as central government representatives o f local constituencies, are best 

placed to have informed opinions o f the processes involved in national policy 

formations and the impact o f their translation to national policy.
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While accepting there was a need in some situations, this category o f  interviewee 

described one-off housing as the least sustainable o f  all housing, the unmanaged 

construction o f  which went against the prescriptions o f  national policy. 

Interviewees noted the adverse economic costs o f  dispersed settlement patterns 

including the cost o f  service provision and the fact that the continued proliferation 

o f  this form o f settlement would affect the cohesion o f  small towns leading to a 

ftirther loss o f  services. Given the geographical spread o f  dispersed settlement, it 

was described as the most likely to have far-reaching and disastrous environmental 

consequences, in terms o f  the effect on landscape character and also widespread 

pollution, for example, groundwater contamination. Social isolation was also 

mentioned as one o f  the adverse affects o f  dispersed settlement patterns.

However, it was also noted that the sustainability o f  one-off housing was 

dependent on the proposed location o f  construction given the huge variations at 

local level. It was these huge variations, in tenns o f  population and housing 

pressures and also landscape sensitivity, which were cited as being one o f  the main 

difficulties associated with translating national policy for local use. In this sense, 

interviewees commented that it is imperative that local authorities pay serious 

attention to rural area typologies when developing CDPs as, in some situations, 

one-off housing may help to revitalise an area suffering from population decline.

Although, as interviewees noted, there is no statutory definition o f  sustainable 

development, the NSS was prepared in the context o f  ensuring a balanced 

approach to achieving the highest level o f  economic and social prosperity which 

can be contained within the capacity o f  environmental systems and ensure its 

protection. Under this framework, interviewees contend that urban centres have to 

be the focus o f national policy.

This group o f  DoEHLG officials and TDs stated that interest groups have played a 

role at national level in guiding the content o f  the NSS and that their input was 

necessary to prepare policy that is best suited to the needs o f  society. It was 

suggested that the best channels for communication was through the formal system
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for participation. This perspective is in keeping with the managerialist body o f 

thought given the perceived importance, placed by this category, on the 

established formal structures for communication and on the management of public 

participation, while also highlighting the relationships between groups with 

‘qualitatively’ different power.

Despite being deemed necessary to clarify the need for differentiating between 

rural areas experiencing different population pressures and also between rural- and 

urban-generated housing need, the publication o f the RHGs following an intense 

public campaign against the prescription o f the NSS relating to one-off housing 

were not, according to interviewees, solely concerned with ensuring the 

sustainable development o f rural areas, but were also a timely attempt by the 

government to gain favour with the rural public in the run up to the local elections. 

The recognition o f the influence exerted by outside agents was voiced by TDs, 

who are elected to position, and not by government officials. This finding adheres 

to pluralist theory whereby the State and its functionings are operated by 

politicians who are focused on building an electoral majority.

It was suggested that interest groups are in an excellent position to exert a high 

level o f pressure and forward their agenda at local level due to the dual position o f 

local councillors as public representatives and policy makers. The assertion that 

interest groups have the ability to influence rural housing policy at local level is 

again grounded in pluralism as emphasised by the perceived responsiveness o f 

councillors to interest group demands.

According to interviewees, the success o f  the NSS is being compromised by the 

selective manner by which the prescriptions o f the rural settlement strategy 

components o f the NSS are being translated for local implementation in a 

significant number o f authorities. It was contended that the introduction o f the 

RHGs has exacerbated this problem as they promote a more lax regime than the 

one that was previously in place. These findings suggest the dominance if pluralist 

operations within these local authorities; the local State being a weak unit
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controlled by external factors. However, it was also suggested that certain local 

authorities are operating too rigid a system with regard to one-off housing as the 

‘local need’ clause is being applied in instances where the rural area typologies, as 

set out in the NSS and RHGs, have not, as yet, been implemented. In this instance 

and in keeping with the managerialist understanding o f  State, it appears the local 

decision makers are adopting their own agenda as managers o f  planning policy 

formulation and implementation.

Interviewees commented that planning officers at local level are operating under 

difficult circumstances, within the confines o f  local policy that falls below their 

own abilities and expectations. In addition, they were described as being 

overworked with regard to the volume o f  applications they receive and must 

constantly hear representations from councillors on behalf o f  applicants which 

results in further time pressures. The fact that councillors, as local policy makers 

are able to make these representations on applications which may contravene local 

policy was considered unjust. This perspective suggests an allegiance to the 

managerialist approach to rural settlement planning given the appreciation for 

professionalism in decision making and disapproval for interference in this regard.

Chapter four has examined the processes involved in central and local government 

policy formation and application, relating to sustainable rural settlement patterns, 

from a central government perspective. Chapter five examines these issues from 

the perspective o f  county councillors who are responsible for translating national 

policy for use at local level.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

THE PERSPECTIVE OF LOCAL ELECTED 

REPRESENTATIVES

5.0. Preamble

Given their role as local policy-makers, but also as elected representatives 

answerable to their electorate, local councillors from each o f  the four case-study 

areas were interviewed during the course o f  the primary research component o f 

this project. As previously discussed, the questions they were asked centred on the 

following themes:

The personal position o f  councillors regarding one-off housing 

The role o f  interest groups at local level

The significance o f  the rural-housing issue during local election campaigns

Position and understanding o f  sustainable development

Assessment o f national policy relating to rural settlement

The position o f the sustainable development concept in planning policy

Assessment o f local policy relating to rural settlement -  the policy formulation

process

Assessment o f the application o f  rural settlement policy at local level 

Implementing local policy -  the role o f  planners

In order for this chapter to facilitate an examination o f  the differences (w ith regard 

to the experiences and perspectives o f  local councillors) within and between local 

authorities who are considered to have strict and lenient planning regimes, 

interviewees from counties Clare and Galway are grouped together where 

possible, as are interviewees from Cavan and Roscommon.

Through analysis o f  responses provided by this category o f  interviewee, this 

chapter provides an interpretation o f  both the general mindset and operational
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agenda of local authority elected representatives with reference to the 

managerialist and pluralist approaches to rural settlement planning. The dual role 

o f  councillors as both elected representatives and policy decision-makers raises the 

issue o f whether councillors consider themselves to be advocates for their 

electorate or managers o f the common good, or indeed both.

5.1. One-Off Housing and Rural Settlement Patterns -  Categorising 

Councillors’ Perspectives

The first theme which was addressed was the personal opinion o f each councillor 

regarding one-off housing and their individual perspectives on rural settlement 

patterns more generally. The responses illustrated a wide range o f opinions and 

perspectives. These responses illustrated the complexity o f the subject. Given the 

range and scope o f answers, it was not possible to categorise interviewees as 

simply being in favour of, or against, one-off housing developments. Instead, the 

respondents have been categorised into three broad groups.

Category A represents those who were strongly in favour o f one-off rural housing 

development; “Any type o f  housing development in rural areas, whether it be 

permanent or a holiday home, will contribute to stimulating the economy and 

vitality! o f  an area... even i f  it's only during the holidays, it's better than nothing” 

(C C l)" . Category B comprises councillors who are generally in favour o f one-off 

rural housing but with conditions, for example, they do not agree with one-off 

holiday home developments, applicants must prove they intend to contribute to the 

social fabric o f  the area; ‘'All other factors aside, at the end o f  the day anyone who 

applies fo r  planning permission should have the same chances o f  being approved 

as the next person, whether they were born and bred in the locality or n o t” (CR2). 

Category C represents interviewees who have stated that they are strongly against 

one-off rural housing development, except for locals, and returning ex-patriots

" For coding o f  interview transcripts, see Chapter 3. Section 3.3.3 (i); Selection o f  Interviewees -  
L ocal Authority elected representatives
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from the area; “I  would agree with the principle that someone who is living and 

working on the land, i.e. a farmer, should be able to build a one-off house. Now, 

my personal view is it should be very restricted” (CC7).

Table 5.1. Councillor Categorisation by Individual Position on Rural One-Off 

Housing

Local Authority Category

A. In Favour B. In Favour w. 

Conditions

C. Against

Clare 2 3 2

Galway 2 3 1

Roscommon 2 2 0

Cavan 0 3 1

Total 6 11 4

These categories provide an overview of opinions. It must be stressed that the 

three categories discussed above are categories designed to provide a general 

overview o f opinion. The councillors were categorised based on a general 

overview o f their opinions. On occasion, conflicting statements regarding a 

councillor’s personal position on one-off housing were put forward. In these 

instances, the researcher made an informed decision as to which category best 

suited based on the overall impression garnered from responses.

Some observations have been considered relating to the categorisation o f 

councillors according to their position on rural one-off housing. Two councillors 

representing the local authorities o f both Co. Clare and Co. Galway respectively 

asserted their personal position as being favourable towards one-off housing 

development, thus falling into Category A. This was also the case for one 

councillor in Co. Roscommon. However, none o f the councillors interviewed in 

Co. Cavan were in this category. It is suspected that these findings may be related 

to the strictness/leniency o f the CDPs for each respective case-study county 

council. In addition, the planning practices o f their respective planning authorities,
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illustrated by refusal rates for one-off housing, may also be a factor in these 

findings.

5.2. The Personal Position of Councillors Regarding One-Off 

Housing

This section o f interviewing called for councillors to share their perspectives on 

one-off housing within the context of a broader consideration o f the sustainability 

o f this rural settlement pattern.

5.2.1. Perspectives of Councillors in Favour of One-Off Housing -  Co. Clare 

and Co. Galway

The majority o f arguments put forward by the ten councillors from Co. Clare and 

Co. Galway favouring one-off housing, related to societal and economic concern 

for the future o f rural areas. The most common, mentioned by the majority o f 

interviewees, pertained to the tradition o f dispersed settlement in rural Ireland; “It 

has been the way for thousands o f  years, to attempt to change it is like squaring a 

circle, it M'on’t work ” (CG2).

Another common argument was that the continued construction o f one-off housing

assisted the maintenance o f rural communities. “Rural society should not be

penalised because we do not conform to the urban organisational structure”

(CCS). The outflow o f young people from rural areas was also a recurring topic;

“many youngsters go o ff to college, then get jobs and settle in urban

areas... there’s a gap left behind which needs to be fd led "  (CG5). However, the

main bone o f contention, was that current restrictions relating to the eligibility

requirements o f one-off housing applicants has resulted in ‘starving rural

communities o f  fresh blood’ (CGI). “I think i t ’s unfair and unjust to classify

people into pre-defined boxes. Each application should be considered on its

merits” (CC3). Concerns were also raised relating to the closure o f schools, sports

clubs and other amenities in rural parishes due to falling numbers; “Communities
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are the backbone o f  rural Ireland. They are what make the parishes, the GAA 

teams, the Ceoilteoirs” (CG5) ‘The countryside needs to be alloM>ed to develop’ 

(CCS).

There was acknowledgment that an intervention to curb one-off housing 

development was necessary given the so-called ‘bungalow blitz’ o f  the 1990s and 

early 2000s; “The problem is the huge increase in applications. In the past, you  

would only have had one or two fro m  outside applying fo r  planning permission in 

a rural area in any given y e a r” (CG4). However, others felt that the ‘bungalow 

blitz’ was as a result o f bad planning practice at the time: "The problem was that 

people were being given permission willy-nilly to build in areas which weren't 

suitable, you know the shores o f  a lake or the like, or given the go-ahead to build 

ridiculous monstrosities. This situation M>asn’t caused solely by outsiders but now, 

because o f  this, everyone’s chances o f  being successfid [in their planning 

application] are affected. I t ’s like a lottery now ” (CC2). While such a crackdown 

was considered understandable, the prevailing attitude was that “we don 7 need to 

continue with this level o f  rigidness...M'e need to let people back into the 

countiyside” (CG2).

With regard to urban-generated housing in rural areas, it was felt that, subject to 

good planning practice, people should be “given the opportunity to decide what 

lifestyle they wish to build fo r  themselves whether that be rural or urban” (CGI). 

The general consensus was that even if  such people work in urban areas, they are 

still involved in the rural community if  their children attend school there, are part 

o f  sports clubs and so on. This situation is often the case with people born and 

raised in rural communities. In today’s society, within a decline in the agricultural 

sector, the focus for employment will be primarily on urban centres “whether it be 

people living and working in town and wishing to build in the countryside or 

locals looking to build but working in town ” (CG3).

Turning to the issue o f  urban sprawl, the majority o f  councillors in favour o f  one- 

o ff housing were o f  the opinion that the character o f  villages and towns should be
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preserved. Therefore, there should be a zone o f no one-off housing development 

surrounding these centres; “People can't have it both M>ays; you either live in a 

town or in the countryside. It [urban sprawl] affects the quaintness o f  Irish villages 

which is important fo r  tourism ” (CG4). Despite these assertions, it was universally 

acknowledged that the individual’s land rights should not be affected; “I f  a local 

person has a fam ily site, they should be allowed to build on it, even i f  it is in an 

exclusion zone so to speak” (CC4).

Turning briefly to the primary economic factors which have influenced this group 

of councillors’ opinions in favour o f one-off housing, there are two strands which 

were explored throughout the course o f interviewing, perhaps best described as 

micro-economics, at the level o f the individual, and macro-economics affecting the 

broader society.

At the individual level councillors have argued that if a person owns or has access 

to a family site, it is a lot cheaper to build than to buy a pre-built house. “/  have 

enormous sympathy fo r  young couples who have a site hut ca n ’t get permission to 

build. What are they supposed to do, fo rk  out another hundred grand to buy a 

ready-made model?” (CC4). At societal level, it was argued that a vibrant rural 

community is necessary to support the rural economy and its main contributors, 

for example, tourism. One councillor went so far as to suggest that rural dwellings 

and dwellers were vital to tourism;

“Strong rural communities are essential fo r  rural tourism so that they can provide 

the kind o f  experience that the tourist is looking for... at the end o f  the day that’s 

what visitors to rural Ireland will talk about, the welcome they received from  the 

local community. The rural dweller plays a huge part in the tourist’s ’ vision o f  

rural Ireland, rural dwellings are part o f  the scenery and the landscape that 

environmentalists go on so much about protecting...it's ironic really” (CC2).
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5.2.2. Perspectives of Councillors in Favour of One-Off Housing -  Co. Cavan 

and Co. Roscommon

The range of arguments put forward in favour o f one-off housing construction by 

councillors representing this stance in Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, o f which 

there were seven, concentrated on the social element o f sustainable development. 

It was frequently suggested that one-off housing construction assisted the 

maintenance o f viable rural communities, many o f which were suffering from 

depopulation, as a result o f greying populations and migration; "Many rural 

communities are in dire need o f  new blood so people wishing to settle here should 

be allowed to do so and not be subjected to planning prejudice" (CCal). 

Councillors also commented on the tradition o f dispersed settlement in Ireland, 

and the necessity to ensure such a tradition continues; “Given where we started, I  

don't think it would be possible to make the transition to an urban-based country, 

even i f  we wanted to, despite the Government’s best efforts...It wouldn’t he good 

fo r  the country” (CR2).

Despite the fact that, in theory, the authorities’ o f Co. Roscommon and Co. Cavan 

have lenient policies with regard to who can apply for pennission to build a single 

dwelling when compared to the planning authorities o f Co. Clare and Co. Galway, 

there was a definite feeling o f consternation displayed with regard to planning 

practices and the manner by which decisions were reached where single dwelling 

applications were concerned; “There may not be a 'locals on ly’ policy in the 

[County] Development Plan in Co. Cavan, but there appears to be in practice, 

well non-locals have a fa r  higher rate o f  refusal” (CCa2) Another councillor 

commented that; “they have what can only be described as a refusal box, and i f  

there’s even only a small problem with the application, they 'II reach in and whip 

out several reasons fo r  refusing it ” (CCal).

Problems associated with one-off housing, for example, urban-generated 

development, ribbon development and urban sprawl were mentioned as issues o f 

which planners were wary when considering applications. With regard to urban- 

generated development, two councillors raised the point that “a large amount o f
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people born, bred and living in rural areas are M’orking in tOM’ns and villages. I t ’s 

the ways things have gone so people who will contribute to an area, even i f  they 

don 7 M’ork in the immediate vicinity, should be allowed to live there ” (CR3). With 

regard to urban sprawl, each o f the four councillors representing Co. Cavan and 

one o f the interviewees from Co. Roscominon felt it was important to preserve the 

character o f  towns and villages; “I t ’s important to be able to distinguish where the 

town ends and the country[s\dQ\ begins” (CCa2). There was agreement amongst 

these five councillors that a zone o f no one-off housing development surrounding 

urban centres would ensure the continued separation between urban and rural. 

However, each o f the four councillors from Co. Roscommon stated that the right 

o f an individual to build on family land should not be affected by such a 

development exclusion zone.

In contrast to the opinions relating to urban sprawl and the preservation of 

town/village character documented above, three of the four councillors from Co. 

Roscoinmon were o f  the opinion that as long as housing was in keeping with the 

surrounding environment, and conformed with good planning practice with regard 

to housing design, road safety, etc., the construction o f single dwellings should not 

be constrained; “Locals living in the areas surrounding towns and villages 

shouldn’t be restricted from  building or selling their land to those looking to 

build” (CRl). Another commented; “There isn ’t a problem there so long as the 

house sits neatly into the landscape and isn ’t, you know, drawing attention to itself 

with design faux pas, castle gates or features like that” (CR4).

With regard to the economic considerations which influenced councillors’ 

opinions in favour o f one-off housing construction, the sole consideration, 

mentioned at this juncture, related to the necessity o f ensuring a strong rural 

community to support the rural economy, particularly the tourist industry.
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5.2.3. Perspectives of Councillors Against One-Off Housing

Given that just four councillors out o f  the 21 interviewees were against one-off 

housing construction, the findings from all four case-study authorities will be 

documented together here.

O f the four councillors who expressed opinions against one-off housing 

construction, two represented Co. Clare and one each represented Co. Galway and 

Co. Cavan. None o f  the councillors interviewed from Co. Roscommon identified 

themselves as being against one-off housing construction. It is important to 

reiterate that by categorising these councillors as being against the construction o f  

single dwellings, it is intended to convey that they are against instances o f  single 

dwelling construction, except in cases where the applicant lives in the area or 

returning emigrants.

Given the fact that councillors are elected representatives, expressing opinions on 

one-off housing which are contrary to the general consensus was considered by 

several councillors to be politically unwise. One councillor, against one-off 

housing commented; "My political view, and what I  would say on radio is that 

everyone should be able to build one-off houses, simply because that's what 

people want to hear” (CG6). Indeed, a second councillor stated; "People are 

afraid to express negative opinions on one-o ff housing or address the issues, even 

with you  [the interviewer]...even i f  they have a strongly held personal opinion, 

you ’II f in d  you get refusedfor interview or you  7/ get regurgitated tripe ” (CC7).

Interestingly, environmental degradation was not the primary concern o f  

councillors who were against one-off housing construction. In fact, o f  the four 

councillors interviewed, not one mentioned concern for the environment, until the 

subject was specifically broached later in the interview. Instead, the most common 

opposing arguments to single dwelling construction were linked to the negative 

consequences facing rural economies if  such a settlement type were allowed to 

continue unchecked. Councillors also mentioned the situation facing many local 

rural people who are unable to obtain planning permission for a one-off house due
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to housing pressures caused by the prohferation o f  one-off rural housing at the turn 

o f  the 21^' century, particularly holiday homes and urban-generated housing.

The issue o f  maintaining rural communities was mentioned frequently as an 

argument which the pro-single dwelling lobby put forward in support o f  one-off 

housing construction. Yet, the consensus amongst those against the construction o f  

single dwellings was that allowing one-off housing construction to occur without 

constraint was not the way forward; “We have a situation in certain areas o f  Clare 

where the population o f  the Census has actually declined and at the same time 

over h a lf o f  the houses in the parish are empty because they are holiday hom es” 

(CC6). Another councillor from Co. Cavan commented; “People go on about 

maintaining communities, but we already have a greying population and i f  we 

continue to allow anyone who has a couple o f  acres to build a single dwelling, 

what happens when they become elderly, how are we going to service them, where 

will M’e get the money from ? I t ’s becoming an issue, not so much yet but it's going  

to be a lot more exacerbated as time goes on ” (CCa4). One councillor disregarded 

the argument that one-off housing was a traditional rural settlement pattern in 

Ireland. “The tradition was the farm ing  community lived on the land, or a teacher 

beside the school, not a person working in a bank in town, living out here, th a t’s 

hardly traditional, is it? ” (CG6).

It was suggested that so-called ‘bungalow blitz’ o f  the late 1990s and early 2000s 

have left the countryside in an “awful state o f  d isrepair” (CC6) and that "'building 

on top o f  what is essentially a bad problem  ” (CG6) is not best practice in terms o f  

future settlement patterns. While councillors did respect the right o f  local people to 

build a single dwelling on family land, it was stated that, even in these instances, it 

was important to ensure that the construction o f  such dwellings were in the best 

interests o f  the surrounding area; “I  have to say I ’m torn ju s t a bit in terms o f  the 

arguments fo r  one-o ff housing considering what we ’re leading ourselves into in 

the fu tu re ...!  mean you ’ve got to respect the right o f  an individual, i f  th ey’ve been 

born and raised in an area, M>ho’ve fa rm ed  in an area or worked in an area, to be
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able to build an affordable house. Sure there is a right there, but i t ’s a right that 

needs to be developed with caution” (CC7).

Interviewees expressed concern with regard to the cost o f  dispersed settlement 

patterns on the rural economy, with regard to providing infrastructure; “I t ’s 

impossible to support one-o ff housing in all circumstances and expect that the 

state will provide the proper infrastructure to support them ...it is not a cost- 

effective ty’pe o f  settlem ent’ (CC6). There was also a suggestion that one-off 

housing construction was detrimental to the rural tourism industry, a major 

contributor to the rural economy; ‘A t the end o f  the day, in terms o f  generating 

capital from  tourism, the idea o f  a green, scenic landscape is one o f  the most 

valuable commodities rural areas possess. It doesn ’t make sense that we 

compromise this staple o f  rural economies by granting planning permission fo r  

one-o ff housing, which is often unnecessary” (CG6).

The issue o f  holiday homes and the construction o f  large mansion-style single 

dwellings was a major bone o f  contention with the councillors interviewed; “The 

volume o f  development, particularly second or holiday home development have 

thwarted the any favourable argument in terms o f  one-o ff housing” (CCa4). 

Another councillor commented; “The numerous, very poor, ‘designer houses’ 

which sprung up in the late 9 0 ’s and into the early 2000s have given the whole 

concept o f  one-off housing a bad name ” (CC6). Related to this point, and an issue 

which three o f  the four councillors mentioned, was the situation in which many 

young local people, looking to build on family land, have found themselves in 

recent years; “What has happened is a local person who has met all the criteria 

can 't get planning permission now to build in the area. Why? Issues o f  population  

because o f  all the permissions which were given out in the late 90s, a lot o f  them  

are now empty most o f  the time, except the summer months. A nd i f  they [local 

people] want to buy, they ca n ’t afford to because the area is popular and has 

scenic value and the price range has gone through the ro o f” (CC7).
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The consensus was that continued, unnecessary, one-off housing construction is a 

national problem and that not enough is being done at national level to curb one- 

off housing construction across local authorities. The main reason given for this 

occurrence was that politicians were unwillingly to come out against popular 

public opinion on the issue. As one councillor commented; “I f  I  were the Minister 

fo r  the Environment, and not seeking re-election, I  would be ensuring that future  

legislation focused on developing the villages and the towns, as opposed to 

spreading it everywhere else ” (CC6).

Just 4 out o f 13 councillors representing strict regimes and 1 o f the 7 representing 

lenient regimes classed themselves as being opposed to one-off housing 

construction. This translates as one councillor representing strict administrations 

against single rural dwelling construction for every 4.34 in favour and one against 

for every 7 in favour in lenient administration. These figures may be indicative o f 

the reasoning for the differences in the manner by which these contrasting regimes 

are operated as councils with significant numbers o f councillors whose personal 

stance suggests they are in favour o f one-off housing may be less likely to pass 

policy which they consider to be overly restrictive.

5.3. The Role of Interest Groups at Local Level

The debate surrounding one-off housing and its viability displays two clear 

factions, those in favour o f single dwelling construction and those against. 

Councillors were asked to express their opinions on both the significance and role 

o f interest groups at local level; how they would delineate the purpose o f such 

groups and measure the success o f these groups in achieving their aims. A number 

o f reoccurring themes emerged from these discussions which will be considered in 

the following paragraphs:

-  The manner by which lobbying took place

-  The factors which detennined the degree o f responsiveness o f councillors
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-  The over-riding factors which determined the level o f  success achieved by 

groups in meeting their aims.

In general, there was a high level o f  uniformity in the views and opinions 

expressed by councillors across the four case-study authorities. Therefore, the 

findings from each o f  the four case-study areas are documented together. Any 

salient variations are noted.

Turning first to the councillors’ general impressions o f  lobby groups, they were 

recognised to have a presence at local level, “there is a balance o f  opinions fo r  

and against one-o ff housing out there, and yes, these views are brought to our 

attention by interest g roups” (CCS). It was asserted that such groups had a role to 

play at local level with regard to passing on knowledge; “Interest groups have a 

role in educating people, councillors included, in that i f  there are any concerns, at 

least they ’re brought to your attention and then you  can decide what you ’re going  

to do then...whether you listen and then act on their behalf, i f  you share their point 

o f  view. I f  you have an opposing point o f  view’, at least you can take their opinions 

in board” (CC7).

Another councillor commented; “In fa irness to a lot o f  the groups, they are 

working on a day-to-day basis, trying to improve their community or the 

environment... that's M^iere you  ’II get a lot o f  information from  so i t ’s good to have 

groups like that, otherM’ise you  mightn ’t get the on-the-ground info ” (CG4).

Interest groups were considered a necessary presence, in that they allowed 

councillors to experience a well-rounded view o f public opinion on the rural 

housing situation; “As an individual, you can have a certain train o f  thought...you 

can be pulled  back very quickly by a group then asking you to hold on a minute 

now, maybe th e re ’s another side to this story’...and th a t’s where groups come in 

handy, you know they can focus your mind a little bit that M>ay ” (CCa3).
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The motives o f the interest groups encountered were called into question by some. 

Councillors were quick to distinguish between those who had genuine interests 

and those who had a set agenda, “You 7/ have a group o f  people that Mill take up a 

position and they w on’t move from  it, but the common sense lobbyist groups, 

they’re the ones we listen to mostly” (CG3). Another councillor from Co. Galway 

commented; “I f  you spend ten minutes talking to them [Interest groups], y o u ’ll 

know very quickly what their agenda is, and people do have an agenda. You’ll 

know very soon who the, I  suppose, the extremists are, and those groups who take 

the balanced approach” (CC6).

While councillors, in general, did relay opinions which appeared to favour the 

lobby in favour o f one-off housing, there was a consensus that the common-sense 

approach must be taken when considering the views o f lobbyists; “I t ’s a matter o f  

trying to see what works best fo r  the county, not what one individual or group 

wants, but what’s best fo r  the county and its development” (CR4).

5.3.1. Interest Groups in Favour of One-Off Housing Construction

There was a mixed response when discussing pro- one-off housing groups. Some 

councillors, most notably in Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon expressed the opinion 

that these groups “do good work, but they don't tend to make much o f a difference 

around here” (CCal). This was attributed to their lack o f organisational structure 

and their small size. However, it was frequently stated that their attributes could be 

beneficial, “the thing with many o f  these local groups is they are often the most 

knoM’ledgeable, they are people from  the area and know M’hat's on the gi'ound” 

(CR4). Another councillor commented that “Local groups are the best source o f  

information and these are the people who have to live with the decisions we make, 

it affects them directly, so their point o f  view...and the information they provide 

had to be considered” (CGI).

A reoccurring topic o f concern, prevalent across all local authorities was the 

‘frequent’ establishment o f local groups for the purpose o f objecting to housing 

developments, “You have individuals or groups, trading under the banner, pro-
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one-o ff housing, ye t their sole purpose is to object to housing developments in the 

area, saying it prevents locals from  getting permission to build their own houses. 

This isn 't the case and these are not the best groups to be listening to but you 've  

got to give everyone the time o f  day ” (C C l).

There was also an element o f  distrust among local people, revealed in councillors’ 

responses, which it was felt related to the strictness o f  planning regimes with 

regard to one-off housing development. One councillor from Co. Cavan 

commented; ‘'You'll f in d  people are disgruntled when land nearby is given  

planning permission as they think i t ’ll harm their chances with over-population 

and the lik e ’ (CCa3). Another, from Co. Clare noted; "At times y o u ’ll have people 

set themselves up as a development association or a residents association ju s t to 

object to whatever their neighbour is doing, but you ’II quickly identify these ” 

(C C l).

From the interviews, it became apparent that the pro- one-off housing lobby 

comprised mainly local groups, for example, residents’ associations and local 

community groups. Their manner o f lobbying, according to councillors, was to 

approach them directly, expressing their views, in the hope that they would 

represent their opinions at CDP negotiations. These groups were also found to 

make frequent representations to councillors on behalf o f  individuals who were 

experiencing difficulty securing planning permission for a single dwelling. There 

was a high degree o f  empathy expressed by councillors for local pro- one-off 

housing groups. “/  do, I  suppose have a sympathy fo r  these groups. They are 

normal people trying to do w ha t’s best fo r  their com m unity’’ (CG6). The high 

level o f  em pathy expressed is perhaps connected to the personal opinions o f  

councillors regarding one-off housing construction, given that the vast majority o f  

councillors interviewed held similar views. Therefore, not surprisingly, many 

councillors considered themselves advocates for these groups;

“ When you have a scenario like this, obviously, the more vocal group is going to 

be more successfid. I t ’s our jo b  to represent the underdog, who may not have the 

resources or the backing o f  a large organisation ” (C R l).
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The presence o f  larger groups with interests favouring one-off housing was noted, 

particularly in Co. Clare. However, they were less frequently noted as having a 

presence at local level. The role o f  Irish Farmers’ Organisation (IFA), for example, 

was mentioned by councillors in each o f  the four authorities. It was suggested that, 

given its broad remit, its primary focus was generally not the issue o f  rural housing 

but local representatives did tend to make submissions during the negotiation 

stages o f  the CDPs ‘They keep a very low presence with regard to the rural 

housing issue but, i f  need be, they will make their feelings known, and they have 

the fo llow ing so that people sit up and notice ’ (CC2). The point was also made that 

organisations such as the IFA or the Irish Countrywomen’s Association (ICA) 

have a large following at local level with members also being involved with local 

community groups or residents’ associations so that councillors are made aware o f  

their opinions on one-off housing through several channels.

The Irish Rural Dwellers’ Association (IRDA), a prominent group devoted solely 

to promoting the continuance o f  single dwellings in the countryside, was also 

mentioned by councillors in each o f  the four local authorities. Again, aside from 

Co. Clare, the IRDAs base, it was felt that the organisation did not have a strong 

presence or following locally, its appearing to concentrate its efforts at lobbying 

nationally. In Co. Clare, the responses o f  councillors were varied. One charge put 

against them, and reiterated by a large minority o f councillors was, “they lack 

credibility fo r  various reasons...people get involved with politics...and they are 

seen as being a nuisance...you d o n ’t like having to meet with th em ” (CC7). They 

were frequently painted as being very extreme in their views and confrontational 

in their lobbying techniques; “/ t ’s all or nothing with them, they ju s t don 7 seem to 

understand they can 't have it all their own way allowing every Tom, D ick and  

Harry to build. But they \\>on 7 hear o f  it, they ju s t keep pushing ‘til you ’re sick to 

death o f  dealing with them ” (CC6).

Despite the negative assertions regarding the IRDA, its modus operandi with 

regard to its lobbying style was viewed in a positive light by many councillors in 

Co. Clare as the following illustrate;

120



“At least th e y ’re being proactive and doing som ething about a cause they believe  

in. I  mightn't agree M’ith all o f their views but 1 do comm end that ” (CCS).

“They're the only ones being heard o ff  their own c i f f  and M’ith veiy little or no 

funding. I t ’s important that they continue to do what they do so that people see 

there is a need fo r  rural housing ” (C R l).

“They are a necessary presence, they balance out the environmentalist lobby 

ensuring, I  suppose, that both sides o f  the coin are heard” (CC4).

Rural Resettlement Ireland (RRI), a sister group o f the IRDA, received a similar 

mixed reaction. This group was singled out for comment by councillors in Co. 

Clare predominantly, but also Co. Galway and Co. Roscommon. One councillor 

from Co. Galway commented: “They don’t really get the time o f  day, M>e have 

enough trouble trying to get planning permission fo r  locals, never mind complete 

strangers to the area and this can be seen with the amount o f  refusals they get ” 

(CG3). Another from Co. Roscommon commented; “They appear to force the 

issue, insisting on planning permission fo r  people they want to resettle. These 

people would probably be happier in villages where they have a connection to the 

urban lifestyle they are used to ” (CR3). However, it was also suggested that such 

groups kept the issue o f one-off housing alive; “They’re right, people should be 

allowed to live w'herever they choose, so long as they 're not, you knoM’, building 

monstrosities. They meet huge resistance from  planners but they are trying” 

(CGI). Another commented; “They are one o f  the few  groups that are making the 

effort o f  actually injecting some life back into the counttyside and facing huge 

opposition as they do so ” (CC2).

5.3.2. Interest Groups Against of One-Off Housing Construction

In contrast to opinions on groups in favour o f one-off housing construction, the 

feeling directed towards groups who are against one-off housing construction, was 

almost universally negative, even among councillors who shared some o f their 

views.
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Groups which positioned themselves against one-off housing construction were 

referred to in conversation as the ‘environmental groups.’ Councillors displayed 

no knowledge o f  any such groups having local roots, rather they existed as 

“national organisations with local branches ” (CCa2). Perhaps due to the fact they 

are a national organisation which also feature locally, An Taisce received the brunt 

o f criticism directed towards environmental groups. Most o f this centred on their 

apparent “tendency to put in a lot o f  objections ” (CC4) against planning 

permissions for single dwellings which had been granted; “Some very powerful 

interest groups, fo r  example, An Taisce, have lacked credibility in many ways 

because o f  the haphazard way they have gone about things. They object to things 

they shoiddn 7 object to, that there is no sense in objecting to ” (CG5).

It was repeatedly suggested by councillors representing all four local authorities 

that there was no logic in An Taisce’s objections; “They should be objecting to 

holiday homes, not applications by individuals from  the area looking to set up a 

fam ily hom e” (CR2). A number o f councillors also commented on the cost to the 

individual o f having an objection made against their application for a single 

dwelling; “Their [An Taisce] objections are very costly to the planning applicant 

who is trying to rebuke their often ridiculous arguments... they are very slow to 

withdraw objections ” (CG3).

A common complaint put forward regarding An Taisce was that it was “viewed 

with suspicion ” locally because "‘we do n ’t know who they are or who is objecting 

because they hide behind the tag” (CCl). In this sense, it was felt, even by those 

councillors who cited themselves as being against one-off housing construction, 

that the operating tactics o f An Taisce, and other ‘environmental groups’ at local 

level, were proving to be unsuccess fill. A number o f reasons were put forward to 

explain this observation, the most prevalent being the lack o f local knowledge 

displayed by many groups who are opposing one-off housing; “They’ll object hut 

they don't know what they 're objecting to. They know nothing about the area, 

population trends or the community living there” (CCS). In Co. Galway, where 

there was a serious problem with the safety o f drinking water at the time
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interviews were be conducted, councillors were particularly opposed to An 

Taisce’s ‘policy’ o f  objecting to rural housing; “they object to single dwellings, yet 

y o u ’ve got all these neM> housing estates being built at the edges o f  towns and  

villages with only temporary treatment systems which eventually cause a backlog 

in the main system and the awful stench that goes with it and i f  th ey’re not 

adequately treated, w’ater pollution like w e ’ve got now. This is a real 

environmental problem, they should be objecting to these developments ” (CG4).

There was general consensus amongst councillors that the best way forward for the 

‘environm ental’ lobby was to try and “develop a strong local base” (CC7). It was 

acknowledged that this would prove extremely difficult given the “reputation they 

have fostered  objecting randomly to ever)>thing” (C C al). Despite this, it was felt 

that the setting up o f  strong local bases and developing a local knowledge, may 

allow them to gain credibility locally.

It was also suggested that a more successful use o f  time for environmental groups 

would be to attend local authority meetings when CDPs are being negotiated and 

ensure that; "zonings which may be taking place that are inappropriate and wrong 

don 't take p la c e ” (CCa4). In this context, was noted by councillors in each o f  the 

four case-study authorities that, in terms o f  making representations; ‘An Taisce 

and people like that M-ho M’ere saying, le t’s look at the environment going forM’ard, 

le t's examine our conscience here as to what M’e are going to be dealing with in 50 

years time, they were never at the m eetings” (CC7).

Indeed, many councillors commented that the groups which did want to get heard 

at CDP discussions were very professional in the way they went about it. 

Interestingly, this was neither the groups that were for or against one-off housing, 

but rather builders, developers and speculators. This ranged from “individuals who 

had a fe w  acres o f  land and wanted to get it zoned residential” (CCa3) or 

^'professional bodies supporting various builders” (CR3). As one councillor in Co. 

Clare commented, his assertions being echoed by councillors in the other case- 

study areas, "'they are. veiy clever in the way they do things, they hire the best
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brains available and people with local knowledge, the best architects in the county 

were working fo r  them...and these people were the ones who were eventually 

successful in getting what they wanted” (CCS).

In summation o f this section, there is a high level o f uniformity in the perspectives 

o f councillors representing both strict and lenient planning regimes with regard to 

the role o f interest groups.

Lobby groups in favour o f one-off housing construction were considered to be 

often infoHTied, knowledgeable and a good source of information with regard to 

their area o f interest. However, councillors operating in lenient regimes felt that 

the influence o f these groups was minimal, perhaps as a result o f their 

organisational structure and small size. The pro- one-off housing lobby was found 

to be primarily comprised o f local groups. A high degree o f empathy was 

expressed by councillors towards these groups.

Conversely, the majority o f councillors displayed a negative attitude towards anti- 

one-off housing groups. Pro-conservation groups were not considered to have 

local roots and were deemed disruptive to the planning process given the perceived 

frequency o f  their objections to approved applications for the construction o f 

single rural dwellings

5.4. The Significance of the Rural Housing Issue during the 2004 

Local Election Campaign

The issue o f one-off housing and its sustainability as a settlement pattern is a topic 

which attracted national media attention in 2004, following the publication by the 

DoEHLG o f the Draff Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning 

Authorities in April o f  that year.
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Local elections were held in June 2004. Given the public debate surrounding one- 

o ff housing which was prevalent at the time, it was interesting to examine the 

extent to which the rural housing debate manifested itself during the 2004 election 

canvassing by councillors. This amounted to examining a range o f  issues;

-  to what extent councillors felt one-off housing was one o f  the primary 

concerns o f  voters

-  the range o f  issues and questions relating to one-off housing they 

encountered when canvassing

-  the style o f  canvassing they employed with regard to the one-off housing 

issue and their opinions on the canvassing styles o f  other candidates

-  the necessity o f  making a public stance with regard to their position on 

one-off housing, given the intensity o f  the national debate at the time o f  the 

local elections;

-  whether or not councillors agreed with their national party line on 

sustainable rural settlement patterns, and finally

-  whether they felt their own personal perspective on one-off housing 

resulted in a gain or loss o f  votes in the local elections

5.4.1. Rural Housing and the 2004 Local Elections -  Co. Cavan and Co. 

Roscommon

Eight councillors expressed opinions relating to the Local Elections o f  2004, four 

representing Co. Cavan and four representing Co. Roscommon. O f these eight 

councillors, two were affiliated with Fianna Fail, three with Fine Gael, two with 

Sinn Fein, and one was a non-party councillor.

With regard to the first issue, the level to which one-off housing was considered a 

primary issue during the 2004 election campaign, all councillors recalled that one- 

o ff  housing has been an issue which they had encountered when canvassing. It was 

possible to divide the councillors, according to their answers, into two categories. 

The first, accounting for two councillors in Roscommon and no councillors in 

Cavan, comprised those who felt that rural housing was one o f  the primary 

concerns o f  voters in their canvassing areas; "It was definitely one o f  the more
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common issues broached with me: (CR2). “I ’d  say nearly eveiy second household  

had some question to do with planning permission fo r  a one-off \ho\xsQ]” (CR3). 

The second category, accounting for two councillors in Roscommon and tour 

councillors in Cavan, included those who felt that although it had been an issue for 

many individual households visited, it was not one o f  the major issues in their 

canvassing area; “People asked fo r  advice about specific planning applications 

but actually, I  expected the issue to be raised a lot more when I  canvassed in 2004 

because o f  the national attention rural housing had received with the publication  

o f  the guidelines ” (CCa4).

The prim ary issues relating to one-off housing, which had been encountered when 

canvassing, had focused on the possibility o f  acquiring planning permission for a 

site, requests for assistance with a new or repeat planning application, or queries as 

to why an application was refused. Such incidences were described as common 

occurrences by each o f  the eight councillors. There was a general consensus that a 

significant amount o f  pressure was placed on councillors to get them to “get 

professional planners to grant houses, ” despite the fact that “to do so might not be 

in the common g o o d ” (CCa2). It was observed by one councillor that, 'people 

d o n ’t necessarily understand that we are confined by national and local policy  

and, o f  course, best planning practice so you have to make sure the public know  

th is” (CR4).

Another common request was for clarification o f  the implications o f  the new 

Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines. As one councillor commented; “the major 

difficulty was that the guidelines were ju s t being introduced so there was a lot o f  

confusion out there” (C R l). Another remarked; “People fe lt  that the easing o f  

restrictions might allow them to reapply and be granted permission where they 

were refused. This wasn 't the case o f  course but it was difficult to get people to 

understand th is” (CR2).

A further common theme which emerged during discussion with the councillors 

was the concerned the manner in which they had managed questioning relating to
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one-off housing and how people reacted to the information they supplied. It was 

noted that voters generally were more “resigned than confrontational” (C C al) 

with regard to the issues surrounding one-off housing but often “people w eren’t 

interested in what you said...like i f  a house is coming out onto a main road, and  

that's not good planning wise, and planners d o n ’t have any discretion on that, 

people don 't want to hear that. A s fa r  as they are concerned, it's  their land and  

they should be able to build"  (CR4). Despite this, it was felt that “with the 

majority, when you sit down and explain the planning situation to them, they see 

you are doing your best and often planning decisions are beyond your influence ” 

(CCal).

The collective perspectives o f  the councillors representing Co. Cavan and Co. 

Roscommon were less forgiving when asked to discuss the canvassing style o f  

other candidates with regard to issues connected to rural housing. All interviewees 

stated that they were aware o f  other candidates who had promised to assist in 

acquiring planning permission for one-off housing once the seat had been secured 

in council. The general consensus was that such 'groundlessprom ises' (CR3) were 

not the cleverest means o f garnering votes; “People who said what people wanted 

to hear fa c e d  huge problems aftef~vi’ards i f  they got in ” (CCa4).

Councillors were asked if  they felt it necessary to take a public stance on one-off 

by means o f  canvassing literature or the media, seven o f the eight interviewed said 

no; “My stance is public as in i f  people ask 1 will tell them my opinion, but no, it 

w asn't necessaty to make a public statement on it ” (CCa3). The councillor, from 

Co. Roscommon, who did make a public statement, in favour o f  one-off housing, 

felt it was necessary to “clarify that all applications fo r  one-o ff housing should be 

approved once they d idn 't fa l l  beneath planning standards and that I  was there to 

ensure that this was happening” (C R l).

Another topic broached during the course o f  questioning regarding the 2004 local 

elections related to whether councillors, given their political affiliation, agreed 

with their national party line on the rural settlement pattern issues. The councillors
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interviewed from the local authorities’ o f  Cavan and Roscommon were members 

o f  Fianna Fail (2), Fine Gael (3) and Sinn Fein (2). One councillor was not 

affiliated to a party.

In general terms, with regard to the national stance o f  a party on rural housing, 

Fianna Fail promotes village-type settlement with one-off housing being 

acceptable in the facilitation o f  people who live and/or contribute to an area. In 

areas where there is population decline, it is acceptable that anyone should be able 

to submit a single dwelling application for consideration. It is the policy o f  Fine 

Gael “to allow and encourage people to build houses in rural a rea ”^̂ . Sinn Fein 

is o f  the opinion that rural housing policy relating to single dwellings should 

favour those who live in rural communities.

It was notable that the responses o f  many councillors were non-committal and very 

generalised in style. As one Sinn Fein councillor commented; "Well, i t ’s not really 

a big issue at national level fo r  Sinn Fein so I  can 't really comment... i t ’s a local 

problem which needs local solutions” (SF l). A second Sinn Fein councillor 

interviewed stated that he “wholly supported the party line ' in that “the party is in 

favour o f  the Guidelines, as am I...they [Sinn Fein] believe that applications from  

locals should be viewed in a favourable light and I  completely agree with that ” 

(SF2).

The three Fine Gael councillors interviewed were, for the most part, in agreement 

with their party’s stance on one-off housing. However, one councillor, from Co. 

Cavan, questioned the level o f  commitment at national party level to the rural 

housing issue; “Fine Gael encourage the rights o f  people to be allowed to build in 

the countryside and the discouragement o f  holiday homes which is fine, however 

there appears to be no substance to these convictions or no direction when it 

comes to moving forward. So while I  am in favour o f  one-o ff housing construction 

for local people, this worries me ” (CFG5).

Speech by Fine Gael Seanad Spokesperson on the Environment Senator James Bannon on the 
Statements on the Draft Guidelines on Rural Housing in Seanad Eireann, lO* March 2004 [Online] 
Available at; htln://w w \v.rinegael.ie/new s/index.cfm /tvr)e/deiails/nkev/23495 A ccessed: 20* A ugust 2009.

128



O f the two Fianna Fail councillors interviewed, one councillor, from Co. Cavan, 

was in agreement with the party line while the second, from Co. Roscommon was 

completely opposed to any restrictions relating to, for example, birthplace, 

affecting eligibility to apply for planning permission for a single dwelling.

The final issue which was examined concerning the 2004 local elections was 

whether or not councillors felt their personal position on one-off housing resulted 

in their gaining or losing votes in the election. The consensus amongst the eight 

councillors interviewed from Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, including the single 

councillor who was against one-off housing construction, was that their position 

on one-off housing did not affect their vote count; “I  d o n ’t really fe e l my position  

on rural housing was a major influencing fac to r  in costing or gaining me votes ” 

(CFF7). Three o f  the councillors interviewed felt that displeasure with Fianna Fail 

at national level had helped them secure their seat “/  was lucky I  suppose, because 

people wanted fresh  blood at the time and there M'as a swing away from  Fianna 

F a il’’ (CNP3).

5.4.2. Rural Housing and the 2004 Local Elections -  Co. Clare and Co. 

Galway

In the case o f  councillors representing Co. Clare and Co. Galway, all thirteen 

interviewees expressed opinions with regard to the 2004 local elections. O f these 

thirteen, six were affiliated with Fianna Fail, four with Fine Gael, one with Labour 

and two were non-party councillors.

All 13 interviewees confirmed that rural housing was a topic they had come across 

during their canvassing campaigns. O f these, six councillors felt it had been an 

issue which was one o f  the main concerns o f  people in their canvassing areas; 

“Yeah, it was definitely a major concern fo r  many people, especially with the 

release o f  the rural housing guidelines, people fe l t  this might be their chance to 

get permission ” (CFG2).
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The main points concerned the possibility o f  acquiring planning permission under 

the new ‘more lenient’ guidelines and requests for assistance with new or 

previously refiised planning applications. Again, an air o f  confusion and despair 

was reported by councillors amongst the voters; "Thesepeople aren ’t experts, they 

don 7 understand why they've been refused and are looking for advice, 

understandably ’ (CNP2). One Co. Galway councillor noted; ‘You can help people 

to a certain extent but you have to let them knoM> there’s not always a happy 

ending. There’s a solution to most things. I f  th ey’ve been refused planning  

permission, you see have they gotten any proper advice and then sit down with the 

planner and try to sort it o u t” (CFF4).

Notably, eight o f  the thirteen councillors interviewed expressed dissatisfaction 

with the timing o f  release the draft Rural Housing Guidelines just prior to the local 

elections; “It was so transparent, a Government who are losing points nationally, 

so they release these Guidelines to try and gain favour at local level but all it did 

was cause confusion, and also, which is worse, give hope to many people who had 

been refused before, th a t’s unforgivable as far as I'm  concerned” (CLl).

Turning to the canvassing style o f  councillors, each o f  the thirteen councillors 

interviewed felt it was best to be honest when dealing with queries relating to rural 

housing. To say what “people wanted to h ea r” was described by one councillor as 

‘playing Mnth people ’s emotions, M>hich I  hate doing and tend not to do it. The one 

thing I  always say to people on the campaign trail is I ’ll do my best, no more, no 

less, so take it or leave i t ” (CFG2). Another councillor stated that “Ifpeop le  know  

you, and respect you, they know> that even i f  they d o n ’t agree with you 100 per  cent 

o f  the time, you are trying to make decisions which have their best interests at 

heart"  (CFFl).

Interestingly, given the statements o f  the previous paragraph, a majority (10) o f  

councillors were less than impressed by the canvassing styles o f  other councillors; 

“You ’II be talking to somebody and they ’II say, well so and so said he ’d  make sure 

my application went through this time i f  th e y ’re in the council, and you ’re thinking
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that's a load o f  bull but sure good luck to them, it's  a disgrace but i t ’s a common 

way to gain fa v o u r” (CFF4). Another stated “I  saw that [the making o f  false 

promises] with others, particularly new candidates, playing on p e o p le ’s 

frustrations saying 1 'm going to have a pro-rural housing policy i f  I  get in there 

and, o f  course, this is very popular and they get elected on this p rem ise” He 

continued; “Our hands are tied with the Rural Housing Guidelines so you have to 

make sure the public know this and I  have experience in doing this, but you do see 

people tiying to please everyone” (CFF5).

Three councillors stated that they had not personally witnessed underhand 

canvassing styles; “Well, from  what I  saw, candidates were willing to help people  

with applications and so on, but cautious when it came to predicting a favourable  

outcome, people realise you 're not God and were ju s t happy someone was helping 

them, giving them a chance” (CNP2).

O f the 13 councillors interviewed, six had made a public stance on the issue o f  

rural housing, in the form o f  media interviews and/or canvassing material. O f 

those six, five had made statements relating to the restrictive nature o f the planning 

system when it came to granting planning applications for local people; “I  fe lt  I  

had to do it, to let people know that I  was in their corner and would tty  to be a 

voice fo r  them. I ’m a local too and I  know their frustrations"  (C Ll). Another 

commented; “ Tow have outsiders, non-locals, buying derelict houses and  

renovating them to the gills, and often not even living in them, and then you have 

local people looking to build a fam ily  home on fam ily  land or nearby, and they 're 

being refused. A lot o f  these people w ouldn’t have the money to buy, and they 

shouldn 't have to...I wanted to be a representative o f  these people ” (CFG3). One 

councillor, from Co. Clare, who was against one-off housing, stated “/  made my 

opinions knowm, yes through the media, that I  objected to what the professional 

development sphere were doing, getting rezoning. They were operating so 

efficiently and getting results. When asked, 1 d id n ’t say I  was against one-o ff 

housing...! said I  had a problem with developers getting permission left, right and  

centre. That seemed to satisfy p eo p le” (CFFl).
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The seven councillors who had not made a public statement on one-off housing 

said that they felt it unnecessary to do so. Two offered further explanation, the first 

stating “you could fin d  yourse lf tied up in knots later on, trying to explain your  

way out o f  something you 're quoted as saying during your election campaign, so 

i t ’s a lot safer to say no th ing” (CFF3). The second councillor claimed that; "Any 

councillor worth his salt w ouldn’t make a stand one-way o f  the other but instead 

talk about balance and common sense in making planning decisions" (CFF5).

Regarding their agreement with their national party’s stance on rural settlement 

issues, o f  the six Fianna Fail councillors interviewed, two stated that they 

supported the prescriptions o f  the national party. Referring to Fianna Fail’s 

promotion o f  village-type settlements, one councillor stated; “I t ’s the only way to 

go i f  you think about it, it works on so many levels: better fo r  the environment; 

better in economic terms, infrastructure, services and so on; and better fo r  social 

interaction as people grow  o lder” (C FFl). The other five councillors were more 

vague and non-committal in their responses. It was suggested that the Draft 

Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities were introduced as 

“a tactical measure to gain support fro m  the voting public and offer nothing new  

really. Nothing is going to change on the ground. Locals can still be refused for 

numerous reasons i f  planners fe e l that way inclined” (CNP2). Another stated; 

“Fianna Fail d o n ’t really have a stance Avhen it comes to rural housing. We ’re all 

over the place, trying to be all things to all people and all that is doing is causing 

confusion fo r  applicants, they d o n ’t know where they s ta n d ” (CFF6).

Despite, the disconcertion displayed by Fianna Fail councillors, there was a 

general consensus that; “You have to strike a balance and decide where you sei've 

people best, whether it be from  inside a party or outside a party ” (CFF3). Another 

Fianna Fail councillor remarked; “Y ou’ll never be in total agreement, some s tu ff I  

agree with, some s tu ff I  d o n ’t, but th a t’s democracy and majority rides and you  

ju s t ignore issues because your party doesn ’t agree with you ” (CFF6).
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O f the four Fine Gael councillors interviewed, all but one were in general 

agreement with the national party line that people should be permitted to build 

houses for full-time occupation in rural Ireland, this issue, I  agree with the 

party. People who show they are willing to live in and contribute to an area should 

be allowed to build there” (CFG3). However, one councillor disagreed with his 

party’s stance on single dwelling construction and described himself as being 

“very critical o f  Fine Gael in this one, because I  fee l their policy changes by the 

hour. Unfortunately, I  fee l their policies in this regard are veiy populist and lack 

leadership. Having said that, it would be fa ir  to say that Fianna Fail have taken a 

populist stance as well” (CFGl).

The one labour party councillor interviewed, was not in agreement with the 

national party line which is o f the view that clustered rural settlements should be 

promoted, "The Labour Party nationally doesn’t really have a stance on rural 

housing. There’s a mention o f  clustered settlements briefly in the manifesto but i t ’s 

like a line or two, ju s t so everything is included. As I  have said already, anyone 

who is from  an area or working in an area should be allowed to set up home in the 

area, and i f  this involves building a house, so be i t” (CLl).

One o f  the two non-party councillors interviewed was quite vocal in his contempt 

for the major parties with regard the rural housing issue; “/  won 7 have any time 

fo r  any o f  the major parties until I  see them looking at the overall issue and 

coming up viith something reasonable, taking leadership and being prepared to 

take a hit to do the right thing, bringing some sort o f  order to national and local 

rural settlement strategies ” (CNP1).

O f the ten councillors who were categorised as being in favour o f one-off housing, 

none felt that his/her personal stance affected them with regard to gaining or losing 

potential votes; " While it was a big issue at the time, I  don 7 fee l it was a factor in 

affecting my vote count. People knew you were on their side and you would do 

your best and that was enough fo r  them ” (CFF3). Dissatisfaction with national 

government was cited by three o f these ten councillors as being a possible factor
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contributing to their election success; “Well the local elections took place mid\\>ay 

through the governments ’ second term and whatever M’ay you look at it, M’hatever 

the issues are, a local election is also a reflection o f  satisfaction with government 

nationally. I  took a Fianna Fail seat ” (CFG2).

O f the three councillors categorised as being against one-off housing construction, 

two felt that their stance may have affected their final vote tally; “ You 're always 

going to lose votes i f  you  are against one-o ff housing construction but y o u ’d  never 

get anything done i f  you  spent all your time thinking, will I  gain or lose more votes 

i f  I  do th is” (C FFl). The third councillor in this category did not feel his position 

on one-off housing affected his vote tally stating; “I  don 7 think my stance affected  

me. Given my age, I  was targeting a younger age group who grew up with 

environmental concern and d o n ’t want urban spraM’l ” (C FG l).

A number o f  interesting points were raised during the discussion relating to the 

2004 local elections. Councillors representing the lenient planning regimes in 

operation in counties Cavan and Roscommon were o f  the opinion that their 

position on one-off housing did not affect their vote count in local elections. 

Indeed, it was electorate displeasure with central government which some believe 

secured them their seat. In counties Clare and Galway, councillors in favour o f  

one-off housing construction also felt that their election was unaffected by their 

personal stance on this issue. However, o f  the three councillors who were against 

the proliferation o f  single rural dwellings, two felt their stance may have affected 

their voting tally.

Councillors representing both strict and lenient planning regimes both stated that 

the release o f  the RHGs so close to the elections, intended to loosen the 

restrictions attached to single rural dwelling construction were considered to be 

little more than a ploy by central government to gain favour with the voters. 

Despite this, many reported that the RHGs had instead caused confusion amongst 

the electorate.
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Interestingly, councillors suggested that it was best to be honest when dealing with 

queries during the election campaign. Yet, each reported that they had witnessed 

other candidates behaving in an insincere manner in order, in their opinion, to gain 

votes.

5.5. Sustainable Development

In this section o f  the interview, councillors were asked to define sustainable 

development, in terms o f  rural settlement patterns, according to their own 

understanding o f  the concept. They were also asked to consider the three 

dimensions o f sustainable development, the economic, social and environmental 

aspects, and discuss their relevance with regard to rural one-off housing 

construction.

5.5.1. Position Relating to and Understanding of Sustainable Development — 

Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon

O f the eight councillors interviewed from counties Cavan and Roscommon, all 

were in agreement that sustainable development, as a concept, is hugely 

interpretive and "hinges on the personal perspectives o f  an individual” (CCa4). 

The definitions o f  sustainable development put forward by the interviewees were 

very descriptive, often employing anecdotal evidence as further explanation, thus 

illustrating the depth o f  feeling surrounding the issue o f  sustainable development 

and rural settlement patterns.

Given that seven o f  the eight councillors interviewed had personal convictions that 

were, for the most part, in favour o f  one-off housing, descriptions o f the meaning 

o f sustainable development tended to focus on positive aspects o f  rural life, for 

example, community spirit in rural areas. To this end, sustainable development 

was described as development which is supported by “a community which is 

vibrant and alive to support developm ent” and will allow for “the integration o f  

new community m em bers” (CCal). It was suggested that for the maintenance and
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sustainable development o f  rural communities, they "must not be subjected to 

further planning restrictions or the personal vendettas o f  planners who are 

squeezing the life out o f  rural Ire land” (CR2). One councillor, from Co. 

Roscommon commented; "'We may be perceived as having relatively lenient 

planning policies with regard to single dwellings. Tha t’s ju s t a smokescreen. The 

reality is that sustainable development is being used to refuse whatever they [the 

planning department] w’ant. I t ’s a farce'" (C R l).

Just one councillor, from Co. Cavan, expressed the opinion that one-off housing 

could not be considered sustainable development; “You have to have a nucleus or 

a cluster to achieve sustainability in rural settlement planning, you have to 

develop around existing settlements. Large parts o f  Co. Cavan are suffering from  

population decline. We have to consolidate our towns and villages not add to the 

problem by continuing to build housing in the countryside. That's not sustainable 

developm ent” (CCa4).

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The Economic Dimension

Within the context o f  rural settlement patterns, councillors were asked to consider 

and discuss the economic dimension o f  sustainable development. There were 

several areas o f  focus which were repeatedly broached namely; the role o f  the 

tourism industry as an economic backbone in rural areas; the importance o f  

maintaining employment levels in rural areas, the role o f  home businesses, and the 

cost differential for the individual between building and buying a home.

Tourism was by far the primary topic o f  discussion with regard to the economy 

and rural settlement patterns. Again, the majority o f  councillors spoke o f  the 

benefits o f  a dispersed rural community when promoting local tourist industry. It 

was suggested that many tourists who visit rural Ireland do so to immerse 

themselves in the local culture “which is essentially rural dwellers and the 

welcome they p rovide” (CR3). The uniqueness o f  the Irish countryside was 

frequently mentioned as a draw for tourists and this uniqueness was attributed to 

the ‘tradition’ o f  dispersed rural housing. Tourism as an industry was cited by all
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councillors interviewed as being very important in that it is “a main provider when 

talking about the economy. It provides jobs in so many respects, restaurants, 

B& B’s, shops, tour guides and so on ” (CR4).

Many councillors discussed the importance o f having people in rural communities 

working, “In many areas, we have an aging population. This is not good 

economically as older people ca n ’t really contribute. You have to let in new blood 

because young people can contribute hugely to the economy o f  rural areas” 

(CCa2). Rural dwellers were described as being the workforce who operate the 

rural tourism industry and their falling numbers, due to ageing and younger people 

being unable to acquire planning permissions, would have huge consequences for 

the future o f  the industry.

There was, albeit to a lesser extent, discussion relating to the negative affect 

dispersed rural dwelling can have on the local tourism industry and, by proxy, the 

local economy; “Tourists relate the environment to their sense o f  what is Ireland a 

lot quicker than they would to the urban environment and this is what they take 

with them, we have to ensure that it is protected” (CR4). It was suggested by one 

councillor in Co. Roscommon that if the building o f one-off housing were to 

continue at its current rate, the tourism industry in Co. Roscommon would be 

seriously affected in the near future. “We do have great tourist attractions. Forest 

Park, beautiful historic houses, the Shannon...but so do other counties and they 

have much stricter planning conditions attached to the building o f  single 

dwellings, ensuring the future o f  the physical landscape in their counties, an 

amenity which is at the heart o f  rural tourism ” (CR3). Another councillor, from 

Co. Cavan, commented, “We have to be vety careful here in Cavan with water 

quality. Fishing is one o f  the main local industries and a major tourist attraction. 

We can Y afford to have our lakes polluted by effluent escaping from  faulty septic 

tanks” (CCa4).

The volume o f holiday homes was mentioned by councillors in both counties as 

being detrimental to the rural economy, the general consensus being that holiday
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homes should be built in clustered settlements. “Empty houses do not contribute to 

the economy or the visual landscape which is the cornerstone o f  tourism. Certain 

areas look like...well housing graveyards I  suppose” (CCa3). There was also 

general agreement that “the days when holiday homes were allowed to spring up 

all over the place is long gone ” (CR4).

The final issue, relating to the rural economy o f  the counties Cavan and 

Roscommon, was the matter o f  the cost o f  building a house rather than buying it; 

“O f course you want young people to be able to build a house, as economically, 

this is the most affordable option to them ” (CCa3). The rise in the number o f  

holiday homes built in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries was cited 

as being responsible for difficulties both in acquiring planning permission and the 

high costs o f  built properties.

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The Environmental 

Dimension

When discussing the environmental dimension o f  sustainable development within 

the context o f  rural settlement patterns, the main issues broached by councillors in 

Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon related to the visual impact on one-off housing, 

the environmental awareness o f  one-off housing planning applicants, and the 

subject o f  septic tanks and environmental degradation.

The issue o f  one-off housing and its effect on the visual landscape has previously 

been mentioned when detailing councillors’ responses to questions regarding 

economic sustainability. With regard to environmental sustainability, the 

maintenance o f  the visual landscape was considered an important issue. There was 

consensus that one-off housing should fit into the landscape and not dominate it. It 

was suggested that there needed to be more clarity with regard to required house 

design as “planners appear to change their minds every year with regard to what 

type o f  house is visually acceptable and fi ts  in to the surrounding environm ent” 

(CCal).
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It was also suggested that the ‘visual monstrosities which have sprung up in recent 

years’ were a product o f  the Celtic Tiger, “These houses are a recent phenomenon  

as people came into money. Houses which were built before this are different; you  

w on't see any McMansions on the top o f  hills or the like from  this era. Everything  

was done on a smaller scale to f i t  in with the environment as people were more 

controlled by the environment in which they lived and were tied to the land"  

(CCa2). Given the tightening up o f  the planning system with regard to one-off 

houses in recent years, such ‘M cM ansions’ were described as being a thing o f  the 

past as “people are a lot more environmentally aware when submitting planning  

applications fo r  a single dwelling. They realise they have to be i f  they have any 

chance o f  being granted approval to bu ild” (CR4).

Perhaps, not surprisingly, the most prevalent topic with regard to environmental 

sustainability and rural settlement patterns was the issue one-off housing and 

septic tanks. Again, given the positive view o f  one-off housing shared by the 

majority o f  councillors interviewed from Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, the 

general consensus was that given the huge improvement in septic tanks and 

percolation systems in recent years, "'the issue o f  groundwater contamination is 

now defunct” (CCa2). However, one councillor in Co. Cavan made the point; “It 

doesn't matter hoM> top o f  the range or secure the systems are i f  the soil in the area 

doesn Y support i t ” (CCa4).

The monitoring system for waste-water treatment systems in place in Co. Cavan 

was commented on by all four councillors representing Co. Cavan local authority 

and commended by two Co. Roscommon councillors. These Bye-Laws came into 

effect on the 1̂ ‘ July 2004. They were introduced to control the design, operation 

and maintenance o f  waste-water treatment systems and provided for the initial and 

ongoing assessment o f  all waste-water treatment systems for single dwellings. It 

was initially agreed that approved and properly flinctioning systems would be 

installed for all single dwellings by 31^' December 2005. However, as one 

councillor commented; “We a re n ’t there ju s t yet, it is an ongoing process but M>e
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are making progress, looking after the environment while maintaining the rural 

way o f  life ” (CCa3).

Other prescriptions o f these Bye-Laws included that single houses whose 

boundaries lie within 100m o f a public sewer should be connected. Up-to-date 

records o f inspection, to be undertaken every seven years and which are to be 

carried out by a person approved by the council, and maintenance must be 

available for inspection by the council and tanks are to be emptied at intervals 

which are determined by the size o f the tank and the number o f inhabitants o f the 

house.

These Bye-laws were commended as being ‘the way forward’ by all six o f the 

councillors who mentioned them. A councillor from Roscommon suggested that 

this system should be in place across the country; “With this system in place, 

environmental problems and groundwater and waterway pollution caused by 

faulty septic tanks will be a thing o f  the past and can no longer be used as an 

argument fo r  opposing the building o f  one-off houses ” (CR3).

The sustainability o f sewage removal arrangements in villages and towns was 

questioned by three councillors; “It ridiculous. You have a situation where people 

are being herded into new estates in town and villages in the interest o f  

environmental consideration, yet more often or now there is little or no service 

provision like permanent sewerage facilities. This is hardly sustainable ” (CR2).

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The Social Dimension

The arguments relating to the social sustainability o f rural settlement patterns 

amongst councillors representing Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon tended to centre 

on the perceived lack o f focus placed on this dimension o f sustainability; "Well, in 

the eyes o f  a planner, who wants to develop around existing centres, the social 

element o f  sustainable development is forgotten. This is no good fo r  rural 

communities, fo r  schools, churches, you are not allowing fo r  people to come into 

areas and to support areas ” (CCa2).
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A recurring focal issue concerned the strength o f communities in rural areas; “You 

will often fin d  that you have stronger communities in rural areas than in urban 

areas. This is often out o f  necessity, people need to look out fo r  each other and fo r  

their communities because they are getting little help from anywhere else. In fact, 

the current direction o f  the planning system, in terms o f  the perceptions o f  

planners with regard to one-off housing is hindering rural communities ” (CCal).

Rural communities were described as the ‘backbone o f rural Ireland’ in terms o f 

supporting the local economy, providing the workforce for local industry. The 

importance o f placing greater emphasis on social viability was stressed by the 

majority o f  councillors; “Well obviously i f  you have people living in an area, there 

is going to be some environmental degradation, this is true o f  anywhere. It is a 

necessary evil and the lesser o f  two evils when compared to the value o f  a 

populated sociable community with a vibrant economy” (CR2).

In line with the findings o f  previously discussed topics, just one councillor trom 

Co. Cavan, voiced concerns over the negative impacts o f one-off housing with 

regard to social sustainability. His arguments centred on the issue o f isolation 

faced by many rural dwellers; “You've got a situation were when people retire, 

often the only contact they have with others is when they go into town, and then i f  

they don't drive they are reliant on others. This is a ridicidous situation and one 

which shouldn 't be allowed to continue into the future. People who do not work on 

the land should be building or buying houses in or within w’alking distance o f  

urban centres ” (CCa4).

5.5.2. Position Relating to and Understanding of Sustainable Development -  

Co. Clare and Co. Galway

Given the relative strictness o f planning policies relating to single dwelling in 

counties Clare and Galway, when compared to counties Cavan and Roscommon, it 

is perhaps not surprising that discussion relating to sustainable development and 

the three dimensions o f  which it is comprised (economic, environmental and 

social) tended to be more heated and in-depth.
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Each o f  the 13 councillors were o f  the opinion that sustainable development is “an 

extremely difficult concept to define” (CG I). There was universal agreement that, 

as a concept, sustainable development is open to interpretation. Furthermore, it 

was suggested that the manner o f  interpretation was based on perspective; “What 1 

think sustainability is and what someone else thinks sustainable development is 

could be two completely different things ” (CG4). Respondents were eager to point 

out that sustainable development can only be defined if  circumstance is taken into 

consideration; “Rural sustainability c a n ’t be measured by the same yardstick as 

urban sustainability. A t the end o f  the day, this is society, a mix o f  everything and 

we can 7 cdl f i t  into pre-defined boxes ” (CG5).

It was suggested by six councillors that the view that one-off housing was not 

sustainable, was based on a sustainable development ethos was grounded in an 

‘urban perspective.’ One councillor commented, “7 know there 's the argument o f  

people travelling to work and that's not sustainable but this is an urban point o f  

view. It has always been done and has to be done in a rural area. These people are 

still bringing home the money and spending it in the locality ” (C C l). The majority 

o f  councillors, tended to focus on rural communities and the social dimension o f 

sustainable development when defining the concept; “I f  the community is dying, 

then the development is n ’t sustainable and you have a situation, especially in a 

county like Galway were houses are left vacant. M aintaining communities is the 

k e y ” (CG3).

However, three respondents did hold a negative view o f  one-off housing, when 

considering the concept o f  sustainable rural settlement patterns. Again, it was the 

social dimension o f  sustainable development which was the primary focus in 

councillors’ descriptions o f  why one-off housing could not be considered 

sustainable development. The following encapsulates the main arguments put 

forward by these respondents:

“Sustainable development is the development o f  villages and towns. This means 

building on the periphery o f  tow^^s and villages, though not a cluster o f  houses 

three miles down the road. In Liscannor, fo r  example, the shop has closed down
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recently, the Post Ojjice is gone; this proves that even the villages are struggling. 

The only hope rural services like pubs and shops, and so on, have is i f  people can 

walk to them. M ost people can walk short distances so I  do believe in the rural 

settlement policy that is in place. I  do believe in developing but it has to be village- 

based and community-based, not dot dot dot all over the landscape. Sure you can 't 

argue the principle that people should be allowed to build on their own land but 

it's very hard to reconcile the two ” (CC6).

Sustainable Development and One-Off Housing — The Economic Dimension 

With regard to the economic dimension o f  sustainable development and the 

sustainability o f  rural one-off housing, this engendered a vast array o f  responses 

from the councillors.

A primary topic o f  attention, was the difficulties o f  attracting industry to rural 

areas; “The day o f  industry, the likes o f  Moneypoint, situating themselves in the 

countfyside is long g o n e” (CC4). The ongoing retreat o f  industry from rural areas 

was described as a blow to the economy, both at county and local level, “In the 

1970s, 80s and even the 90s, large factories locating in an area like this [Tuam 

area] would act to consolidate the area, providing jobs and security” (CG5). 

Government policy was fi'equently cited as having assisted this trend; “In fairness, 

why would anyone bother [locating a factory] in rural areas with the government 

focusing  and promoting urban centres ” (CC2).

The advances in modem technology, if  utilised to their full potential, were 

frequently cited as a means o f  benefiting rural businesses and the home industry; 

' 'I f  you have broadband, then large sections o f  the community have the option to 

be self-sustainable, or at least contribute to their incomes in this sense, you  know, 

selling fa rm  products, or promoting whatever service they provide online, and so 

o n ” (CCS). The primary problem was that many sections o f  the rural community 

are unable to obtain broadband connection; “The infrastructure needed to promote 

the home industry, and by proxy benefit the economy, has been so slow in coming  ” 

(CGI).
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In counties Clare and Galway, the tourist industry was deemed to be the biggest 

provider, in terms o f the economy in rural areas. The majority o f councillors 

commented on the draw o f rural Ireland, perhaps best described as “the authentic 

voice o f  Ireland" which rural tourists want “to get out and experience” (CC3). 

“Many [tourists] want to immerse themselves in an area and fee l part o f  the area, 

to stay in a local B&B or a farmhouse ” (CG4). It was considered ‘extremely’ 

important to ensure the continued maintenance o f rural communities so that they 

can provide “the kind o f  experience visitors expect. This is very important fo r  

tourism. This is what visitors will talk about, the welcome they received from  the 

rural community" (CC3).

Aside from the revenue rural areas acquire from visiting tourists, the tourist 

industry was also cited, by the majority o f councillors, as being one o f the main 

providers o f jobs. For example, one councillor m.entioned the Cliffs o f Moher, one 

o f many tourist attractions in Co. Clare, to illustrate a point he was making 

regarding the wide-ranging job opportunities created;

"'The Cliffs o f  Moher are employing at least 100 people, both directly and 

indirectly, from  the information offices, tour guides, bus drivers, hotel and B&B 

sta ff The Cliffs o f Moher are what attract people to the area, and the locals are 

trying to make the most o f  this. In peak season, more people are hired, often 

providing second or third incomes fo r  families ” (CC1).

The importance o f having people working was frequently cited as being of huge 

importance to the strength o f the local economy. The issue o f  aging populations in 

rural areas and restrictions being placed on non-locals building one-off housing in 

these areas was an issue which received a lot o f attention; “In an ideal world, 

sustainable development is about striking a balance, allomng fo r  an area to grow  

economically and socially while maintaining the environment. But you need viable 

communities fo r  this to happen and, I  suppose, community replenishment when 

people leave. Planners seem to have forgotten this. Older people don’t contribute 

to the economy and what we are left with is our communities dying o u t” (CG3). 

There was a notable sense o f unrest, amongst councillors interviewed, that
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planning clause relating to ‘locals only’ were being applied too stringently, leading 

to, the difficulties in attracting and maintaining a working population in rural 

areas.

The issue o f  holiday homes was frequently mentioned with regard to their role in 

the fiinctioning’s o f  the rural economy. There was general agreement that new 

holiday home developments should be placed in clusters. Six o f  the 13 councillors 

stated that despite their negative image, holiday homes did have a role to play in 

boosting the rural economy; “ We do try to confine holiday homes, to cluster them. 

Sure, there’s obviously nothing to be gained by having them scattered all over the 

countryside. A t the same time, it has to be said, even i f  i t ’s only during the summer 

months, these visitors come to experience what they fe e l is the real rural Ireland, 

and they do provide a huge boost to the econom y” (CCS).

Overall, however, the majority o f  interviewees (nine out o f  thirteen) felt that, all 

things considered, the boom in holiday home development, witnessed in the 1990s 

and early 2000s, had resulted in long-tenn negative effects for the rural economy, 

particularly with regard to people looking to build or buy a home in rural areas. As 

one councillor noted; “People are caught in a catch-22 situation, they c a n ’t get 

permission to build a house, often because the area is considered overcrowded 

with development, many o f  these being empty holiday homes, and then there is a 

huge cost to buy a house because so many o f  these holiday homes vm-e given 

planning permission in recent years, and have since increased drastically in 

p r ic e ” (CC4).

Three councillors (two in Co. Clare and one in Co. Galway) suggested the idea o f  

an annual tax or service charge to be placed on holiday homes as a means o f 

inducing “some sort o f  correction in the property market in terms o f  second 

homes, a tax o f  €1000/1500 depending on the square footage, similar to taxes that 

exist in the south o f  France o f  Italy^^ ” (CG4). Given that many holiday homes are

This has been effected. An annual tax (current rate €200) for non-principle private residences 
(current rate €200) came into effect on 31®* July 2009 by means o f the Local Government (Charges)
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rented out for at least three months o f  the year, it was felt that such a service 

charge could be easily afforded and “could be used fo r  providing amenities, 

playgrounds, maintaining beach areas, providing cloakroom facilities fo r  surfers, 

all that sort o f  thing ” (CC4).

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The Environmental 

Dimension

Although the environmental dimension o f  sustainable development did not feature 

particularly strongly when councillors were initially asked to provide their own 

definition o f  sustainable development, interviewees, both in favour and against 

one-off housing construction put forward strong arguments as to the location o f  

environmental protection within the broader spectrum comprising ‘sustainability.’

Four broad themes emerged relating to the visual impact o f  one-off housing as a 

settlement pattern type, the effect on the environment o f  single dwelling sewerage 

systems, the dependence on motorised transport in areas where one-off housing 

prevails and littering problems associated with single dwellings.

Eight o f  the 13 councillors in counties Clare and Galway made reference to the 

physical environment o f  rural areas and the need for its continued protection 

through planning policy; "The increase in one-o ff housing is definitely detrimental 

to the environment, the whole scenic side o f  i t ” (CG6).

Illustrating the interconnectivity o f  the three strands o f  sustainable development, 

six o f  the 13 councillors expressed views that considered the countryside as a 

visual amenity which should be considered a cornerstone o f  the rural tourist 

industry. Therefore, one-off housing needs to be managed to ensure the protection 

o f  this amenity and, as a primary contributor to the rural economy, the tourist 

industry. Each o f  these six councillors equated the perceived decline in the visual 

appeal o f  the rural landscape with the lax planning regimes witnessed in the late 

1990s and early 2000s. As one councillor from Co. Clare coirunented; “A ll you

Act 2009. In addition, the capital gains tax for the sale o f  these types o f  property was raised from 
20% to 22%.
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have to do is drive from  Carrigaholt up to Ballyvaughan and you 11 see fo r  

yourself. I  think it's appalling some o f  the decisions which have been made. It says 

an aviful lot about people who can be swayed, that they allowed these things to 

happen ” (CC7).

The primary grievance o f four o f these councillors related to the previously 

unchecked building o f one-off holiday homes rather than to dwellings built for 

permanent occupation; “My main problem, in this sense, is second homes or 

holiday homes. They take away from  the landscape. Whereas, houses which have 

been built to be permanent homes...they add to it [the landscape]. They bring 

warmth and life to an area, which tourists come to see” (CG5). Two councillors 

held a stricter stance, stating the all future building o f single dwellings needed 

continued strict management if the visual environment was to be maintained and 

protected; "Landscape character is so important — you want to pass on this visual 

amenity and this must be considered when planning, and indeed granting 

permission for, a rural house ” (CC6).

A related topic, which was quite fi'equently mentioned, was the location and siting 

o f one-off housing. It was noted that if the siting and design o f a single dwelling is 

in keeping with the surrounding landscape, the effect on the visual landscape is 

minimal and “people will have less trouble M'ith the planning authorities’’ (CC3). 

There appeared to be a general consensus that applicants were more 

environmentally aware in recent years when it came to submitting applications for 

a single dwelling; “People are now looking at the greater good going forward and 

have concern fo r  the impact o f  decisions you are making are going to have in the 

future. I f  you build houses, fo r  example, in some scenic areas o f  the coast or up 

hills, i t ’s going to effect the environment and the landscape. You have to consider 

the environment when building, the house has to compliment the landscape” 

(CG5).

Another primary theme which emerged was that o f sewerage systems, relating 

both to one-off housing and growing clustered settlements. Surprisingly, given that 

the vast majority o f  councillors considered themselves, in general, to be in favour
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o f one-off housing construction, there was a significant level o f concern displayed 

relating to the viability o f single dwelling sewerage disposal systems. Seven out o f 

the thirteen councillors displayed reservations to this effect. These concerns 

appeared to be threefold. The first related to the ‘security’ o f septic tank sewerage 

systems; “The lack o f  a secure system can be extremely detrimental to the 

environment and have a huge effect on the quality o f  soil in an area, which results 

in a knock-on effect fo r  farm ing” (CC7). Second, the suitability o f certain areas to 

house such systems was called into question; “It doesn’t matter i f  you have the 

most modern and up-to-date sewerage system, i f  the soil in the area doesn 7 

support it. People don’t seem to realise th is” (CG6). Naturally, the converse o f 

this argument was also represented with several councillors who contended that 

the introduction o f new ‘top-of-the-range’ percolation systems had rendered the 

argument o f ground water contamination obsolete.

The third, and most discussed o f the issues related to the lack o f a monitoring 

system to review the ongoing security o f septic-tank systems already in situ; “The 

last thing we need is have unmonitored percolation tanks dotted everywhere” 

(CC4). As one councillor in Co. Galway commented; “There is absolutely nothing 

being done by our local authority at the moment to check septic tanks, so septic 

tanks could be overfloviing and may be polluting streams all over the place. I  have 

never heard o f  one septic tank being monitored” (CG5). This sentiment was 

echoed by councillors in Co. Clare; “We have no investigation into whether septic 

tanks are being properly monitored, whether the stu ff is being released into the 

environment” (CC7). Three councillors mentioned the septic tank monitoring 

system put in place by Cavan County Council; “They have to be commended. As a 

result o f  what they have done, the situation has seriously improved up there'' 

(CG3). However, a number o f councillors commented that they had not yet raised 

the issue in council as to do so would be politically unwise; “None o f  the 

councillors have brought up the idea o f  monitoring septic tanks, including myself 

because that means putting extra costs on people, although I  am considering it ” 

(CG5).
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Given the timeframe during which interviews with councillors were conducted 

(2007), the water crisis in Co. Galway, was at the forefront o f  councillors’ minds 

and, thus, was subjected to detailed attention by each o f  the six councillors 

interviewed in Co. Galway. In 2007, Lough Corrib, one o f  the primary sources o f  

drinking water, for both Galway city and county, became polluted. This was 

caused, inter alia, by the overloading o f  a sewerage treatment plant, rendering it 

incapable o f  treating effluent, resulting in raw sewerage being released into 

waterways. As a result, 90,000 people in the vicinity were forced to boil w ater 

prior to consumption between March and August 2007.

Unsound farming practices were suggested at the time as being causal to the 

situation. However, this claim was rejected by all but one o f  the councillors 

interviewed. Indeed, all six councillors stated that the primary cause o f blame was 

to be directed at “the multi-housing units which are springing up at the edges o f  

tow is and villages which are causing major sewerage prob lem s” (CG3). One 

councillor commented; “There’s talk o f  blaming the farm ers but farm ing practices 

haven't changed to such an extent to cause such pollution but settlement structures 

have" (CG2). Another cited the example o f  Athenry which has “increased in size 

by approximately 50% from  2003 to 2007. This has caused huge sewerage 

problems as the small sewerage plants currently in place are being overworked 

and need to be replaced to accommodate the new housing developments ” (CG5).

A lack o f  foresight in planning was also cited as being the instrumental in 

contributing to Galway’s water problems, several councillors commenting on 

temporary sewerage systems put in place when new housing estates are developed; 

“These systems are only designed to last fiv e  years or so, then when they are fu l l  

the excess effluent is flu shed  down to the main system and this is what is causing 

the backlog and causing the pollution  ” (CG5).

A high level o f  contempt for central-government operations, particularly the 

DoEHLG was apparent. The promotion o f  clustered settlement pattems in rural 

areas and the apparent lack o f  direction regarding the manner by which associated
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infrastructure is to be provided was heavily criticised; “They allow fo r  developers 

to come in and make profound sums o f  money building these estates, all in the 

name o f  sustainable development, and yet we can see that they are less 

sustainable, in terms o f  the environment and indeed economically and socially, 

than single houses ever were ” (CG2).

With regard to the upgrading o f existing sewerage treatment plants, one councillor 

commented; "there are apparently around 50 sewerage schemes in the pipeline, to 

be funded by the DoE [Department o f the Environment, Heritage and Local 

Government] -  how many o f  these come into fruition, especially given the unstable 

economic climate we find  ourselves in, is anyone’s guess” (CG3). His sentiments 

were echoed by all councillors interviewed in Co. Galway.

Another issue relating to the sustainability o f  dispersed rural settlements and raised 

by four councillors was that o f household waste and the manner o f its disposal by 

single dwellers. The Irish, as a nation, were described by one interviewee as being 

“dirty, whether we like it or not, and we tend to engage in illegal dumping a lot 

more than our European counterparts. ” This, he continued, has led to “scenario 

where the amount o f  litter accumulating in rural areas is increasing. What we 

need is a proper policing o f  disposable litter” (CC3). All four councillors, who 

spoke on the issue, commented upon the fact that, currently, the disposal o f 

domestic waste by single dwelling households is difficult to trace and that this was 

the crux o f the problem; “I ’ve had countless reports o f  people disposing o f  their 

waste in rivers, lakes, over walls... and they know not to leave any personal stu ff in 

it that would allow it to be traceable” (CG6). In addition, each o f  the four 

councillors who voiced concerns on this subject focused upon the lack o f 

legislation in place to compel people to register the means by which they are 

disposing of their domestic waste, “Each household should be compelled to submit 

an audit o f  how they are disposing o f  their waste -  a waste disposal declaration. 

In businesses you have to do this so it should be the same fo r  households ” (CC6). 

The final issue o f note was that o f dependency on motorised transport by people 

living in areas where one-off housing is the prevalent settlement pattern type.
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Interestingly, given the vast coverage o f  this issue in literature relating to rural 

settlement types, it was only mentioned by three councillors when discussing 

environmental protection. One councillor cited car dependency as an example o f  

how “certain quarters overemphasise the environmental aspect o f  sustainable 

development and use the car dependency issue as their core argument to oppose 

one-o ff housing. But, it has always been this way. People in towns and villages 

often travel to larger urban centres fo r  M>ork also, that's no different and you ’II 

often fin d  that people car pool fo r  these jo u rn eys” (CG I). The other two 

councillors who raised this topic did voice concerns relating to the long-term 

environmental sustainability o f  constant reliance on motorised transport for access 

to work, school and amenities, such as, supermarkets.

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The Social Dimension

A common observation made by councillors representing Co. Clare and Co. 

Galway was that rural areas are “often more sustainable than urban areas in terms 

o f  social interaction” (CCS). The primary reason put forward for this observance 

was necessity; "''The fa c t that p eo p le ’s living situation is quite, well, isolated means 

that people, they are more conscientious, they make time to visit their neighbours 

and relatives, they organise their own entertainment whether that be having 

people over or taking turns in being designated driver fo r  nights ou t"  (CC4).

With regard to the issue o f  social viability, the topic o f  eligibility requirements, 

such as the ‘locals only’ planning clause, attached to applications for single 

dwellings was frequently mentioned. The issue o f  social viability was commonly 

discussed with reference to the economic situation o f  rural areas, highlighting the 

interconnectivity o f  the three strands o f  the sustainable development concept; “An 

ageing community is no good in that they can Y really contribute in an economic 

sense. This is why development must be allowed to continue to ensure that vibrant 

communities are sustained” (CG5). Another councillor commented; “It is 

extremely important to ensure that outsiders are not subjected to a blanket ban, 

either consciously or otherwise by planners as young working people can
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contribute hugely both to the economy and to the social fabric  o f  rural a rea s” 

(CG3).

In a related topic, six councillors discussed the effects o f  the "rigidity o f  current 

planning regim es” on services in rural areas. While it was conceded that the 

(perceived) strictness o f  planning officers in granting permission for single 

dwellings was not singularly responsible for ongoing trends o f  depopulation in 

rural areas, and the resultant closure o f  local services (e.g. shops, pubs etc.), it was 

suggested that such policies were playing a significant role in preventing a 

recovery o f  population;

“What planners d o n ’t seem to realise is that communities are dependent on 

maintaining population numbers, you know, to fie ld  sports teams, fo r  community 

groups, schools, set~vices...Sure people will leave an area, this is normal, but to 

prevent any replenishment o f  a community through the use o f  planning policy, this 

is barbaric and goes against tradition” (C C l). It was also stated that "the fu ture  

o f  rural communities and the tradition o f  dispersed settlement patterns in Ireland  

are being severely compromised in the name o f  environmental protection ” (CG4).

In contrast, three councillors pointed out that the ‘replenishment’ o f rural 

communities was not dependent o f  further development; “Integration o f  

newcomers to a community should not be related to the o n e-o ff housing issue. 

There are lots o f  ways outsiders can integrate to a rural community. They can buy 

or develop an existing house” (CG6).

While the majority o f  councillors spoke positively with regard to the sustainability 

o f  dispersed settlement in terms o f  social viability, three councillors did question 

the sustainability o f  this settlement structure in relation to its social dimension. 

The examples and anecdotes put forward to support their position centred on the 

issue o f  social isolation and are summarised in the following;

“The social difficulties o f  one-o ff housing are enormous, even fo r  young people  

living ju s t two or three miles outside a settlement i f  they don Y have a car or are a
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one-car family. People talk about letting people integrate into communities. How  

is this possible in this instance? And this is a very common situation ” (CC7).

These councillors also noted that the social benefits of living within walking 

distance o f an urban centre far outweigh those o f living in an area o f  dispersed 

settlement, particularly for older people; “The only contact they [older people] 

may have is neighbours or relatives dropping by or dropping o ff  messages so 

maybe they have social contact fo r  an hour a day whereas i f  you are living in a 

town or village you can see and hear people around you, even i f  you chose not to 

interact, the sense o f  isolation is nowhere near as acute” (CC6).

To summarise this section, councillors representing authorities which are both 

strict and lenient with regard to rural housing policy were in agreement that 

sustainable development, as a concept, is extremely difficult to define and is often 

based on personal perspective. As the majority o f  councillors positioned 

themselves as being in favour o f one-off housing construction, most depictions o f 

sustainable development focused on the positive aspects o f rural life.

Tourism was a primary focus o f discussion across both types o f regime 

particularly the role o f rural dwellers in promoting the industry, citing their 

necessity in providing the authentic rural experience. Councillors in counties Clare 

and Galway also emphasised the importance o f the tourist industry for providing 

jobs. In addition, a common discussion involved the suggestion that difficulties in 

attracting industry to rural areas could be overcome by utilising the advances in 

modern technology and the promotion o f home industry.

It was agreed by all respondents that the proliferation o f holiday homes in recent 

years had had a detrimental effect and is not in keeping with the prescriptions of 

sustainable development. Councillors representing strict regimes have suggested 

that this proliferation and the subsequent tightening o f associated planning policy 

has prevented people with a real interest in relocating to a rural area, thus helping
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the economic and social situation, from acquiring single dwelling planning 

permission to do so.

The perceived lack o f  focus on the part o f  planning officials for the societal aspect 

o f  sustainable development when making planning decisions on one-off housing 

applications was also a topical subject with councillors from both types o f  

regimes. This, in conjunction with current national rural housing policy, was 

considered a factor which affects social cohesion in rural areas. In addition, 

councillors from strict regimes felt that local policy tools such as the local need 

and occupancy clauses exacerbated this situation.

The prim ary concerns o f  the minority o f  councillors against one-off housing 

construction were that single rural dwellings affect local rural infrastructure and 

the provision o f  services. In addition, they were adamant that continued one-off 

housing construction will not assist the population recovery o f  rural areas. Instead, 

the existing housing stock should be utilised and new building should occur in 

clustered settlement.

5.6. Assessment of National Policy Relating to Rural Settlement

In this section o f  the interview, councillors were asked to assess both the National 

Spatial Strategy fo r  Ireland, 2002-2020  (NSS; published 2002) and the 

Sustainable Rural Housing, Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs; published 

2005), in terms o f  their success in promoting sustainable rural settlement patterns. 

A number o f  key areas which prioritised attention during these discussions 

emerged. These related to the perceived urban bias associated with the NSS; the 

role which interpretation and personal perspective play in the formulation o f  

national policy; the manner by which such policies are applied at local level; and 

the lack o f  clarity as to the role o f  the RHGs. The possibility o f  forming a viable 

regional tier o f  govermnent was an issue which was also raised. Finally, a number
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o f  councillors commented on the effect that government policy relating to rural 

settlement structure was having at local level.

5.6.1. Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon

Among councillors representing counties Cavan and Roscommon, by far the main 

topic o f  conversation was the perceived bias o f  the NSS towards urban settlement 

structures; “Rural Ireland has suffered because o f  such a blatant promotion o f  

urbanisation” (C C al). Their primary concern was o f  the effect which the current 

rural settlement strategy would have on rural areas, not just at present but heading 

into the fiature; “Urbanisation is the policy o f  national government at the expense 

o f  rural areas. There is a steady haemorrhage o f  young people m oving to urban 

areas, ye t the door is being slammed shut to anyone who wants to f i l l  this void. It 

will be 20 to 30 years before we see the effects o f  such policies ” (CR2).

It was frequently suggested that the ‘urban-centric’ model o f national policy has 

resulted in huge conflict at local level as local authorities struggle to conform to a 

“one size fi ts  all m odel” (CR2). As one councillor in Co. Cavan commented; 

“There is a huge difference between an area that is deprived and an area which is 

doing exceptionally well, and both exist in Cavan at the moment as well as 

throughout the country. Any guidelines or policies brought down [from national 

level] need to reflect an area i f  they are to be incorporated into a development 

plan ” (C C al).

The issue o f  interpretation o f  national policy by planning officers at local level 

was a topical issue. The all-embracing nature o f  national rural settlement policy 

and the manner in which it was being activated at local level were considered 

problematic by the majority o f  councillors interviewed; “With the spectrum o f  

ruralities and rural situations we have, in terms o f  your environment, the economy 

and the community, top-down guidelines are often too generalised and can end up 

having a negative ejfect when they are employed in every single decision relating 

to single dwelling applications and are being used to prom ote the personal
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convictions o f  an individual” (CR3). It was frequently commented upon that at 

local level; "Individuals and their opinions play a huge role ” (C C al).

Connected to the above topic and a commonly raised subject o f conversation, was 

the manner in which the RHGs are being utilised. The lack o f clarity regarding 

their specific role was frequently mentioned, as can be seen from the following 

interview excerpt:

“ With the rural housing guidelines, they are only guidelines, and i f  they are used 

as such they can be useful, but i f  they are treated as the sole policy and interpreted 

straight down the line, then they do a lot o f  damage ” (CR2).

Each o f the eight councillors interviewed from Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon 

were o f the opinion that national policy, directing sustainable rural settlement 

structures, has been unsuccessful, both in its formulation and implementation. As 

discussed, the primary reasons put forward by councillors explaining this 

perspective was the generalised nature o f these policies and their urban bias. 

However, one councillor from Co. Cavan disagreed with his colleagues. He 

remarked; “The thinking behind the government’s policies [regarding rural 

settlement] is sound. We do need to focus on promoting clustered settlements at 

local level to curb the environmental, economic and social problems we are 

currently experiencing in rural areas. What we need is a strong leader who will 

not be swayed by popular opinion when it comes to formulating a national spatial 

strategy” (CCa4).

5.6,2. Co. Clare and Co. Galway

As seen in Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, the general consensus amongst 

councillors representing Co. Clare and Co. Galway was that government policy 

relating to rural settlement had, on a whole, been unsuccessful, both in its 

formulation and its implementation.

With regard to the NSS, it was suggested by the majority o f interviewees that the 

methodology employed in the formulation process was flawed. One councillor
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remarked that, “the background research to the National Spatial Strategy was 

based on a series o f  reports, which had been commissioned by the D oEH LG ' He 

continued; ‘The findings o f  these reports M’ere accepted Mnthout question by the 

DoE. There is no system in place fo r  refuting the find ings o f  such reports or fo r  

providing alternate best practice models to move forw ard  with ” (CG5).

Again, the majority o f  councillors were in agreement that the ‘roll-out’ o f  the NSS 

was an ‘unmitigated disaster.’ The main reason given for this perspective related 

to the manner in which the government was perceived to have been influenced by 

external influences (i.e., lobby groups). “The National Spatial Strategy in terms o f  

the development o f  towns was disastrous. You had businesses and interest groups 

lobby government to make their towns a fo ca l poin t o f  the strategy and they [the 

government] succumbed to this pressure” (CC6).

The primary issue o f  consternation raised by councillors was that the NSS 

marginalises rural areas; “It is based on a model where the focus is placed solely 

on urban areas to the detriment o f  rural areas” (CG5). One councillor, form Co. 

Clare, cited the following example to illustrate his point; “In Clare, it [the NSS] 

focuses on the main corridor from  Shannon to Limerick. For example, the 

National Roads Authority’’s new signage focuses on Limerick, Shannon and Ennis, 

there is no focus whatsoever on the West...Kilkee, Kilrush, Lahinch. I t ’s like we 

d o n ’t exist. Think o f  the effect such a strategy will have on tourism in the long- 

run ” (CCS).

Another common topic o f discussion amongst councillors concerned the 

difficulties faced in translating national policy for local implementation. One 

councillor from Co. Galway stated; “Unfortunately, there are clashes with 

national policy, like the National Spatial Strategy, at local level because these 

policies are drawn up fo r  the whole countiy, and a policy which may suit one part 

o f  the countiy may not suit here, and this can lead to con flic t” (CCS). A  number o f 

interviewees remarked that councillors were essentially being made scapegoats 

and blamed any lack o f  compliance with national policy at local level, particularly
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with regard to the prescriptions o f  their respective County Development Plans; 

“Councillors are being penalised fo r  not complying with the National Spatial 

Strategy and are being asked to redraft their County Development Plans. This is 

wrong. This is a failing o f  government expecting local authorities to assimilate to 

a ridiculously generalised, urban-biased national model” (CG4).

The manner by which national policy relating to rural settlement structures is 

enforced at local level was a common grievance among councillors. It was 

generally conceded that despite ‘conflict and much wrangling,’ it was possible to 

align national policy with local policy, “even i f  this is done in a very generalised 

manner” (CG3). It was suggested that the majority o f problems encountered at 

local level, occur at the policy-implementation stage. Thus, a need for clarity with 

regard to the role o f  the RHGs was considered a necessity by ten o f the thirteen 

interviewees; “The rural housing guidelines are only guidelines i f  they are treated 

as such. Problems arise when they are treated and applied as po licy” (CC3)

Conversely, three councillors were o f the opinion that the RHGs were actually 

problematic because o f the lax manner in which they were being enforced. Their 

concerns are summarised in the following;

“The rural housing guidelines are being broken left, right and centre. This needs 

to be addressed. They should be workable but they need to be redrafted because 

they are fa r  too general. For example, there is a big difference between a coastal 

village and an inland village. There is no point in having them i f  they are not 

being used properly" (CG6).

There was a general consensus amongst the majority o f  councillors that conflict 

relating to the assimilation and implementation o f national policy at local level 

was unavoidable. Nine councillors made the point that it was a councillor’s role to 

monitor the manner in which such policies are being applied and to intervene 

when necessary; “We know the individuals applying fo r  permission [for a single 

dwelling], we know their fnotives and i f  they are genuine, and we can help them 

appeal i f  necessary. ” (CC2).
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The interpretation o f  rural settlement strategies by planning officers was an issue 

which was also frequently alluded to by councillors. As one interviewee 

commented; "The National Spatial Strategy and the Rural Housing Guidelines 

can be bandied about and implemented as an individual sees fit. They can be used 

to refiise any developm ent’’ (CG2). However, by the same token, it was recognised 

that the NSS and the RHGs could be used to promote development if  such 

development were considered the most sustainable option for an area; "A planner, 

who sees that fo r  the sustainable development o f  an area, we do need some actual 

development, the policies can be used to promote this v iew ” (CG4).

Two councillors commented on the effect which national policy was having on the 

individual. Their concerns related to the economic implications faced by people 

who are “being fo rced  to buy rather than build their house” (CC4). One 

councillor, from Co. Galway remarked; “They d o n ’t realise in Dublin that they are 

forcing  many people to fa ce  sustained financia l hardship over a long period o f  

time. This could be avoided i f  only people were afforded their god-given right to 

build their home. Instead, the government have set up a situation where people are 

essentially sitting ducks fo r  developers who are able to make a fortune o f f  them ” 

(CG I). It was also remarked upon that the “age-old pension plan fo r  farmers, to 

sell o f f  a site or tM’o, has been removed by current government policy, leaving 

many in dire straits moving into the fu tu r e ” (C C l).

In summary, the NSS was considered unsuccessful, both in its formulation and 

implementation by the majority o f  councillors representing both strict and lenient 

local planning regimes. Both groups noted the urban bias within the NSS which it 

was felt marginalised rural areas. The suggestion was made that pressure from 

external factors had led to too many urban centres being included as focal points 

for development. Therefore, it is contended that the all-embracing nature o f  the 

NSS has, in fact, damaged its impact. Firstly, this has created problems with 

translation and activation at local level due to the huge variations in geographical 

and spatial circumstances across local authorities. In addition, it was stated that the 

scope for interpretation within the NSS has meant that it can be used to forward
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the personal convictions o f  any individual, often resulting in rigid interpretation, 

which has resulted in significant controversy at local level. In contrast, a small 

minority o f  councillors were o f  the opinion that the primary problems relating to 

national policy were due to lax interpretation at local level.

5.7. The Role of the Sustainable Development Concept in Planning 

Policy

The question o f  whether the absence o f  a statutory definition o f  sustainable 

development in national and local rural settlement policy has been beneficial or 

detrimental to the promotion o f  sustainable rural settlement patterns was intended 

to be included as just a part o f  the section assessing national policy. However, the 

issue when raised during the interviewing process engendered a great deal o f  

discussion, and so, has been included as a sub-section. There was a high level o f  

uniformity in opinion across the four case-study local authorities. Therefore, the 

perspectives o f  councillors are documented together.

The overall consensus was that it was virtually impossible to define the exact 

meaning o f  what construes sustainable development for an entire country and that 

this was the major problem underlying national policy, especially with regard to its 

implementation at local level; ‘T/ze idea o f  sustainable development and the 

manner in which it is interpreted at European level has its merits but the national 

government has ju s t taken the concept and shunted it down to local level as i f  they 

consider it like a net which catches everything" (C C al). Within the same context, 

another councillor commented; “The government has decided to define 

sustainable development as a ‘catch all, cover all ’ with no consideration given to 

the huge variation in living environments o f  people across the coun tty” (CG2).

The perceived lack o f  democracy in the current generally-accepted interpretation 

o f  sustainable development, relating to rural settlement structure and the 

promotion o f  village-type rural settlement patterns, was a concern which was
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frequently raised; "What is sustainable? Does the focus have to be on urban 

development or do you go with the broader holistic approach to society where you  

recognize that there is a huge divide in opinion? As a democracy, the voice o f  

rural Ireland should be heard” (CC4). In addition, the benefits garnered by the 

degree o f interpretation afforded to the concept of sustainable development were 

considered to be directly linked to the personal agenda o f those in a position to 

make that interpretation; “/  suppose room fo r  interpretation is a good thing but it 

depends on the person doing the interpreting and their own personal opinion 

regarding dispersed dwellings and other rural settlement patterns. When you 

consider the huge turnover o f  planners across the county councils, with each 

having their own take on the meaning o f  sustainable development, you can see 

how this would be problematic” (CGI).

It was agreed by all councillors, who spoke on this topic that the primary focus of 

problems caused by the interpretive nature o f the sustainable development concept 

was at local level, both with regard to the formulation o f  the CDP and the 

activation o f these rural settlement policies. The main observations put forward by 

councillors in relation to this issue are summarised in the following quotation;

“The fa c t that sustainable development is not specifically defined causes huge 

problems with interpretation and this follows through to the County Development 

Plan which is then left open to interpretation as well. You ’II be told that it isn ’t by 

planners but how is this possible given that the core concept cementing the plan is 

interpretive... sure I  know, 1 helped put it together. At the end o f  the day, the people 

who decide who builds are the planners. The interpretation o f  most planners [of 

sustainable development] fa lls on the environmental side with little social 

consideration. When you think about it, planners have no obligation to populate 

rural areas” (CRl)
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5.8. Assessment of Local Policy relating to Rural Settlement

Strategies -

The Policy Formulation Process

The entire process o f  CDP formulation is governed by a specific timeframe, a pre­

defined date by which each section must be completed. The process is initiated 

with a consultation phase, whereby planning officers meet councillors and work 

through the issues which have been raised from the previous plan. The next step in 

the process involves the planning officers constructing a draft CDP which the 

councillors “basically tear to pieces, then i t ’s a case o f  back to the drawing 

board” (CC3). At this stage, the councillors amend the plan to their satisfaction. 

In keeping with the specified timeframe, a draft must be ready to put on public 

display by a particular date. The public is invited, at this stage, to make 

submissions on the plan. A report on these submissions is written up and is also 

put on display for a period o f  time. The feedback, both with regard to the 

submissions and the report, are taken into account by the council when introducing 

changes to the plan. I f  changes are incorporated into the plan, it is put back on 

public display. Finally, by a set date, the final draft is decided upon.

5.8.1. Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon

The primary topics presented by councillors in counties Cavan and Roscommon 

when asked to provide an assessment o f  the formulation stage o f  local rural 

settlement policy focused on internal conflict; problems relating to interpretation 

and the wording o f  policies and the role o f  party politics in influencing 

councillors’ opinions.

Councillors highlighted a number o f  instances in which conflict was liable to 

occur, the first being among councillors themselves during negotiations over what 

to include and omit from the CDP. “I t ’s a tense time, the making o f  the County 

Development Plan. When it comes to a rural settlement strategy, there are a lot o f  

differences o f  opinions, amongst councillors, o f  what should be considered
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sustainable and what is best fo r  the county. No-one is going to be completely 

happy. There’s a lot o f  compromise involved” (CCa4).

A second area o f  conflict, mentioned by all eight councillors interviewed, 

pertained to the differences in opinions between the County M anager and his 

planning officers and councillors. One councillor suggested that, “the seriousness 

o f  the conflict does depend on the perspective o f  planning officers, but i t ’s mainly 

to do with their flexibility  and securing their agreement to comply with policies 

we pu t fo rw a rd ” (CR2). Four o f  the eight councillors conveyed a level o f  respect 

for the work o f  planning officers. One councillor from Co. Roscommon 

commented; “Planners do deserve some commendation fo r  what they do and they 

shouldn’t be underestimated. They are experts in planning matters and provide  

sound advice at the policy-making stage....maybe you should do this, maybe you  

shouldn ’t do th a t” (CR3).

Turning to the issue o f  interpretation, seven o f  the eight councillors interviewed 

felt that interpretation o f  the CDP was a ‘huge problem ’ encapsulated in the 

following;

“Interpreting the County Development Plan, once it is fina lised  is a major issue. 

What you thought you were setting out, what you meant, can be interpreted 

completely dijferently, and this causes all sorts o f  problems ” (CCal).

However, despite the problems relating to interpretation, the possibility o f  

introducing a more rigid policy framework was rejected by the m ajority o f  

councillors. Six councillors spoke o f  the need for flexibility when it came to the 

rural settlement strategy component o f  the CDP, one commenting that: “You can 

have problems i f  the rural settlement strategy is over-descriptive, in that you can 

tie yourse lf up in knots, so you ’re better o f f  to have a certain vagueness so you can 

have flexibility within the plan and only in planning decisions” (CR4).

The third topic was that o f  political party influence when formulating the County 

Development Plan. All but one o f  the councillors felt that their first priority was to
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their constituents and that meant securing a rural settlement strategy which met 

their needs while still complying (where possible), with national policy. Only one 

councillor held a contrasting view; “One-off housing is not sustainable, not matter 

what why you look at it. I  hiow it goes against popular opinion but Fianna Fail's 

policy o f  concentrated rural settlement is the best way forward and that's M’hat 1 

push fo r  in County Development Plan negotiations” (CCa4).

5.8.2. Co. Clare and Co. Galway

The questioning o f  councillors in counties Clare and Galway regarding their 

assessment o f the process involved in local rural settlement strategy formulation 

furnished answers which covered the same broad themes as seen in the Co. Cavan 

and Co. Roscommon interviews such as conflict in constructing the CDP; policy 

interpretation and the level o f political party influence during the CDP formulation 

process. Two additional categories o f  discussion were identified; the role of 

outside influence during the formulation stages o f the CDP, and the possible 

consequences faced by councillors if  aspects o f the CDP proved unsound.

Again, councillors reported a high level o f conflict among themselves when 

drawing up changes for the CDP; "You want to do what’s right fo r  your 

constituents without compromising the environment. Getting it right now does save 

a lot o f  conflict later on. Often it can come down to the working o f  a sentence. You 

can't please evejyone but the goal is to ensure that everyone feels that the 

settlement strategy in place is workable in their areas...well in theoiy anyway" 

(CG6).

With regard to the issue o f conflict between councillors and planning officers 

during rural settlement strategy negotiations, it was suggested by five o f the 

councillors that there was an element o f contempt on the part o f planning officers, 

for the policy-making process highlighted in the following extract:

“Given that they are used to being in the driving seat, being the ones making 

decisions, there is a definite impression that they don’t appreciate our 

[councillors’] role in the policy-making process that w e’re in over our heads or
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something. When councillors decide on changes, y o u ’ll find  that planners 

inevitably reject a lot o f  them, often, I  think, without any real basis ” (C C l).

However, the majority o f  councillors did make the point that many planning 

officers were happy to work within the confines o f  the plan once the final draft has 

been completed; “ JVell many planners are great and say, well I  might not agree 

with everything but I  will accept it, this is our plan and I  will work within it, but 

others M’ill say I ’m never going to agree with this, and this is where the conflict 

comes in. But in the end, i t ’s us as councillors that vote on changes and pu t 

for\i'ard the plan ” (CC3).

The manner in which possible changes to the CDP are brought up for discussion 

received attention. While much o f the debate concerning changes to the CDP is 

open to the public, three councillors mentioned the necessity o f  holding some CDP 

meetings ‘in com m ittee’ (in private) stressing that this was “nothing to do with 

keeping the public o u t” rather “to ensure that the best possible plan is achieved” 

(CG5). As one councillor remarked; “It is necessary [to hold meetings in private] 

M'/ze/j teasing out the issues. You may say something only to work out the 

implications o f  moving in a particular direction. However, it may not be popular 

opinion and i f  the media are there they will jum p  on that, when the making o f  such 

a comment may only have been to go through all the options ” (CC4).

Ten o f  the thirteen councillors mentioned the set timeframe within which the CDP 

was to be completed. It was agreed that the “deadline provides focus ” {CCl). “It 

ensures that we don 7 keep running around in circles and that compromise over 

certain aspects o f  the plan is reached fa ir ly  rapidly” (CG3).

The second key topic which drew a lot o f  discussion was the interpretation o f  the 

CDP once the final draft had been published. As one councillor commented; “This 

is an area which causes a lot o f  conflict. What one person thinks they have agreed  

to being included can, when viewed in prin t be interpreted completely differently 

by another individual” (CC4). Several councillors expressed the exasperation they
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felt at the situation; “O f course you want to clarify your meaning to ensure that 

the policy is carried out as you intended but often this ju st becomes word upon 

words. An element o f  flexibility is necessary. In fairness, the policy as you intended 

it might not be able to be applied in all situations anyway'^ (CC2).

Despite agreement by a majority o f councillors o f the need for flexibility in the 

rural settlement strategy component o f the CDP, it was noted by five councillors 

that planning officers did not appear to be at ease with such flexibility in planning 

policy and that this had its own consequences; "Planners say they don’t want 

flexibility and you can end up with a tight, rigid interpretation o f  local rural 

housing policy, which you intended to be flexible, and more often than not, their 

[planning officers] interpretation doesn 7 fa ll down on the side in favour o f rural 

housing" (CC2)

Connected to the preceding issue was the level o f distrust which six councillors 

suggested existed between councillors and planning officers. This distrust related 

to the misinterpretation by planning officers o f rural housing policy as laid out in 

the CDP. The perspective o f these councillors is synopsised in the following 

interview extract;

“ With the County Development Plan, the stock answer from officialdom when they 

make a decision you don't agree M’ith is, ‘well we 're following your plan, ’ but this 

is fa r  from  the truth. They are interpreting it in a totally different manner than was 

intended. There is a huge level o f distrust between elected representatives and 

officialdom at local level. You may have an understanding with the Manager 

regarding a certain section or point within the County Development Plan, and 

three months down the line you fin d  that it has been misinterpreted in the planning 

office” {CC\).

In addition, one councillor stated that due to the level o f interpretation afforded in 

the CDP, “often through no fault o f our own but as a result o f  the loose 

interpretive policies coming down from  national level” it was common for certain 

policies in the CDP to contradict other policies, “and it is the planner who decides
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which policy he is going to go with. In this sense, planners have a managerial 

ro le” (CGI). This sentiment was echoed by a further six interviewees.

The third issue raised by interviewees in their assessment o f  local rural settlement 

policy formulation was the role o f the ‘party line’ regarding rural settlement 

structure in influencing councillors’ decisions when constructing the rural 

settlement strategy o f  the CDP. The general consensus was that the ‘party line’ 

isn’t given much credence, as the councillors’ first interest is to “secure what is 

best fo r  my constituents” (CC2). The following excerpt, a summation o f  the issue 

by one councillor, highlights the main points raised; “It is imperative that each 

councillor acts on their own initiative when making decisions relating to rural 

settlement policy. There is no party whip in the County Development Plan 

form ulation process, so councillors a ren ’t, in theory, directed by the party  line. 

Rather each councillor makes their own decision which they must be satisfied  

with ” (CG3).

While two councillors did comment that the decisions they made with regard to 

the rural settlement strategy were in keeping with the party line, they asserted that 

this was incidental as their personal positions on sustainable rural settlement 

structures mirrored the prescriptions o f  the political party to which they were 

affiliated, which in both instances was Fianna Fail.

The role o f  ‘outside agents’ influencing the policy decision-making process was 

noted by a number o f  councillors. The general consensus o f  the eight councillors 

who spoke on this topic was that while there is an element o f  influence from 

“various groups and individuals trying to prom ote their own agenda, ” (CC6) it is 

the role o f  the councillor “to tiy  and balance it out as best we ca n ” (CCS).  

Councillors, in both Co. Clare and Co. Galway, spoke o f  open nights where ‘we 

try to offset public concerns’ (CG2). This was to allow for “individuals and 

groups to come in and p u t forw ard  their opinions and i t ’s here we try to explain to 

people why w>e can and c a n ’t do certain th ings” (CG4).
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The final issue o f  note, mentioned by five councillors, was the level o f  importance 

attached to ensuring the CDP is ‘safe.’ While it is the role o f  the County Manager 

to ensure that the plan does not conflict with national policy, hence his ability to 

accept or reject all or parts o f  the plan, it is within the remit o f  councillors, while 

taking the County M anager’s actions in this regard into consideration, to overrule 

him and publish a CDP which does not have his full backing. It was stressed that 

councillors needed to be completely sure o f  themselves if  they voted to take this 

route as they would be liable for any resulting consequences. As one councillor 

commented; “You must be 100 per  cent sure o f  your plan because i f  a manager is 

fo rced  by a councillor to vote to accept part o f  a plan and there is subsequent fa l l ­

out, whether this be environmental or economic or \\>hatever, the councillors who 

voted in favour o f  introducing these changes without the backing o f  the M anager 

can be held personally, financially responsible” (CC7).

Several interesting issues were raised with regard to the fonnulation o f  local rural 

housing policy, the first relating to the issue o f  conflict. While conflict amongst 

councillors themselves during CDP fomiation was mentioned, more attention was 

given to the conflict which occurred between councillors and planning officers. 

Despite all councillors representing strict regimes, and half o f  those representing 

lenient regimes indicating a respect for the work o f  planning officers, there was a 

level o f  consternation uncovered with regard to differences in perspective and 

perceived problems with flexibility on the part o f  planning officers. In particular, 

this was considered the case with regard to the problems which occur once the 

rural settlement strategy has been finalised, in that it can, and has, been interpreted 

in ways which were not envisaged or intended by councillors.

However, the perspective o f  councillors with regard to ensuring sustainability in 

rural settlement strategies also has to be questioned given that all but one 

councillor interviewed stated that their first priority was to their constituents which 

meant securing a rural settlement strategy which meets their needs while 

attempting to comply with national policy.
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5.9. Assessment of the Application of Rural Settlement Policy at

Local Level

Given the national focus on consolidating town and village settlements and the 

intention o f  promoting sustainable development at local level, a number o f  local 

authorities have introduced eligibility conditions, attached to planning applications 

for one-off housing, commonly known as the ‘local need’ clause. In addition, an 

occupancy clause is now attached as a condition o f  planning approval on 

successful applications. This is where the applicant, to whom permission for 

construction o f  a single dwelling has been granted, must agree to reside in the 

property for a set number o f  years established by the council.

O f the four case-study local authorities selected counties Clare and Galway utilise 

both the ‘local need’ and the occupancy clauses as part o f  their rural settlement 

strategy, whereas Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon do not, as yet, employ such 

strategies as a means o f  managing rural settlement. Therefore, this section will 

focus primarily on the perspectives and experiences o f  councillors representing 

Co. Clare and Co. Galway. However, the views o f  those representing counties 

Cavan and Roscommon pertaining to the benefits and/or disadvantages o f  the 

‘local need’ and occupancy clauses will also be noted.

5.9.1. The Local Needs Clause -  Co. Clare and Co. Galway

O f the thirteen councillors interviewed, five councillors stated that they felt that 

the ‘local need’ clause was a necessary condition attached to the constructing o f  a 

single dwelling. The primary reason put forward for this point o f  view was that it 

took into account and protected the local community; “The local need clause is a 

good thing. It allows fo r  the core base population o f  rural areas who wish to set 

up their own homes in the area to have this opportunity” (CCS). Connected to this 

point, and an issue mentioned by each o f  the five councillors was the role the local 

needs clause plays in limiting the market for land in rural areas. From the 

perspective o f  the buyer, this was considered a very positive outcome o f  the clause 

because it removed the occurrence o f  pricing locals out o f  the market; “I f  this
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[local needs] clause M>asn 7 in place, you  could have a person M’ith a lot o f  money 

coming in and buying land at an inflated price, and a local who does not have the 

same resources cannot com pete” (CG4).

Councillors also commented on the role that the local needs clause plays in 

preventing holiday-home construction and the influx o f  people who have no 

intention to contribute to the community; “You c a n ’t have people deciding they 

like an area, then coming in building a big house with two to three acres and then 

not actually becoming involved in the community, whether this be socially or 

economically. This is not good fo r  the community and this is where sustainability 

comes into i t ” (CCS).

Conversely, eight o f  the thirteen councillors interviewed were not satisfied by the 

manner in which the ‘local need’ clause was currently being operated in their 

authorities. The prim ary reason given for this was the lack o f  consideration, 

afforded by the clause for people who have shown themselves to be committed to 

an area, but are not locals or have not lived in the area for long enough to be 

considered eligible; “You have an outsider with a permanent job, such as a 

teacher who is involved in extra-curricular activities such as the school sports or 

choir, involved in community life and ye t they c a n ’t get planning permission. This 

is an issue which needs to be addressed” (CG4). The general consensus was that 

outsiders, who have demonstrated a commitment, contributed to the social fabric 

o f  an area and are in a position to continue doing so should be accommodated. The 

perceived inflexibility o f  planning officers was viewed as a contributory factor to 

this problem. As one councillor commented; “I f  the County Development Plan 

was afforded its intended flexibility, then things would be fine. Planners need to be 

more comfortable exerting the flexib ility  as was intended with the plan. The 

blanket ban we are currently seeing isn ’t working ” (CC4).

Connected to the preceding issue and the perception o f  inflexibility on the part o f  

planning officers was the lack o f  consideration given to the various rural area 

types as described in the NSS and the County Development Plans o f  each local
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authority. It was suggested, by six councillors, that planning officers were not 

differentiating between areas where the ‘local need’ clause was deemed necessary 

and other areas such as those which were structurally weak were anyone is eligible 

to seek permission to build a single dwelling. As one councillor commented; “A 

lot o f  outsiders are being refused on the basis o f  the local needs clause in areas 

where it shouldn’t apply. I ’ve seen numerous incidents o f  th is ’ (CG4). Another 

remarked; ‘People from  outside the local area looking to settle really don Y stand a 

chance. Even in areas o f  population decline, they ’II be hit with a refusal based on 

landscape vulnerability or whatever. There’s no give in them  [planning officers] at 

a ll” (CG2).

Three councillors suggested that the local needs clause was discriminatory in the 

sense that the traditional parameters o f  what constitutes a local rural person is 

essentially defiinct; “The issue o f  local rural has dominated rural planning fo r  the 

last number o f  years. But, does local rural even exist anymore in the traditional 

sense. I  mean, how many fam ilies do we have living and working solely within the 

local area?” (CG I). Another councillor stated; “I t ’s normal fo r  people in rural 

areas to travel fo r  work, their kids still attend school in the locality, they still 

contribute socially...but yet people who want to contribute in the exact same way 

hut don 't have Moveen or Cross on their birth cert are being denied this righ t” 

(CC2).

A final issue frequently mentioned in relation to the local needs clause was the 

lengths to which applicants will go to secure permission to build a single dwelling; 

“Ify o u  have to prove you  're a rural person, even i f  you have to fake  it, you  ’II do it 

to live in a rural area ” (CG2). The five councillors who spoke on the issue cited 

many examples o f  deceptions employed to deceive planning officers in planning 

appHcations:

“A lot o f  improvisation is involved, the coming up with a credible explanation to 

satisfy the planners, fo r  example, claiming a long-term relationship with a local; 

the preparation o f  fa lse  documents, showing children being christened in the
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parish, attending school in the area...I've seen it all, what people will do to get 

permission, and these are not isolated incidents” (CCS).

5.9.2. The Occupancy Clause -  Co. Clare and Co. Galway

All but one o f  the councillors felt that the occupancy clause was, in theory, a 

promising method o f  promoting sustainable development. However, the success o f  

the occupancy clause in ensuring that successfiil applicants who built a single 

dwelling were remaining resident in their properties for the allocated timeframe 

was called into question, with the primary focus o f  attention centring on the 

question o f enforcing such a clause; “/  know o f  numerous people who have 

occupancy clauses who are either selling or have sold their houses” (CG6). 

Councillors cited a number o f  ways by which people were breaking the occupancy 

clauses attached to their properties:

-  Building a one-off house and ‘riding’ out the occupancy clause then 

selling, with a view to making a profit, before initiating the process again

-  Paying in cash for a single dwelling, in a situation where the occupancy 

clause o f  the previous owner is still in place

-  Non-locals enlisting the help o f  locals to acquire planning pennission for a 

single dwelling and then building the house themselves

Several councillors also suggested that a situation existed whereby banks and 

building societies w'ere granting mortgages for properties where the occupancy 

clause o f  the previous owner was still in effect.

Despite concerns relating to the lack o f  enforcement o f  occupancy clauses, six 

councillors raised the issue o f  ‘exceptional circum stances,’ and contended that 

people who have found themselves in a situation o f  financial hardship, or need to 

move home due to health reasons, should not be subjected to an ongoing “forced  

attachment to a p roperty” and should “definitely be let out o f  such clauses” 

(CG2). However, one councillor, representing Co. Clare, made the point that “it is 

not currently possible to appeal this clause ” (CCS).
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The ongoing problem o f a single dwelling lying empty was frequently mentioned; 

“We have a situation where the population o f towns and villages has dropped, yet 

the number o f  houses has ballooned” (CC6). It was suggested that this situation 

was a reflection o f the ‘failing o f  the County Development Plan, or at least a 

failing o f  the planning office to implement and enforce it as intended ” (CG3). Nine 

o f the thirteen councillors suggested that in order to combat the high level o f 

disregard witnessed for the occupancy clause, a monitoring system was necessary; 

‘"'Putting in a proper checks and balances system, a proper audit system to ensure 

that the occupancy clause is being adhered to is something that should be done, 

and i f  people are found to have broken the clause, then there should be penalties, 

like a set fine, or being banned from  applying fo r  permission to build a single 

dwelling fo r  ten years, or something like that" (CC4). Another suggestion was for 

a system so that people would be able to appeal the occupancy condition o f the 

original approval if  they wished to move home, citing the reasons why they felt it 

necessary.

However, while there was agreement that an occupancy clause monitoring system 

was a good idea, several councillors questioned its feasibility. As one councillor, 

from Co. Clare, stated; “the occupancy clause can't be enforced. There may be 

upward o f  1,000 applications a year fo r  the building o f  single dwellings, yet there 

are only six people working in enforcement fo r  the entire county fo r  permission 

that may relate to the past ten years...so a monitoring system is hardly workable 

without employing more sta ff and we don’t have the resources fo r  this ” (CC6).

5.9.3. Language Enurement Clause -  Co. Galway

In addition to the local needs clause and the occupancy clause applicable to one- 

off housing applications, there is also a language enurement clause in place in Co. 

Galway. The language enurement clause prevents people from buying a house in 

developments o f two or more units in Gaeltacht areas, if  they fail to meet certain 

requirements related to fluency in Irish language. Each o f the six councillors 

interviewed, representing Co. Galway, were in agreement that this clause was
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beneficial to the Gaeltacht area. The sentiments expressed are encapsulated in the 

following:

“The Irish language is o f  huge importance to this country and Co. Galway in 

particular. I t is part o f  our heritage and should be protected. Local people speak 

the language on a daily basis so people moving into the area should be able to do 

so as well. The Irish language needs to be monitored closely to ensure it doesn ’t 

die o u t” (CG4).

5.9.4. The Local Needs Clause and Occupancy Clause -  Co. Cavan and 

Co. Roscommon

While clauses relating to local need and occupancy are not included in the County 

Development Plans o f  counties Cavan and Roscommon, councillors were asked to 

share their opinion on the necessity o f  such clauses and whether they felt the 

introduction o f  one or both o f  these clauses would be beneficial to the sustainable 

development o f  dispersed settlements within their respective local authorities.

With regard to the local needs clause, the overriding consensus was that this clause 

was unnecessary and would be detrimental to the continued sustainable 

development o f  dispersed settlements. As one councillor, from Co. Roscommon 

remarked; “As a county, we have suffered from  fa lling  population in rural areas 

fo r  many years. To introduce a local needs clause in Co. Roscommon would mean 

shutting the door to potential settlers, why woidd we want tha t?” (C R l). Several 

councillors commented that the local needs clause was also discriminatory; “You 

c a n ’t ju s t deny someone their right to set up home in their own country ju s t 

because they d o n ’t have a piece o f  paper saying they 're local ” (CCal).

The sole councillor who asserted him self as being in favour o f  introducing a local 

needs clause was fi*om Co. Cavan. The reasoning behind this was two-fold: a 

concern with protecting the environment from “urban-generated housing and  

holiday home developments ” and the necessity to reduce the cost o f  land for local 

people who “are suffering at the hands o f  non-locals coming in and buying land, 

leading to greatly inflated prices ” (CCa4).
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Turning to the occupancy clause, five o f the eight councillors felt that this would 

be a welcome addition in ensuring the future sustainable development o f dispersed 

rural settlement; “As I ’ve said, I ’ve no problem with one-off housing and dispersed 

settlement as long as it is supported by a strong community. I  think and occupancy 

clause would encourage the development o f  such a community, while fishing out 

those who are looking to profit from  the planning process” (CR4). While its merits 

were acknowledged, its practical application was viewed with caution by all but 

one o f the councillors, the majority noting that it was an unnecessary addition at 

present; “It's an option, one that I  don’t fee l is necessary at the moment but can be 

considered i f  the situation changes in the future ” (CCa2).

All three councillors who stated that they were opposed to the idea o f an 

occupancy clause, the reason they put forward for this stance was that it is wrong 

to tie people to a property; “People are entitled to move on as they please, whether 

they change jobs, or have a growing fam ily and need to move house. The old 

house can still be considered sustainable when a new fam ily moves in ” (CR2). A 

second suggested reason was that it would not be possible to monitor it; “Whose 

going to go around knocking on doors five years down the line checking i f  Mr. and 

Mrs. Murphy still live there?” (CCa3).

To summate this section, the majority o f councillors working within strict planning 

regimes were unsatisfied by the manner in which the local need clause is being 

operated as it is being applied too strictly by plarming officers and there is very 

little consideration being given to rural area types when applying the clause. A 

minority described it as being discriminatory in that people should not be restricted 

in choosing where they wish to live. The occupancy clause was considered a 

promising method of monitoring sustainable development in theory. However, this 

clause was frequently ignoring by the successfiil applicant and while a monitoring 

system was considered a good idea, it feasibility was questioned.

The local need clause is considered by the vast majority in the case-study counties 

with lenient regimes as unnecessary as it would be detrimental to the continued
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sustainable development o f dispersed settlements. While the merits of the 

occupancy clause were acknowledged, its practicality was viewed with caution as 

some were opposed to the idea of tying people to property.

5.10. Assessment of the Transition, from Policy to Practice, of 

Government Policy Promoting Village-Type Rural Settlement 

Structures

Central Government’s promotion of village-type settlement patterns as the most 

sustainable settlement type provoked considerable discussion among councillors, 

which warranted the inclusion o f this subject area as a separate section within this 

chapter.

Figure 5.10 Village-type settlement pattern (Location: Querrin, Co. Clare) 

5.10.1. Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon

A major problem identified in promoting village-type settlements was that the 

present infrastructure would struggle to cope with additional housing. As one 

councillor commented; “The idea is good...cluster development so that more 

people can have access to centralised services. However, more often than not the 

services and infrastructure are not there or i f  they are, they can’t accommodate 

this new development” (CR3).
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One o f  the major problems with the development o f  residential estates was 

identified as the lack o f  finance available to ensure that infrastructure and services 

are in place for growing urban centres; '‘Basically, village-type settlements are 

prom oted as being the most sustainable rural settlement type. Yet there is no 

money to make villages which are expanding sustainable, the excuse being you are 

not big enough to warrant expenditure” (C C al). Another councillor commented; 

'^Building housing estates at the edge o f  villages is considered the best option 

because it is anticipated that services will fo llow  in due course. However long this 

will be and where we, the council, are expected to acquire the money to provide 

these services, I  d o n ’t know ” (CR4). The development o f  out-of-town estates was 

considered to be in complete opposition o f  government policy promoting the 

consolidation o f  towns and villages. As one councillor argued; "It completely goes 

against government policy and will cost more in the long run to provide additional 

services fo r  these estates ” (CR2).

Three councillors stated that the blame for the ‘fa ilin g  o f  government policy in 

meeting its aim o f  achieving sustainable rural residential developm ent” (CCa4) 

was the fault o f  central government. One councillor from Co. Roscommon 

commented: “I t ’s easy to blame the developers and I  suppose they do deser\’e 

some o f  the blame because they have made an unholy profit, but at the same time 

provisions should have been pu t in p lace to ensure that infrastructure was 

provided with these new estates...the developers could certainly afford i t” (CR4). 

A related topic, according to two o f  the interviewees, was that developers currently 

could not be held accountable for subsequent infrastructural problems associated 

with their development given that they are working in accordance with central and 

local government policy.

Another issue, noted by three councillors, was the level o f  influence exerted by 

developers at local level in that they are providing employment at their 

development sites and will make sure that this is known locally as they apply for 

planning permission; “I f  a big developer plans to employ 300 local people and is 

determined to get planning permission fo r  a €50 million development, look at the
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influence they have just in terms o f bodies” (CCa3). It was suggested that the 

public put pressure on their elected representatives who will, in turn, push for the 

development to go through.

Despite the high level o f scepticism towards the outcomes o f government policy 

promoting village-type settlements, three councillors stated that even given the 

problems associated new multi-unit developments in, or in the vicinity of, rural 

towns and villages, they were still “more sustainable than the continued 

construction o f  unnecessary one-off housing” (CCa2).

5.10.2. Co. Clare and Co. Galway

The primary focus o f councillors’ discussion regarding Central Governments’ 

promotion o f village-type settlement related to the problems associated with 

translating this policy into practice; “Well, government policy regarding 

concentrated settlement is one thing, but in reality i t ’s quite different” (CCS). It 

was argued that the promotion, by central government, o f concentrated rural 

settlement as the most sustainable rural settlement type failed to consider that the 

majority o f towns and villages do not have sufficient infrastructure in place to 

accommodate new large-scale, multi-unit residential developments. As one 

councillor commented, his sentiment being echoed by nine o f the thirteen 

councillors; “The dilemma is that people are being encouraged to move into towns 

and villages because this is where the sennces are concentrated but in reality 

many toM’ns and villages don't have serynces that can cope M’ith an influx o f  new 

development” (CG4).

Each of the eleven councillors who commented on this issue raised the point that if 

central government was intent on promoting concentrated settlement in rural areas, 

it was its duty to guarantee that provisions are in place to ensure that new 

residential development is adequately serviced; “The government don’t seem to 

realise that i f  you put in a housing scheme, you ’re going to have to sen ’ice it. They 

allow fo r  the servicing o f  existing houses but are not recognising that you ’re going 

to have, or should allow fo r  development i f  i t ’s government policy. I t ’s a no
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brainer concept fo r  everyone it seems, except those in the department [DoEHLG] ” 

(CG6). One councillor, from Co. Galway commented that; “during the national 

election, a number o f villages had applied fo r  infrastructural improvement to 

facilitate development and they were promised the sun, moon and stars, but 

they’re still waiting” (CG2). Another councillor from Co. Clare cited the example 

of Leebasheeda'"* as having similar problems in acquiring sufficient infrastructure 

to accommodate new residential development; “Leebasheeda, due to an influx o f 

development, looked for their own sewerage plant. However, when they sat down 

with engineering officials they were told the cost per house was too much. A lack 

o f money is used as an excuse for everything” (CC4).

According to each of the eleven councillors who commented on this issue, the 

fault for such a situation lay with central government for failing to secure the 

provision of services from developers trough policy provision; “You have to blame 

central government. These developers could easily make one million euro profit 

out o f a development o f fifty’ houses. Yet you ’II find  that the approach road is cat, 

there's no street lighting, no schools, no nothing really ” (CC7). However, 

according to the majority of councillors, the crux of the problem was that 

developers are essentially doing nothing wrong because they are in compliance 

with government policy; “They [developers] recognise there is a profit to be made 

from government policy and they use this to their advantage” (CG2). Another 

councillor remarked; ‘They’ll [developers] buy land and they’ll speculate. They 

may have paid over the odds because, in the long term, government policy is 

concentrated development and there will be a demand fo r  these houses, then 

they 'II get their return ” (CCS).

Six of the interviewees were severely critical of the decision by Central 

Government to amend Part V of the Planning and Development Act 2000. The 

following interview excerpt outlines the general sentiment expressed by 

councillors; “In recent years, the developers have had to give 20 per cent to social 

housing but they've bought their way out o f that, M>ith the amendment to the

Leebasheeda is an isolated village in Co. Clare, situated approximately 8 miles south-east o f  
Kilrush and 25 miles south-west o f  Ennis.
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Planning and Development Act, which proves the influence that big businesses and 

builders have with central government, that they could change what I  would have 

described at the time as being a very radical and appropriate, well-thought out 

means o f  balancing the equation” (CG3).

Aside from the influence exerted by developers at central government level, it was 

also suggested that developers wielded a lot o f influence at local level. Five 

councillors commented that developers often attempt to pre-empt the development 

decisions o f planning officers; “They say they will provide infrastructural 

improvements to sewage and water systems to accommodate their development i f  

they get the green light’ (CCS). One councillor remarked; ‘Obviously, the 

proposed upgrading o f  infrastructure is viewed in a very positive light by the 

council who see it, I  suppose, as a confirmation o f  the sustainability o f  the 

proposed development. They [the council] exert pressure o f  planners whose hands 

are essentially tied” (CC3).

In addition to discussion relating to the development o f multi-unit estates in towns 

and villages, eight councillors spoke of the trend whereby housing estates were 

being erected “two or three miles outside urban centres ” (CC6). The discussion 

with regard to this subject was universally negative. It was suggested that the 

development o f such estates was leading to the ruination o f town centres because 

“when services are provided fo r  these estates, they are taking business away from  

the tow n” (CC6). On the same topic, another councillor commented; “/  realise 

that when development is taking place, it is a huge inconvenience fo r  the town 

centre with large trucks traipsing through and obstructive construction sites, but i f  

the primary concern is to be the consolidation o f  towns and villages, surely i t ’s a 

case o f  making the best o f  a bad situation ” (CG6). Indeed, the majority o f 

councillors who spoke on this issue commented to the effect that “allowing fo r  the 

development o f  these out-of-town outfits is certainly no good when you consider 

the government policy o f  consolidating towns. I t ’s contradictory, it shouldn’t be 

allowed and these out-of-town developments will need more services” (CC7).
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There was an overwhelming level o f  negative criticism for the manner in which 

national and local policy promoting the consolidation o f  towns and villages is 

being applied within the case-study authorities o f  Co. Clare and Co. Galway. 

However, five councillors did make the point that while there was work to be done 

with regard to the successful application o f national and local policy within their 

respective local authorities; it would be preferable “to see fifty  houses in a well- 

designed estate than fi fty  o f  them dotted around the countryside. I f  you  talk about 

evils, i t ’s fa r  the lesser o f  the two evils ” (CC6).

In summary o f  this section, the nationwide situation whereby many newly-build 

village-type housing estates have been left without adequate infrastructure or 

services was considered by councillors to be a failure o f  government policy, 

through the creation o f  a set o f  circumstances whereby power is placed in the 

developers’ hands given that such developments will be welcomed locally due to 

short-tenn gains (i.e., jobs) despite being unsustainable in the long-term. The 

failure, on the part o f  central government to obtain a guarantee from developers to 

ensure these developments are adequately serviced was also considered an 

oversight.

5.11. Assessment of the Performance of Planning Officers

This section documents councillors’ assessment o f planning officers as activators 

o f  rural settlement pohcy. The response to questioning in this regard was mixed, 

ranging from those who felt that planning officers were playing the role o f  “over- 

prescriptive bureaucrats” (C C l) to those who felt that they were doing their best 

under “often difficult and trying circumstances ” (CR4). Aside from an assessment 

o f  the performance o f  planning officers; councillors also raised the issue o f  

problems that are faced by planning officers, discussed the benefits o f  a pre­

planning service and questioned the necessity o f  Local Area Plans (LAPs).
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5.11.1. Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon

The first category of responses examined relating to councillors’ assessment o f the 

performance o f planning officers focuses on councillors whose responses reflect a 

negative opinion of the work planning officers are engaged in. O f the eight 

councillors interviewed, five expressed views which placed them in this category. 

The primary charge brought against planning officers was that their personal 

opinions with regard to one-off housing construction have played a significant role 

in the number o f applications which have been refused .As one councillor 

remarked; "Planners have the leeway, due to the flexibility o f  the County 

Development Plan, to do as they see f i t  with regard to one-off housing and 

personal opinion plays a huge role, usually to the detriment o f  one-off housing 

applicants. This was not the intention o f  the County Development Plan but tha t’s 

how they ’re using it ” (CCa3).

Councillors spoke o f a “total disregard fo r  the tradition o f  dispersed settlement" 

(CRl) in Ireland, attributing this to the ‘British mentality’ displayed by many 

planning officers with regard to single-dwelling applications. One councillor from 

Co. Roscommon commented; “What we are dealing with is English-trained town 

planners here interpreting Irish planning law ” (CR2). Two councillors, one 

representing Co. Cavan and the other Co. Roscommon, spoke o f an on-going staff 

turnover amongst planning officers in their respective councils. As one remarked; 

“The problem is planners keep coming and going. They might be here for a year 

and then they move o n ” (CCal). The councillor, from Co. Roscommon made a 

similar statement; “ We 're a relatively small coimcil, so when they [planning 

officers] get an opportunity to move to a larger authority or to the private sector, 

they’ll jimip at i t” (CR3). Both agreed that the turnover o f planning staff had a 

negative effect on one-off housing applicants involved in the planning system; 

“I t ’s a ridiculous scenario where the outcome o f  an application depends on which 

planner is handling it and often this changes half-way through the process as 

people come and go ” (CCal).



The second category o f  councillors, whose assessment o f  the work o f  planning 

officers was generally positive, represented four o f  the eight councillors 

interviewed from Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon. Each made statements to the 

effect that plarming officers were, for the most part, doing a good job in what 

could often be described as difficult circumstances. An overview o f  this 

perspective is aptly summarised in the following excerpt:

"Obviously, planners are going to be the target, o f  well, abuse, both from  

applicants and councillors, because they [planning officers] are the ones who have 

the fin a l decision regarding one-o ff housing applications...but I  fe e l  that overall, 

they are doing a good job, in the main, th e y ’re consistent in their decision 

m aking” (CCa2).

With regard to adhering to the prescriptions o f  the CDP, councillors in this 

category agreed that planning officers were not being overly interpretive, in a 

negative sense, o f  rural housing policy; “Yes, th ere’s flexib ility  Mnthin the [County 

Development] Plan, but I  think planners are relatively fa ir  in the decision they 

make. There may be an element o f  personal opinion, but I  think, like in any other 

profession, they suppress this in most instances” (CR4).

A third matter raised by councillors related to the problems faced by planning 

officers in completing their duties. The first o f  these concerned councillors 

intervening in the planning process; “Planners are constantly fa c ed  with a 

situation where councillors are coming in making representations fo r  their 

constituents or arguing the conditions o f  a refused application. The backlog in the 

planning application process isn 't surprising” (CCa2). One councillor, from Co. 

Cavan, stated that he was aware o f  instances where applications for single 

dwellings, which had perfectly sound reasons for refiisal, were being granted due 

to consistent pressure from individual councillors; “They're [councillors] keeping  

their people [applicants/electorate] happy, but in reality, they ’re going against the 

rural settlement policy they themselves have helped to create, and ye t everything is 

the planners fa u lt because th e y ’re an easy target” (CCa4).
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Three councillors interviewed mentioned the benefits o f  the pre-planning service, 

suggesting it could make a significant difference to approval rates for one-off 

housing applications. As one councillor coimnented; "The average Joe Soap 

applying fo r  planning permission is not going to know the intricacies o f  the 

planning application process, why would they? This is why a pre-planning sendee 

is a good idea so people don Y get led down the swanie by the likes o f  draftsmen or 

architects” (CR3).

In relation to the preceding quotation, two councillors remarked that “questionable 

architecture ” plays a role in “the volume o f  substandard applications fo r  one-off 

housing” received by the planning department (CR4). The point was raised that a 

person submitting plans for a single dwelling does not necessarily need to have a 

qualification in architecture, yet they can still charge people for their services; 

“It's very frustrating that young people are handing over €1500/€2000, to 

absolute amateurs fo r  useless work” (CCa2). It was also suggested that the rates of 

(single dwelling) planning application withdrawal are connected to substandard 

architecture; “Withdrawal is thought to look better than refusal. It also makes the 

planning department look better because i t ’s not seen to be refusing as many 

applications, but this is essentially ju s t a smokescreen ” (CR4). Both councillors 

felt that regulation o f the architectural industry, through the provision o f a register 

o f qualified architects, was necessary.

The final issue raised with councillors was the use by planning officers o f LAPs in 

their decision-making regarding one-off housing applications. O f the eight 

councillors interviewed, just one felt that planning officers consistently referred to 

LAPs when making planning decisions; “Planners do consult the Local Area 

Plans. They provide more detailed reference material o f  the policies laid out in the 

County Development Plan. I  would say they are an essential resource when 

making a decision” (CCa4).

This has been enacted. On Monday 16* November 2009, the Royal Institute o f  Architects o f  
Ireland (RIAI) and the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, John 
Gormley launched a Register for Architects. Establish under the Building Control Act 2007, the 
Register lists architects whose qualifications meet the standards set out in the Act. Since the 
commencement o f  the Act, only architects who are on the Register may use the title ‘Architect’.

184



Conversely, seven councillors considered that planning decisions were generally 

purported to be based on the rural settlement policies laid out in the CDP. With 

regard to the LAPs, one councillor commented; “Why would they [refer to LAPs]? 

They 're not policy so they can’t be used as grounds to base a refusal. Anyw>ay, the 

County Development Plan covers everything in the Local Area Plans, and that’s 

actual policy on which decisions can be based’’ (CCal). Three councillors stated 

that they felt LAPs should be abolished as they were a waste o f resources’ a 

sentiment articulated in the following quote; "There should be a move towards 

local area mission statements rather than Local Area Plans. I t ’s not necessary to 

use up as many resources -  reviewing and discussing these plans and doubling up 

on work. The County Development Plan should be considered the Bible. We have 

a problem o f  losing the run o f  ourselves with all this unnecessary paperwork” 

(CR3).

5.11.2. Co. Clare and Co. Galway

Six o f the thirteen councillors were dissatisfied with the performance o f planning 

officers. One o f the main issues raised was the role personal perspective plays in 

planning decisions regarding one-off housing. As one councillor commented; “We 

have an ongoing problem with planners who appear to interpret the [County 

Development] Plan and the guidelines to suit themselves and there is certainly 

discrimination which is negatively affecting rural dwellers” (CGI). The majority 

noted that such negative discrimination is a recent phenomenon. As one councillor 

from Co. Clare stated; “Common sense prevailed fo r  years. Sure after the 

bungalow blitz there was a tightening o f  the reins and this was understandable but 

i t ’s no longer necessary” (CC3). In addition, it was stated that in many instances 

where there was a problem, however small, with an application for a single 

dwelling, planning officers would still attach a large number o f reasons for reflisal; 

“I f  there’s even a little problem, then everything comes into the mix. They'll throw 

the book at you. They want to cover themselves. There will be so many reasons fo r  

refusal, the applicant doesn’t know where to start” (CCl).
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One o f the reasons for the perceived bias o f planning officers against one-off 

housing construction, an issue mentioned by four councillors, was termed “the 

urban bias o f  planning” by one individual (CC2). It was suggested that the 

majority o f planning officers employed by county councils are qualified in town, 

rather than rural, planning; "Planners are interpreting rural from  an urban 

perspective, not a rural perspective and yet they are adjudicating on rural issues ” 

(CG2). Furthermore, it was noted by each of these four councillors that, until 

recent years, it had not been possible to gain a planning qualification in Ireland so 

“planners have got there grounding in Britain and have been educated in respect 

o f  the British system, which is entirely different” (CCl).

Two planners, Irom Co. Clare, commented on the constant staff turnover among 

planning officers; “The problem is planners are always coming and going. They 

might be here fo r  a year or so, then they move on ” (CC3). Connected to the 

preceding issue and topical amongst councillors was the problem o f understaffing 

at the planning offices; “There aren’t enough planning officers to deal with the 

volume o f  applications so they aren’t getting the depth o f  attention they deserve ” 

(CC2). One councillor suggested that delaying tactics were being employed as 

planning officers were struggling to make decisions regarding single-dwelling 

applications within the allotted timefi'ame; “Planners are snowed under. A 

decision on an application is supposed to be made within six to eight weeks. You 11 

find that they [planning officers] will wait until 1-2 days before a decision is due 

and then they 11 put in a request fo r  further information. When this is supplied, the 

six to eight week wait begins again and this goes on and on. I  know people M’ho 

have been waiting on a decision fo r  over two years ” (CC3).

Another issue which was mentioned by three councillors was what was described 

as the ‘needless administration’ involved in making a planning application; “25 

years ago, even 10 years ago, planning applications were ju s t a single page, now 

we 're talking eight plus pages, not including the support documentation. We've 

fouled up the system wasting resources and time ” (CCl).
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The second category o f  councillors’ responses comprises those who were more 

lenient in their appraisal. This category accounts for seven o f  the thirteen 

councillors interviewed. The general consensus o f  councillors in this category was 

that the majority o f  planning officers were ‘quite good’ and that they did deal with 

the majority o f  applications for single dwellings on an individual basis; “They are 

the experts after all, the majority [of planning officers] do realise that each case 

fo r  application is individual with its own merits and drawbacks and they must 

make a decision based on that application ” (CG6). Despite previous suggestions 

to the contrary, four councillors made statements to the effect that they felt 

planning officers were doing their best to comply with the rural settlement 

strategy, as laid out in the CDP, in the manner which councillors intended. One 

councillor remarked: "Infairness to them, th e y ’re taking the County' Development 

Plan more seriously than they have in the past, as in they ’re not as liberal with the 

interpretation as they could b e ” (CC4).

It was also suggested by four councillors that the ftirore surrounding the issue o f  

one-off housing in recent years has led to planning officials being viewed in an 

unnecessarily harsh light by many councillors; “Councillors give planners a very 

hard time when they d o n ’t get M’hat they want — you know when they make a 

representation fo r  an applicant but the application is still refused. With 

councillors... we 're experts at the double speak. On the one hand, we ’re looking fo r  

planning permission fo r  our clients, and on the other, we 're looking fo r  

consistency” (CCS).

It was agreed by all six councillors in this category that, overall, planning officers 

had been far more consistent in recent years than in the past. It was suggested that 

this may be connected to a greater awareness on the part o f  the general public o f  

what is required to acquire permission for a single dwelling. As one councillor 

commented; “I  think this consistency has meant that people are coping on with 

house design. They realise that they are not going to get a mansion and a coming  

up with more realistic proposals ” (CG4).
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During the course o f  these discussions, a frequently-raised topic o f  conversation 

concerned the problems and hindrances faced by planning officers. The greatest 

problem, according to seven interviewees, was councillor intervention once a 

planning application had been made. The manner in which councillors expressed 

this view varied from general disapproval to marked expression o f  disgust, as 

highlighted in the following quote; “I  think the biggest problem planners fa c e  is 

the intimidation they are experiencing from  councillors. I t ’s sustained. I t ’s 

horrific. It M’ears them down. I f  you  ’re a planner working five  days a week and  

y o u ’ve constantly got councillors coming into you, you ’re going to give in, ju s t fo r  

an easy life ” (CC6).

Three councillors raised the question or whether or not it was a good idea to have 

councillors involved in development control. One councillor also suggested that 

councillors should not even be involved in the formulation o f  the County CDP but 

did concede that this would be undemocratic. However, each o f  the councillors 

who raised this issue felt that the argument exists that elected members should not 

be allowed to make representations. As one councillor remarked; “A t present, the 

councillor has a legal right to make representations and the planner has a legal 

obligation to hear them. You can imagine how much time this takes up and you  

could have five or six councillors coming into the planning office every w eek’ 

(CC7). It was also suggested that while development control is an executive 

function, it can essentially become a reserved function as ‘councillors continually 

make representations and ob ject” (CC6). Despite the case put forward for 

removing councillors’ influence from development control, one councillor, while 

suggesting the option, felt that in reality this would be too extreme. He states, “A t 

the end o f  the day, i f  i t ’s [the planning application] a borderline case and someone 

is genuine, y o u ’d  like to be able to make the case that they are genuine ” (CG5).

Another issue, frequently mentioned, and considered problematic to the work o f 

planning officers was the lack o f  regulation o f  architects leading to “shoddy work 

being submitted with applications” (CC4). As one councillor reflected; “A person  

with limited experience in technical drawing has the same right in submitting a
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house design for a single dwelling as an architect. People are employing what I  

would consider grade Z  architects and paying good money fo r  plans. The plans 

are being submitted and the professional planners who look at it say this is 

absolute tripe” (CCS). Another commented; “I  would say that three-quarters o f  

fa iled  or questionable applications o f which representations are made to me, that 

it is the architect, usually unqualified, that is at fa u lt” (CG6). O f the six 

councillors who mentioned this issue, each was o f the opinion that architectural 

services needed tighter regulation.

In a topic connected to the preceding issue, four councillors spoke o f the benefits 

o f having a pre-planning service in place, three from Co. Clare and one from Co. 

Galway. O f the four case-study authorities selected for this project, a pre-planning 

service is currently only available in Co. Clare. However, the councillor from Co. 

Galway felt that such as service would be very beneficial both to applicants, in 

familiarising them with the planning system, and to planning officers, in reducing 

the level o f substandard and invalid applications. The general consensus o f the 

three councillors from Co. Clare who spoke on the issue was that pre-planning is a 

service that should be actively encouraged as currently, "people d on ’t utilise it 

ha lf enough” (CCS). It was contended that “so many o f  the problems people 

encounter could be avoided. Good architects can be recommended and people are 

given a checklist o f  what is required fo r  an application ” (CC4).

The final issue raised by councillors representing counties Clare and Galway 

regarding perfomiance of planning officers was the level o f attention they paid to 

LAPs given their non-statutory nature. Each of the councillors commented on this 

issue, with seven stating that, in their opinion, planning officers did consult the 

LAP when making a decision relating to a one-off housing application. However, 

three o f these councillors stated that the LAPs were used as “another tool from  

which reasons fo r  refusing applications are extracted” (CG2). The other four were 

o f the general opinion that planners did have due regard for the LAPs despite their 

non-statutory nature. However, one councillor commented: “You w on’t fin d  the 

policies o f  Local Area Plans contradicting the policies o f  the County Development
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Plan. A t the end o f  the day, i t ’s the County Development Plan that is the prim aiy  

focus o f  planners ” (CC7).

O f the six councillors who were o f  the opinion that planning officers were “not in 

the habit o f  consulting Local Area Plans ” (CCS) when making planning decisions, 

again the primary reason given for this view was that the CDP is ‘'the main port o f  

call fo r  planners, given that it's  actual p o licy ’ (CG5). Several councillors 

suggested that efforts should be solely concentrated on the CDP, one councillor 

remarking; 7  think that Local Area Plans are more aspirational than anything 

else, it is a waste o f  resources. I f  I  go in [to the planning office] representing an 

applicant, i t ’s the County Development Plan I  have in my hand to back up my 

case, not the Local Area Plan ” (CCS).

In summary o f  this section, the majority o f  councillors representing both strict and 

lenient planning regimes expressed negative opinions with regard to the 

performance o f  local planning officers. The prim ary frustration displayed was 

concerned with the employment o f  personal perspectives regarding the 

sustainability o f  one-off housing when making decisions regarding the single 

dwelling applications. Another area o f  contention related to the high turnover o f  

local authority planning officers, meaning that many are not familiar with the 

functional area within which they are working.

Conversely, a significant minority had a more positive perception o f  the work o f  

planning officers suggesting that, in general, they were doing a good job in 

difficult and often controversial circumstances. They were described as being, for 

the most part, fair and consistent in the decisions they make regarding rural one- 

o ff housing. It was also noted that planning officers are under near constant, often 

unnecessary pressure from councillors making representations on the behalf o f  

constituents.
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5.12. The Role of An Bord Pleanala

In the final section o f the interview, councillors were asked to provide an opinion 

on the necessity o f An Bord Pleanala (ABP). Each of the 21 councillors across the 

four case-study areas were in agreement that a third-party appeals body was 

necessary component o f the Irish planning system; “Yes, An Bord Pleanala is very 

important. Local planners don't always get it right. There needs to be another 

outlet fo r  getting a second opinion" (CG6). Another commented; "They are an 

independent body who are removed from  the local planning arena so the decisions 

they make are not affected by bias” (CR3).

However, there were several concerns, the first being the ability o f  the board of 

ABP to overturn the decisions o f their planning inspectors; “I do think i t ’s unfair 

that an inspector's recommendations can be disregarded by the Board even 

though they don’t even visit the location o f  the proposed dwelling” (CC6). 

Another concern was the fact that there are qualified planning officers on the 

board o f ABP; “The board is supposed to be composed o f  people who are 

representative o f all sectors o f society and who can avail o f  expert advice i f  

necessary...not planning experts. What we have is planners reviewing the 

decisions ofplanners and this seems very unjust” (CG2).

5.13.1. Conclusion

Local authority councillors perform a dual role. They operate as policy makers at 

local level and also as public representatives. Therefore, they are perhaps best 

placed to provide an insight into the processes involved in the translation o f 

national rural housing policies for local implementation, and the outcomes o f  such 

processes.

The vast majority o f councillors in each o f the case-study authorities were in 

favour o f one-off housing. Councillors in counties Clare and Galway listed social 

and economic reasons for this stance, whereas in counties Cavan and Roscommon,
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the focus centred on social factors. The fact that, proportionally, there are a greater 

number o f  councillors in favour o f  one-off housing construction in authorities with 

lenient regimes may suggest that the perceived leniency o f  their rural housing 

policies is due to the fact they are less likely to pass rural housing policy deemed 

overly restrictive. I f  this is indeed the case, it suggests managerialist leanings on 

the part o f  councillors with regard to their operation o f  local state functions.

However, the vast majority o f  councillors, across each o f  the case-study 

authorities, stated that their first priority was to their constituents meaning the 

securing o f  rural settlement strategies which meet electorate needs while 

complying, when possible, with national policy. This is indicative o f  the 

prescriptions o f the pluralist conception o f  state.

In counties Clare and Galway, where strict planning regimes regarding the control 

o f  one-off housing are in place, there was much criticism for the overly-rigid 

manner by which rural housing policy is operated by planning officials. Similarly, 

in counties Cavan and Roscommon, despite the operation o f  more lenient planning 

regimes, councillors criticised the strict manner by which planners are inteipreting 

rural housing policy. Councillors suggested that this problem has its origins at 

central government level.

The perceived urban bias o f  the NSS, and its vague prescriptions regarding one-off 

housing, have caused huge difficulties regarding its translation into local policy. 

This is due to the huge variations in environmental, social and economic factors 

which must be considered at local level. To accommodate these local disparities 

and to ensure the sustainable development o f  rural areas, councillors contended 

that local policy must have an element o f  flexibility. However, it is this flexibility 

that has caused conflict between councillors and planners at local level as 

planners, in the opinion o f  local councillors, are interpreting rural housing policy 

in a much more stringent fashion than was intended.
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The perceived inflexibility o f  local planning officers by councillors, in addition to 

the contention that planners employ their personal perspective and interpretations 

when making decision regarding one-off housing applications suggests that they 

(planning officers) are operating managerialist agendas in that they are ftmctioning 

with regard to their own knowledge systems as opposed to the requirements o f  the 

democratic process.

Despite the fact that the majority o f  councillors from counties Clare and Galway 

expressed personal stances in favour o f  one-off housing, these authorities operate 

regimes which are amongst the strictest in the State with regard to single rural 

dwelling construction. In keeping with the managerialist perspective this may 

suggest reliance, on the part o f  councillors, on the expertise o f  professional 

planning officers in local policy decision-making.

The minority o f  councillors opposed to one-off housing development suggested 

that the proliferation o f  this construction must be curtailed in the interests o f  

sustainable development. However, it was stated that this may prove problematic, 

given politicians' reluctance to oppose public opinion. This again highlights a 

pluralist perspective whereby external factors are the influential forces guiding the 

operational agenda o f  politicians who strive to achieve continued election success.

The role o f  interest groups at local level, both for and against one-off housing, is 

not to influence policy, but to inform and provide knowledge so that councillors 

may have a well-rounded view when preparing local rural housing policy. 

However, apart from Co. Clare, it was suggested that the impact o f pro- one-off 

housing groups in the other case-study areas w'as minimal. This was accredited to 

their lack o f  structure and small size. Conversely, the most successful interest 

groups are those who are professionally organised and have the resources to avail 

o f  professional support and advice. This perception o f  the flinctionings o f  state is 

in keeping with the prescriptions o f  the managerialist thesis which describes the 

ability o f  groups with a different level o f  power. This means that some groups are
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better equipped through organisational structure, fiscal comfort and educational 

background to deal with the ‘impenetrable bureaucracy’ that is local government.

However, an alternative pluralistic interpretation o f  this situation can also be 

considered. Despite the perceived lack o f  impact from pro- one-off housing groups 

at local level, a high level o f  empathy was expressed by the majority o f  councillors 

towards these groups with many councillors considering themselves as advocates. 

Interestingly, while councillors positioned themselves as advocates o f  pro- one-off 

housing groups who lobbied through informal channels, there was an apparent 

disconcertment towards groups who voiced their objections to rural housing policy 

through official channels.

The experiences, perspectives and opinions o f  councillors working within both 

strict and lenient regimes appear to be very much in alignment. This is perhaps 

related to the similarities in personal opinion favouring one-off housing, which 

impacts councillors’ positions concerning its curtailment. This is regardless o f  the 

strictness or leniency o f  the planning regime and the planning decisions o f  

planning officers within their authorities.

The perspectives and experiences o f  local planning officers occur within the same 

planning sphere as those o f  local councillors. However, the two are often 

irreconcilable. This thesis aims to provide a greater empirical understanding o f  the 

reasoning for this situation. The views and opinions o f  planning officers with 

regard to the sustainability o f  one-off housing and the effectiveness o f  government 

and local policy in promoting sustainable rural development are examined in the 

next chapter.
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CHAPTER SIX:

THE PERSPECTIVE OF LOCAL PLANNING OFFICERS

6.0. Preamble
Given their role as activators and operators o f  local policy, in the context relating 

to rural housing, planning officers are a central part o f  the local planning system. 

Their occupational role involves advising and drawing up plans during the 

developmental stages o f  the CDP formulation process and making decisions on 

planning applications in accordance with the prescriptions o f local policy.

In an attempt to provide an insight into the operations o f  the planning system at 

local level relating to the development o f  sustainable rural settlement patterns from 

the perspective o f  the policy activators, this chapter documents the individual 

opinions o f  planning officers from each o f  the four case-study local authorities.

As previously mentioned, making contact with planning officers employed by the 

case-study local authorities proved to be the most difficult and time-consuming o f  

all the interviewee categories. Despite exhausting all avenues o f  obtaining a 

meeting, just six planning officers, across all four local authorities, agreed to an 

interview. Even with the small sample o f  interviewees representing this category, 

the responses proved to be both detailed and informative in constructing an 

overview o f  the perspectives, opinions and experiences o f  planning officers 

involved in activating local rural settlement strategies concerning national and 

local rural settlement planning.

Two o f the planning officers interviewed represented Co. Clare, two represented

Co. Cavan, with one each representing Co. Galway and Co. Roscommon. Given

the small sample o f  interviewees, the planning officers will not be identified by the

local authority for which they work. Instead, the six interviewees are assigned

numbers, for example, P O l, P 02 , etc. There are instances where planning officers

refer to locations within the functional areas o f  their local authority or refer to the
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local authority by name, which are included when considered relevant. 

Discrepancies in observations and opinions put forward by planning officers 

representing the different case-study local authorities are also highlighted.

The topics covered during the course o f the interviews centred on the following 

themes:

The personal position o f planning officers regarding one-off housing

The role o f interest groups at national and local level

The significance o f the rural-housing issue during local election campaigns

Position with regard to and their understanding o f sustainable development

Assessment o f national policy relating to rural settlement

Assessment o f local policy relating to rural settlement -  the policy formulation

process

Assessment o f the application o f rural settlement policy at local level 

The role o f An Bord Pleanala

The theoretical fi'amework o f this thesis affords two contrasting conceptions o f the 

role o f planning officials as understood in pluralist and managerialist theory. The 

pluralist perspective considers planning officers to be protectors o f the public 

interest, their role being to ensure the common good. Managerialist theory views 

planning officers as independent agents operating with a faithfulness to their 

educational background and code o f practice which is inconsistent to the 

operations o f the democratic process. The relevance o f these understandings will 

be assessed with regard to the body o f empirical data documented in this chapter.

6.1. The Personal Position of Planning Officers Regarding One-Off 

Housing

The first topic o f  interview called for planning officers to summarise their 

perspective on one-off housing with regard to the sustainability o f this form of
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settlement pattern. The aim was to ascertain the factors which influenced the 

respondents’ position.

The most notable feature identified when examining the responses to this line o f  

questioning was the focus placed on the technical aspects associated with ensuring 

the sustainability o f  one-off housing. Each o f  the six planning officers interviewed 

discussed issues relating to site location and house design when detailing their 

responses. For example, one planning officer commented; 7  think with one-o ff 

rural housing, the most important fa c to r  is that they meet design criteria and that 

they d o n ’t cause hazards like public health or trajfic hazards ’ (P02).

In addition, the majority o f  interviewees referred to aspects o f  both national and 

local policy when qualifying their responses relating to their personal opinion on 

the sustainability o f  one-off housing, most notably the categorisation o f  rural area 

types, for example; ‘areas under strong urban influence’ or ‘traditional rural areas’.

A particular focus, mentioned by five o f  the interviewees, was the issue o f 

location; ‘The sustainability o f  a one-o ff dM-elling depends on the area in question ’ 

(P05). Several factors for consideration were put forward supporting his 

viewpoint:

-  The landscape sensitivity o f  an area

-  The historic settlement patterns o f  an area

-  Population pressures

The points discussed relating to location are aptly summarised in the following 

interview excerpt; ‘Location is veiy important when considering whether or not a 

single dwelling is sustainable. A house must f i t  into the local environment, both 

scenically and in terms o f  historic settlement patterns...Population factors also 

have to be considered. I  mean, one-o ff housing can be considered sustainable in 

areas o f  population decline but not in areas suffering from  urban-generated  

sprawl and ribbon development ’ (P02).
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The general consensus amongst the interviewees was that ‘People M>ho need to live 

in an area should be accommodated’ (P03). The ‘need’ to live in a particular area 

was described as relating to people who "work in the area, farmers, labourers, 

those involved in local industry’ (POl) and ‘people who are from  the locality and 

have close fam ily ties to the area ' (P03).

O f the six interviewees, four expressed the opinion that ‘one-off housing is not the 

most sustainable rural housing option’ (P06) with two planning officers not 

committing an opinion on the subject. However, it was conceded by those who 

questioned the sustainability o f one-off housing that currently ‘alternative options 

fo r  rural living are not appealing, given the ongoing problems with inadequate 

infrastructure and service provision in towms and villages’ (POl). This point will 

be discussed in greater detail in a later section o f this chapter.

6.2. The Role of Interest Groups at National and Local Level

Planning officers were asked to relay their opinion on the influence that interest 

groups, both for and against one-off housing, exert on policy formation and 

activation.

Interestingly, four o f the interviewees initially focused on the influence that 

interest groups have on national policy. Although this direction was not intended 

to be the primary focus o f questioning relating to interest groups, it did evoke 

interesting and relevant discussion. The apparent preoccupation o f these planning 

officers with national policy relating to rural settlement patterns is perhaps related 

to the role it plays in their day-to-day functions as rural housing policy-activators 

at local level.

Two o f the interviewees who spoke on this topic questioned the extent to which 

the concerns o f interest groups are actually considered during the national policy 

formation process. As one remarked; ‘Well, with the Rural Housing Guidelines,
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everyone who made a submission was mentioned in the appendix, so you would 

hope that their views and opinions were actually taken on board and that they 

weren’t just included there as well, tokenism, you know, ‘we read your submission, 

thanks ’ (P04).

Again, with regard to the Sustainable Rural Housing, Guidelines fo r  Planning 

Authorities (RHGs), two interviewees commented that such ‘loose po licy’ (P06) 

could be interpreted in a number o f different ways; 'On one side you have the likes 

o f  An Taisce and on the other side the likes o f  the Rural Dwellers Association. In 

fairness, depending on how you read and interpret them, the Rural Housing 

Guidelines have elements which would suit each group ’ (P06). The fact that the 

RHGs are tailored to accommodate various rural area conditions has m.eant that 

one-off housing is ‘considered to be permitted in certain instances and forbidden 

in others’ (P02). Therefore, 'issues which have been frequently raised supporting 

the respective arguments o f  both sides o f  the rural housing debate can be seen to 

be have been given consideration in the Guidelines’ (P03). Given this situation, it 

was suggested that ‘one could argue that groups both for and against national 

policy have had an influence on one-off hoiising’ (P02).

Turning to the level o f influence exerted by interest groups at local level, the 

interviewees, perhaps given their direct involvement in this role, initially focused 

on the policy-activation or decision-making process regarding one-off housing 

applications. It was universally agreed by planning officers representing each case- 

study authority that An Taisce, a group which is generally considered to be 

strongly opposed to one-off housing construction, wields the most influence in the 

decision-making process at local level.

Planning regulations allow that each application can be examined by a body which 

is listed as a prescribed body within the planning legislation. As one planning 

officer commented; ‘An Taisce is probably the only interest group that has this 

status. This means that they frequently, not ‘assess’ as such, but make 

observations on planning applications so they would have a veiy strong influence
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i f  they chose to use i t ’ (PO l). Another remarked; ‘An Taisce, given their statutoiy  

status, can effectively make an observation or a complaint, whatever you want to 

call it, on any single dwelling application and i f  they are not happy with a decision 

that has been made regarding an application, they can appeal to An Bord  

Pleandla ’ (P05).

With regard to other interest groups, particularly those in favour o f  one-off 

housing construction, it was stated that they do not have the same power to make 

observations in the way that An Taisce does, the result being that they do not exert 

the same level o f  influence; 'In the actual day-to-day process o f  granting  

permissions or making assessments, they [pro one-off housing groups] definitely 

have less o f  an influence and play less o f  a role ’ (P05). It was noted that these 

groups could make an observation on planning decisions if  they wished but that 

‘each submission costs money, twenty euro, and this all adds up i f  they are 

determined in their cause ’ (P04).

The planning officers representing Co. Clare both commented on the pro- one-off 

housing group the IRDA noting this group’s presence at local level. An element o f  

conflict between this group and planning officers was evident, it being suggested 

that this group are very often disgruntled (and publically voice this displeasure) by 

opposed planning applications for single rural dwellings. With regard to other pro- 

one-off housing groups, the fact that ‘tend to he local groups M'ith limited 

resources’ has meant that ‘they are unable to match the vobmie o f  obsen^ations 

made by An Taisce’ (PO l). Despite this, it was stated that; ''At the end o f  the day, 

these submissions [by pro- one-off housing groups] are referred to with the same 

attention as those made by An Taisce ’ (PO l).

One difference between authorities operating strict and lenient planning regimes 

related to the level o f  councillor involvement with planning applications for one- 

o ff housing. While this practice was mentioned by all interviewees, the planning 

officers representing the strict regimes o f  counties Clare and Galway suggested 

that the volume o f  representations made by councillors had led to situations
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whereby the work-rate and return on planning decisions was greatly reduced, due 

to their obligation to hear all representations. During discussions relating to the 

level o f  influence exerted by interest groups in terms o f day-to-day decision 

making, it was frequently remarked that elected members o f the council play a 

larger role than interest groups in terms o f influencing day-to-day decision 

making; ‘You only have to look at the volume o f  representations they make ’ (P03). 

The primary issues raised by planning officers in this regard are summarised in the 

following interview excerpt; ‘You could have three councillors in a day, 

representing an individual’s application fo r  a one-off \house]. Most cases are 

genuine, where they believe the applicant has a genuine need fo r  the application to 

be granted but some [councillors] are hiown fo r  their pro one-off housing stance 

and will argue fo r  any applicant who comes their M>ay and we are obligated by law 

to hear each representation. In this sense, these councillors are essentially the 

most powerful interest group in that they are looking after their own interests in 

gaining favour with the public and, at the same time lobbying fo r  the pro- rural- 

housing cause. To be honest, it can be very overwhelming...and time consuming’ 

(P02)

The interviewees provided less detailed accounts o f the rural settlement policy 

formulation process at local level. However, it was agreed by all interviewees that 

it was at the policy formulation stage in which interest groups should become 

involved and let their opinions and concerns be known. One planning officer 

commented; ‘With the policy formulation process, when we make up any Local 

Area Plan or Development Plan, we open it up fo r  public consultation and also 

consult on the details with a number o f  bodies, community leaders and the like. 

This is an important stage because it is the job  o f  councillors to adapt national 

policy to meet local needs so they need to be made aware o f  local concerns’ 

(P03). It was suggested by three interviewees that a more active involvement in 

the policy formulation stages o f local rural settlement policy, on the part o f interest 

groups, could prevent problems later on; ‘I  fee l i t ’s important that interest groups 

play a role in local policy formulation. Often they do n ’t and then they object to
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planning decisions that are in compliance with local policy but by then i t ’s often 

too late ’ (P06).

6.3. The Significance of the Rural Housing Issue during Local 

Election Campaigns

Planning officers were asked to discuss the extent to which they considered the 

rural housing debate and the personal stance o f election candidates on one-off 

housing to be significant factors with regard to candidates’ success in achieving a 

council seat in the 2004 local elections.

O f the six planning officers who were interviewed, three respondents, representing 

Co. Cavan and Co. Clare declined to comment on the topic claiming lack o f 

knowledge; 7 really do n ’t know to be honest ’ (P05). O f the three councillors who 

did discuss the issue, two interviewees responded affinTiatively; 7 do think that the 

stance o f  candidates with regard to rural housing had an effect on their election 

success ’ (P03).

In both o f these instances, the interviewees supported their views with what they 

termed anecdotal evidence. As one remarked; 7 have spoken to one candidate who 

feels he lost out on a seat in the last election because he took a practical view o f  

planning matters regarding one-off housing. He fe lt that his stance on one-off 

housing was one o f  the factors that caused him to lose out. He had held the seat 

previously and he was essentially replaced by a candidate who pu t forward a 

strong campaign in favour o f  one-off housing’ (P02). Both o f the planning officers 

who held this view were o f  the opinion that candidates who ‘used a pro- rural- 

housing stance to gain votes ’ (P03) often found it very difficult in council because 

they were unable to follow through on many o f the promises which they had made.

In a related issue, one planning officer claimed that it is ‘quite common practice ’ 

in instances where borderline decisions for a one-off housing application had
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eventually resulted in a favourable result for the applicant for ‘councillors to j im p  

on the back o f  it, claiming credit fo r  securing the granted application, where in 

reality, it was ju s t the correct decision that w’ould have been made anyway’ (P03).

Only one planning officer felt that a personal stance on one-off housing did not 

feature as an influencing factor in election success, the following interview extract 

summarising his thoughts on the issue; ‘The majority o f  candidates and returning 

councillors are well-established and well-known in their areas so people know 

what they ’re getting when they vote fo r  particular people and I  do n ’t think that 

their voting M’as in any M̂ ay influenced by the rural housing debate ’ (P04).

6.4. Position and Understanding of Sustainable Development

In this section, planning officers were invited to outline, in terms o f rural 

settlement patterns, their own understanding o f the concept o f sustainable 

development. They were then asked to focus on the three primary components 

which together comprise sustainable development; environment, society and 

economy, and to comment on their relevance in terms o f one-off housing 

construction.

6.4.1 Defining Sustainable Development

The response o f planning officers to this section of questioning was very technical 

in nature, highlighting their education and occupation within the planning sphere 

and also their involvement with the intricacies o f  day-to-day planning matters. The 

majority o f definitions, or explanations, o f sustainable development included 

references to ‘local need’, public safety, site assessment and housing-design 

factors. For example, one planning officer stated that his ‘ideal definition o f  

sustainable development is that people who need to live in an area should be 

permitted the opportunity to live there subject to meeting public safety and design 

criteria’ (POl). Without the benefit o f hindsight o f a discussion relating to the 

three dimensions o f  sustainable development (economic, societal and
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environmental), the definitions o f sustainable development put forward by 

interviewees focused solely on environmental, and to a lesser extent societal 

considerations.

Furthermore, in contrast to responses by councillors to this line o f questioning, not 

one planning officer suggested that sustainable development was a concept which 

is open to interpretation. Indeed, one planning officer commented that while this is 

a common perception, ‘it isn ’t the case in day-to-day planning as decisions we 

make regarding one-off housing applications are drawn directly from  local policy ’ 

(P02).

6.4.2 Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The 

Environmental Dimension

With regard to the environmental dimension of sustainable development, the main 

focus o f planning officers was the importance they connected to viewing the 

countryside as a visual amenity which must be afforded protection; hence the 

necessity o f  ensuring that one-off housing construction is carefully monitored. The 

viewpoints expressed by interviewees are summarised in the following excerpt: 

‘One can argue that rural housing may not he sustainable from a visual amenities 

point o f  view. There is a very strong argument against granting one-off housing 

from a sustainability perspective. For every house that is granted permission, 

there is a planning impact fo r  any future applications fo r  single dwellings in the 

area, so you have to be sure you 're getting it right ’ (P03).

A continued focus on planning technicalities was also apparent in interviewees’ 

responses. Planning officers from counties Clare, Galway and Roscommon 

discussed the importance o f site characterisation reports, placing particular 

emphasis on the role o f these reports in detennining the viability o f 

environmentally-safe effluent disposal at a given site; ‘Every house that is granted 

has an impact on the environment. This is a given but people cannot be prevented 

from continuing to live in the area o f  their birth. Despite this, we are very vigilant 

in terms o f  siting, design, groundwater assessment and so on ’ (POl).
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It was frequently commented upon that a strict adherence to the findings o f the site 

characterisation tests is an essential component in ensuring sustainable 

development. For example, one planning officer remarked; ‘Clare County Council 

would have a fairly high standard o f  groundwater as a result o f  the assessments 

associated with planning applications and adhering to the findings o f  these 

assessments. We also work to EPA standards fo r  the majority o f  local projects. We 

have design guidelines relating to standards o f  design fo r  single dw’ellings. That’s 

were our focus lies. That’s how we ensure sustainable development ’ (P02).

The majority o f interviewees were eager to point out that it was not their ‘sole 

objective to refuse every house as appears to be the common b e lie f ' rather that 

‘the houses we do grant, M’e have to make sure that they are in complete 

compliance with the p lans’ [The County Development Plan and relevant Local 

Areas Plans] (P06).

6.4.3 Sustainable Development and O ne-off Housing -  The Social 

Dimension

This section focuses on the social dimension o f sustainable development and the 

issue o f community viability in rural areas. Planning officers focused, almost 

exclusively on issues relating to people from urban areas looking to set up home in 

a rural location. The main concern raised was that; 'there are problems with 

people from  urban areas understanding the concept o f  rural living’ (P05). It was 

suggested that; ‘often people conjure up this picture o f  the rural ideal, you knoM>, 

the quiet life, safe fo r  children with an abundance o f  wide open spaces...yet they 

totally forget about the negative aspects, the isolation, the reduction in facilities 

readily available to them. These negatives don't factor into their vision ’ (P03).

Several interviewees remarked that in many instances ‘urbanites’ find it difficult to 

adapt to rural living and frequently revert back to urban lifestyles; ‘You have 

people who work in urban centres during the week, who do their shopping in the 

city and often socialise up there [the city] at the weekends staying with family or 

friends. I  mean, w’h a t’s the point... their house is essentially just a place to store
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their belongings and they are in no way contributing to the rural community where 

they have built this house ’ (P05). Another commented; ‘There are M'ays fo r  people 

who are from  urban communities to have a house in the country, in clustered 

developments, without disrupting the landscape or affecting the environment’ 

(POl). One planning officer suggested that it would be a worthwhile project to 

carrying out a local-authority study ‘to see i f  households ofform er urban dwellers, 

indeed all the houses we are granting, are actually contributing to the areas in 

which they are built, to the local fabric. That’s the tricky part fo r  planning as a 

whole’

Turning to interviewee responses relating to the role o f planning officers as local 

policy activators and the manner in which carrying out this role may affect the 

viability o f rural communities, each respondent made reference to the CDP o f their 

respective authorities; "One o f  the main objectives o f  the County Development 

Plan is to promote sustainable rural living and this is our key objective in carrying 

out our daily work’ (P04). Planning officers also made reference to the 

Sustainable Rural Housing, Giddelines fo r  Planning Authorities [RHGs] and the 

prescriptions laid out within in their responses to this line o f questioning; 'We 

follow the rural guidelines in that people who are intrinsic to a rural area should 

be given the opportunity to live there. It is these people who will ensure the 

continued sustainability o f  rural communities ’ (P O l).

The rural-area typologies, as laid out in the RHGs were specifically mentioned by 

all planning officers representing the strict regimes o f counties Clare and Galway, 

yet by none representing the authorities operating lenient planning regimes. One 

planning officer operating in a strict planning regime stated; ‘We do have a rural 

area typology, similar to the Rural Housing Guidelines and in areas o f  population 

decline, non-locals can apply to build a single dwelling. This is only, o f  course, i f  

i t ’s in the best interests o f  the area and i f  the plans meet all the usual criteria 

relating to design and safety’ (P03). Another, from Co. Clare commented; 'Yes 

there are areas suffering from  population decline and social facilities such as 

sports clubs are feeling the effects but the County Development Plan is tailored to
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account for these areas, identified through the Census, and we allow people into 

these areas, carefully, because we don't want a situation where we are left with 

empty houses. Similarly, in areas which are identified as being strong rural areas, 

we do n ’t allow non-locals to settle. The trick is to ensure that the policies are in 

alignment with the rural area types as i f  they aren't this will have a negative effect 

on the community, the schools, the local economy and so on ’ (P02).

The above point is interesting and highlights the complexity o f DCPs and LAPs in 

strict case-study authorities as opposed to authorities operating more lenient 

planning regimes.

6.4.4 Sustainable Development and O ne-off Housing -  The Economic 

Dimension

O f the three dimensions o f sustainable development discussed, the economic 

aspect received, by far, the least attention from planning officers. The primary 

issue which received attention in this regard was the tourist industry, particularly 

the benefits and disadvantages o f one-off housing construction in relation to this 

industry.

O f principal concern was the continuing effects the so-called ‘bungalow blitz’ 

which occurred in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Several councillors commented 

that this occurrence had negatively and irreversibly affected the countrj'side in 

terms o f its landscape character and its role as a visual amenity, factors which are 

o f great importance to the Irish rural tourist industry. As one interviewee 

commented; ‘Foreign, even domestic, tourists appreciate the green landscapes 

which Ireland is known for. The disastrously relaxed planning regime o f  recent 

years has meant vast areas o f  rural Ireland have been left looking haphazard and 

untidy. You see urban sprawl and ribbon development which have taken away 

from  the character o f  many rural towns and villages. Funnily enough, in their 

attempts to boost the local economy and attract more tourism through expansion 

and the building o f holiday homes, many rural areas have witnessed a decline in 

their tourist industry as visitors choose more remote locations ’ (P02).
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While several planning officers conceded that holiday homes do provide an 

economic boost during the summer season, it was stressed that these properties 

could be provided in less environmentally intrusive clustered settlements which 

would, if  necessary, allow for a larger number o f  units. It was also remarked upon 

that the provision o f  holiday homes in clustered settlements would prevent the 

fiirther occurrence o f  situations where, in w inter months, many rural areas 

resemble ghost towns.

With regard to economic sustainability, it was suggested that the lax planning 

regime with regard to holiday homes and second homes in the past has meant that 

many rural localities are saturated in the sense that allowing continued one-off 

housing construction is environmentally unsound. This has resulted in a very 

difficult situation where local people, who have a genuine need to live in an area, 

are finding it almost impossible to acquire permission to build a single dwelling. 

This situation has also led to an increase in the price o f  one-off houses in certain 

areas and the cost o f  land which possesses planning permission for a dwelling to 

be constructed to the extent that locals are commonly priced out o f  the market; 

‘Essentially, M>e are left M’ith a situation where a large proportion o f  houses are 

empty nine months o f  the year yet locals are struggling to get planning permission  

due to environmental concerns. This is obviously a dire situation fo r  the economy 

and the local com m unity’ (P03).

6.5 Assessment of National Policy Relating to Rural Settlement 

Patterns

Plamiing officers were asked to provide their opinions with regard to the successes 

in promoting sustainable development o f  both the National Spatial Strategy fo r  

Ireland 2002-2020  (NSS, Pubhshed 2002) and the Sustainable Rural Housing  

Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs, Published 2005).
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It was agreed by all interviewees that the ‘thinking behind the National Spatial 

Strategy’ was good' (P04). However, each planning officer noted that the 

implementation o f the NSS has been less than effective; ‘The National Spatial 

Strategy as a concept, a plan, is a very good idea. I  think that i t ’s the 

implementation o f  it that is its weakness. W e’ve seen the programme fo r  

decentralisation when it came into effect and d idn’t follow  the original 

prescriptions o f  the National Spatial Strategy. It has turned into an absolute 

disaster’ (P06).

A number o f reasons were put forward for this viewpoint, the first o f these being 

the number o f gateways and hubs identified for inclusion in the NSS was 'well 

over and above that was required’ (P05). Another problem identified by two 

planning officers was connected to projected population growth and the associated 

rezoning o f land for residential purposes by local authorities. It was suggested that 

the 'population projections w’ere unrealistically set too I o m ' by the Department o f  

the Environment, or else, and this is a fa r  more likely scenario, that local 

authorities have zoned as residential land way over what was necessary according 

to their OM’n population projections ’ (P02).

The above point is connected to a broader topic, raised by four interviewees, 

relating to the success, or otherwise, o f central government’s strategy o f promoting 

village-type settlements as the most sustainable rural settlement type. While all 

interviewees agreed that, in theory, such settlements were the most sustainable 

form of rural residential development, a number o f problems associated with this 

settlement type were highlighted.

The first o f these, mentioned by three planning officers representing the local 

authorities o f both counties Clare and Cavan, involves a situation where housing 

estates are lying empty as a result o f the zoning of too much land for residential 

purposes. It was suggested that this was done as a means o f attracting revenue 

from developers. Despite the obvious implications regarding the sustainability o f  

such developments, one planning officer remarked that local authorities cannot be
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considered at fault as ‘they are still, in theoiy, adhering to central government 

policy o f  promoting concentrated rural residential development. However, what 

we are being left with is empty rural housing estates and no one to occupy them ’ 

(P03).

A further issue, raised by three planning officers, related to the lack o f 

infrastructure and service provision in many newly-developed estates, including 

those which are fully occupied. One interviewee commented; 'The major 

drawback is that there is no infrastructure in place to cater fo r  the large 

residential developments springing up at the edges o f  rural towns and villages. 

Often the finance ju s t isn ’t available in the council. This is one o f  the most 

frequent criticisms levelled against u s ’ (POl). Another remarked; ‘You have to 

criticise the Department o f  the Environment fo r  their lack o f  inclination to provide 

financial assistance fo r  the updating o f M’ater and sewerage treatment systems ’ 

(P06).

Turning to the Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs), the 

majority o f planning officers agreed that the RHGs were ‘useful’ as guidelines in 

that they catered to the lack o f uniformity in rural housing needs across rural 

Ireland through their incorporation of ‘a strategy fo r  categorising rural-area types 

according to population pressures and other related factors’ (P03). As one 

planning officer commented; “The rural housing guidelines provide a framework 

fo r  adopting a detailed rural area typology and the manner in which it should be 

incorporated in rural policy” (POl)

Only one planning officer voiced a negative assessment o f the RHGs. He was of 

the opinion that the prescriptions o f the guidelines were easy to disregard due to 

their generalised and non-statutory nature. He also suggested that they were 

interpreted and utilised by different parties to suit their own agenda; 'The rural 

housing guidelines are used by councillors to refute planning applications but 

they ’re not policy ’ (P04).
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In concluding this section o f  the interviews, planning officers were asked if  the 

lack o f  a statutory definition o f  sustainable development in national policy relating 

to rural settlement was problematic in that the concept could be open to varied 

interpretation at local level.

The consensus amongst all interviewees was that there needed to be some degree 

o f leeway when considering the concept o f  sustainable development, given the 

obvious difficulties involved in achieving a level o f  development which respects 

environmental, societal and economic concerns. The following interview extract 

has been included as it clearly illustrates this viewpoint.

‘I ’d  be M’orried i f  you M>ere to define sustainable development to the letter 

when granting houses -  there needs to be leeway so that the sustainable 

development balance can be achieved. You could argue that every single house 

built in the countryside is not sustainable i f  viewing it solely from  a public 

health or environmental perspective; in that we c a n ’t continue to utilise or 

pollute the ground water at the rates M’e are at present. You coidd also argue 

that from  a transportation po in t o f  view single housing is not sustainable -  you  

can 7 have an abundance o f  cars driving up and down these narroM’ country 

lanes. Granting houses in scenic areas is not sustainable as all these houses 

detract from  the scenic backdrop and take away from  the uniqueness o f  the 

area. So i f  you take these considerations into account, one could argue that 

one-o ff housing is not sustainable.

On the other hand you have to recognise that people fo r  who were born in an 

area and have strong links to an area, that one-o ff housing is nearly always 

sustainable in these instances from  a social point o f  view. From this 

perspective, they could also be considered economically sustainable. So there 

isn ’t really one definition that would suggest that you can grant houses in a 

sustainable way that will have regard fo r  the environment and social and  

economic considerations. That is probably a 'cop-out ’ but i f  someone, and this 

is common in other quarters, defines sustainable development without
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consideration for the environment, there is very little hope for the countryside ’ 

(PO l).

6.6 Assessment of Local Policy Relating to Rural Settlement 

Patterns -  The Policy Formulation Process

This section provides an examination o f  the personal perspectives o f  local- 

authority planning officers with regard to the manner in which local rural 

settlement policy is formulated. The timeframe and general strategy involved in 

compiling the rural settlement strategy o f  the CDP have been outlined in a 

previous chapter. This section documents the experiences o f  planning officers with 

regard to the CDP formulation process focusing on their opinions o f  the benefits 

and the drawbacks o f  these operations in their current format.

The majority o f  planning officers tended to focus on the actual role o f  the rural 

settlement strategy in their respective local authorities and ‘its intended purpose 

which is to ensure sustainable rural developm ent’ (P03). It was agreed that 

meeting this remit was ‘a difficidt thing to do and there are definitely huge 

disagreements during the formulation stages ’ (P05). A number o f  reasons were 

put forward to account for the difficulties encountered, including; the huge 

variation in settlement patterns within local authorities; the difficulties involved in 

tailoring policies to suit the whole county; ensuring compliance with national 

policy; and the lack o f  planning officers in formulating local policy.

It was agreed that one o f  the main challenges in formulating a rural settlement 

strategy was the accommodation o f  differing settlement pressures across a local- 

authority area. As one planning officer remarked; ‘In parts o f  west Clare, your  

local rural areas could extend five, six, seven or eight miles whereas in south-east 

Clare, i f  you ’re saying you ’re local within a ten mile radius, you coidd go from  

Lim erick to Kilaloe or O ’Brien ’s Bridge. We have to be able to tailor our policies 

to suit Co. Clare as a whole and th a t’s d ifficu lt’ (P02). Five o f  the six
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interviewees made statements to the effect that the ‘best way to do it is to define or 

categorise the local areas within the authorities and go from there, and we have 

this template to M>ork M’ith from  the National Spatial S tra tegy’ (P02).

It was also noted by all o f  the interviewees that while local needs had to be met, it 

was also essential to ensure compliance with national pohcy; ‘The overriding 

objective o f  national policy is the consolidation o f  existing settlements and we 

have to ensure that this is translated down to local policy. Obviously one-off 

housing will be perm itted where a genuine need has been identified but promoting  

concentrated settlement has to be the prim ary focus o f  the rural settlement 

stra tegy’ (PO l). He continued; 'However, this contrasts greatly with general 

public opinion and as it is councillors who have the fin a l say on what becomes 

policy, there is a huge conflict o f  interests which causes huge difficulties when 

putting the plan  [CDP] together, particularly when it comes to the zoning o f  land. ’ 

The element o f  compromise was a reoccurring theme during discussions on this 

topic given the often hugely contrasting perspectives and allegiances o f  the various 

stakeholders, for example, planning officers, elected representatives, interest 

groups and individuals with vested interests.

An air o f  discontentment regarding the level o f  pow er held by elected 

representatives was frequently apparent in the responses o f  planning officers when 

discussing rural settlement strategy formulation. The fact that it is the prerogative 

o f  elected council members to make the final decisions regarding rural settlement 

policy meant that a number o f  planning officers described their role in this regard 

as being ‘purely guidance and recom m endation’ (P05). As one interviewee 

remarked; ‘When it comes down to the nitty gritty and final decision making, 

elected members make up their own minds. They form ulate the policies and zone 

the land to meet the prescriptions o f  these policies. We can only do so much. We 

can draw up plans but councillors can disagree and draw zoning lines wherever 

they want. I t ’s ironic that are the ones Mnth the education and qualifications in 

this fie ld  and they [councillors], are influenced by the public, are the ones 

making the policy...but th a t’s their power ’ (P04).
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The overall process o f  rural settlement strategy formulation was itself described as 

an act requiring 'a delicate balance, trying to accommodate national policy, local 

need, differing population pressures, and all while attempting to achieve the 

overall objective o f  balanced sustainable developm ent’ (P06).

6.7 Assessment of the Application of Rural Settlement Policy at 

Local Level

Planning officers were asked to provide an assessment o f their own roles as rural 

settlement policy activators at local level. Interviewees were also invited to discuss 

the benefits and drawbacks o f  the eligibility conditions which are frequently 

attached to planning applications for one-off housing, for example, the ‘local need’ 

clause and the ‘occupancy’ clause. In the case-study authorities o f  counties Clare 

and Galway, where eligibility conditions for one-off housing are in place, planning 

officers were asked to outline their experiences in activating and monitoring these 

clauses. Counties Cavan and Roscommon do not, as yet, employ eligibility 

strategies as a means o f  managing rural settlement growth. Therefore, interviewees 

representing these counties discussed the desirability o f  employing such clauses as 

a means o f  managing rural settlements.

First, planning officers were asked if  their personal opinions on one-off housing 

were a factor in the decisions which they made regarding planning applications for 

single dwellings. The general consensus was that it is ‘impossible not to have an 

opinion on the sustainability o f  single dwellings given our profession but that 

doesn ’t mean we act on these convictions, whatever they are...I mean, a grocer 

doesn ’t refuse to sell you  vegetables ju s t because he doesn ’t like them h im se lf 

(P 06). Another commented; 'We are professionals....we have a jo b  description 

which in this case is to assess an application, evaluate whether it is in compliance 

with local policy and then make a decision based on this evaluation. Personal 

feelings d o n ’t come into it ’ (P04).
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Turning to the subject o f  ehgibihty conditions, the occupancy clause is a condition 

whereby successful applicants for one-off housing must agree to live in the 

property for a given number o f  years, set by the council, before selling it. A ll six 

interviewees stated that this clause was, in theory, a promising means o f  ensuring 

sustainable development; ‘The occupancy clause is there fo r  a very good reason — 

to ensure people are committed to their community and not trying to make a quick 

b uck’ (P03). However, o f  primary concern to planning officers w ere the problems 

associated with monitoring and enforcing this clause; 'O f course I  am aw>are o f  

people breaking the occupancy c lause’ (P03). Interviewees listed a number o f 

ways, almost identical to those mentioned by councillors, in which people are 

breaking the occupancy clause. These included; 1) constructing a single dwelling 

and adhering to the clause, then selling on and repeating the process; 2) Acquiring 

through a cash purchase a property having an attached occupancy clause.

A third way in which the occupancy clause has been broken is in instances 

whereby people have simply sold on their house with the occupancy clause still in 

place. O f the three planning officers who spoke on this issue, two stated that in 

situations where this had occurred it was the banks and building societies that were 

at fault; ‘They provide mortgages fo r  properties often on houses with occupancy 

clauses and this is unfortunate fo r  us because they are disrupting the system  

allowing people to get their second houses and holiday houses and this was never 

the intention’ (PO l). However, one planning officer did suggest that this 

occurrence was not as cominon as people may think; ‘In many cases it is the 

banks, through mortgage applications, that are firs t in line to become aware o f  

this discrepancy [the sale o f  a property prior to the completion o f  the occupancy 

clause] and they will prevent the sale from  occurring by denying finance fo r  the 

property’ (P03).

With regard to the monitoring o f  occupancy clauses attached to granted 

applications for single dwellings, it was suggested that this is a virtually 

impossible task, primarily due to staffing issues; 'We simply d o n ’t have enough 

s ta ff to go around checking that every occupancy clause is being adhered to. Nor
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do we have enough s ta ff to ensure that every house fo r  which permission is 

granted is being built in accordance with the approved plans ’ (P02). However, 

another planning officer commented that it is possible to take action against such 

infringements, if  a complaint from a member o f  the public is received; 'We do 

have a strong enforcement team so that i f  we do get a complaint from  a member o f  

the public, we can investigate th a t’ (PO l).

With regard to the ‘local need’ clause, o f  the three planning officers representing 

local authorities where it is already in place, each felt that it was a necessary 

condition and should continue to be an eligibility requirement for applicants in 

areas where population pressures are a factor; ‘The ‘local need ’ clause is designed  

to protect the environment and local people. I t is best practice in terms o f  good  

planning. W e’ve had cases in the past prior to the introduction o f  the clause where 

sites have been sold to the highest bidder and this is not what locals M>ant’ (P02).

O f the three planning officers representing local authorities which had not, as yet, 

introduced a ‘local need’ clause, two felt that it would be a welcome addition; 

‘W e’ve recommended the introduction o f  the ‘local need' clause before but it was 

rejected by the elected members who fe l t  it woidd be too restrictive’ (P06). Just 

one planning officer felt that the clause would be an unnecessary addition to local 

rural housing policy; ‘I  agree with the concept o f  the ‘local n eed ’ clause and am 

aware o f  the benefits o f  its inclusion as policy in other counties but I  d o n ’t think 

i t ’s necessary’ here at present as we d o n ’t suffer the same population pressures or 

have the same demand fo r  rural dwellings as they do ’ (P04).

The interviewees cited a number o f  benefits which the ‘local need’ clause provides 

in terms o f  promoting sustainable rural development including:

-  The role it plays in limiting the market for land, thus favouring local buyers

-  Its role in preventing the construction o f  second homes and holiday homes, 

thus helping to consolidate rural communities by ensuring that successful 

applicants are committed to the locality
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A final issue which was mentioned in relation to the ‘local need’ clause was the 

occurrence o f instances where ‘people Mill fo rge  documents to convince us they 

are local to an area ’ (P 03) to secure pem iission to build a single dwelling. Two o f 

the interviewees had uncovered such forgeries when assessing applications but 

both stated that, to their knowledge, deception in this manner was not a common 

occurrence. As one commented; 7  am so fam iliar with planning applications at 

this stage, I  think I  would be able to spot a fa ke  a mile o f f ’ (PO l).

6.8 The Role of An Bord Pleanala

In the final section, interviewees were asked if they felt An Bord Pleanala'^ was a 

necessary element o f  the planning system.

The general consensus was that An Bord Pleanala was a necessary body; ‘Yes 

having An Bord Pleanala is a necessity in the planning system. Their 

independence is important ’ (P04) However, some respondents were more hesitant 

in their assessment; ‘/  suppose a third party is necessary. There should be an 

independent body fo r  appeal. We ca n ’t really be judge and ju ry  on our own 

decisions ’ (PO l).

While confirming the requirement o f  a third-party appeals body, the majority o f  

planning officers also spoke o f  difficulties or problems which they associated with 

An Bord Pleanala. The first o f these concerned the knowledge that an appeals 

inspector representing An Bord Pleanala may or may not have o f  a given area. In 

addition, four planning officers questioned the way in which an inspector’s 

decision can be overturned by An Bord Pleanala. These concerns are succinctly 

summarised in the following interview excerpt;

‘Planning officers from  the county council know the area fo r  which they are 

granting/refusing applications. It might be the fir s t time the inspector from  An

an independent s ta tu tory body tha t decides on appeals from  planning decisions made by local 
authorities
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Bord Pleanala has been to an area and they can't be too familiar M’ith the 

local policies and also the environmental, social and economic factors in every 

area they visit which have played a role in the local planning officer’s 

decision. Even i f  an inspector does uphold a p lanner’s decision, the board can 

overturn it having never even visited the area. This is very suspect and also 

very frustrating as a planner to have your professionalism and knowledge 

questioned by people who have never even been in the location o f  the proposed 

property’ (P02).

Another issue, mentioned by three interviewees was the objectivity o f  An Bord 

Pleanala. As one planning officer commented; 'Members o f  the board can also be 

subjected to lobbying from  vested interests. However i f  they do go against an 

investigator’s report, they have to make a statement o f  why they have done 

this...which 1 suppose is satisfactory to m e’ (P06). A further criticism put forward 

by one interviewee was that An Bord Pleanala is ‘essentially an urban-based 

organisation. I f  they were to move their offices to the west o f  Ireland I  think we 

would see changes in their decision making’ (P03). He continued ‘An Bord 

Pleanala do not have an ingrained vested interest in ensuring the sustainable 

development o f  an area in the same M>ay the local planning department do ’.

Despite the reservations put forward by five o f the interviewees, one planning 

officer displayed complete faith in An Bord Pleanala's functioning as a third-party 

appeals body; ‘An Bord Pleanala have a bad reputation amongst the general 

population. Their apparent clinical nature doesn't appeal to the public. But M’ha t’s 

important is that they can't be lobbied, they don 7 listen to councillors and there's 

also the finality o f  the board's decision. This is a good thing’ (P05).
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6.9. Spatial Patterns of Refused and Approved One-Off Housing

Applications 2005

The following maps illustrate the site locations o f refused applications for one-off 

housing in 2005. The county road network and location o f urban centres (as 

defined by the census 2006) are mapped to establish if there are patterns o f urban 

sprawl and ribbon development which have been prevented.

As can be seen from Figure 6.9.1, the vast majority o f  refused applications in 

Cavan are located in the south o f the county. There are definite patterns o f ribbon 

development and urban sprawl (which have been prevented), particularly 

surrounding the towns o f Ballyjamesduff, Virginia and Ballieborough, which form 

the triangle o f urban centres (population size 1500-2999) to the south-east of 

Cavan town, the largest urban centre in the county.

Turning to Co. Roscommon (Figure 6.9.2), the spatial visualisation o f planning 

refusal for one-off rural housing illustrates the definite occurrence o f ribbon 

development, had the applications been approved. This is particularly in evidence 

on the road network between Roscommon town (located in the centre o f the 

county, population 5000-9999) and Athlone (the environs o f this town extend into 

south-east Roscommon, population >10000). There is also evidence o f (prevented) 

urban sprawl around Roscommon town and some o f the other urban centres 

throughout Co. Roscommon.

The majority o f one-off housing refusals in Co. Galway (Figure 6.9.3) are located 

in the easterly region o f the county and also along the coastline in the south and 

west o f the county. The area in the west o f the county where there are few refusals 

is a mountainous region. Lough Corrib is also located in this region, spanning 

from the west o f Galway city up to the Co. Mayo border (See Image 6.9.1). A 

number o f refused applications can be seen in the regions o f Lough Corrib. The 

refused applications in the east o f the county exhibit a vast amount o f urban sprawl 

and to a lesser extent ribbon development, particularly leading into Galway city.
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Figures 6.9.4 and 6.9.5 which illustrated both refused and approved applications 

for one-off housing in Co. Clare in 2005 are very similar with regard to the spatial 

patterns visualised on the maps. An examination o f the maps correctly suggest that 

the northern coast o f Clare is protected from development as a significant number 

o f applications were refused in this area and only a small number were approved. 

This is also the case along the south coast o f Co. Clare which borders the Shannon 

estuary. Both the refiised and approved maps show elements o f ribbon 

development and urban sprawl. However, this is to be expected if applications are 

to be granted for cases o f  genuine rural need, building on family land.
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Figure 6.9.1

Co. Cavan - Refused One-Off Housing Applications 2005
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Figure 6.9.2

Co. Roscommon - Refused
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Figure 6.9.3

Co. Galway - Refused One-Off Housing Applications 2005
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Image 6.9.1 Location o f Lough Corrib in Co. Galway (Image not to scale)

(Source; Teagasc, 2010, 1)



Figure 6.9.4

Co. Clare - Refused One-Off Housing Applications 2005
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Figure 6.9.5

Co. Clare - Approved One-Off Housing Applications 2005
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6.10. Conclusion

Local planning officers are activators o f  local policy relating to rural housing and 

therefore take up a central position in the local planning system. Their views and 

opinions relating to the formulation and operation o f  national and local rural 

settlement strategies are therefore very relevant and important to this study, as are 

their personal views on the sustainability o f  one-off housing.

Given the body o f  evidence accumulated through interviews with planning 

officers, it can be suggested that they view themselves as operators o f  a non­

political, professional role, implementing democratically-manufactured rural 

housing policy on a strictly technical basis with no consideration o f  their personal 

convictions regarding the sustainability o f  one-off housing. The fact that there was 

an apparent element o f  consternation displayed with regard to the power wielded 

by local councillors with regard to local policy decision-making may be indicative 

o f  managerialist leanings on the part o f  planning officers, a dissatisfaction that 

their professional expertise is being undermined. However, given the data 

accumulated representing planning officers’ opinions and experiences, another 

possible conclusion is that such frustrations are suggestive o f  planning officers’ 

dissatisfaction with the situation whereby there is a conflict o f  interest, on the part 

o f  councillors, given their dual role as policy-makers and elected representatives.

There was general agreement, among planning officers, that one-off housing was 

the least sustainable o f  all housing types. W hen discussing sustainable 

development and one-off housing, they focused on the technical aspects o f  siting 

and design, highlighting their education and occupation within the planning 

sphere. Location was o f  particular importance to planning officers when 

discussing the environmental sustainability o f  one-off housing, citing landscape 

sensitivity, including the importance o f  site suitability testing, and also population 

pressures as issues o f  prime importance which should be considered.
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When discussing the social aspects o f  one-off housing, planning officers referred 

to their CDPs, stating people with rural need would be allowed to build in rural 

areas and that in areas o f  population decline, anyone would be allowed to build 

subject to good planning practice. It was stated that these allowances should 

address issues relating to the social cohesion o f  rural areas.

In economic terms, planning officers stated that the one-off housing boom o f the 

1990s and early 2000s have adversely affected the rural tourism industry in terms 

o f  the changes to the rural landscape away from the rural ideal which tourists 

travel to see. This proliferation o f  one-off housing, it was suggested, had left many 

rural areas saturated to the extent that the further construction o f  one-off housing is 

environmentally unsound. Planning officers acknowledged the difficulties 

experienced by local people in this regard.

Discussions relating to the role o f  interest groups highlighted one o f  the primary 

criticisms o f  the pluralist perspective -  the lack o f  regard for inequality between 

interest groups in terms of, for example, financial resources and technical 

expertise. The most prominent group at local level was An Taisce. This was 

attributed to its prescribed status and also the resources available to it. The pro- 

one-off housing lobby were described as comprising mainly local groups who, 

while not having the same resources as An Taisce, used local councillors to 

forward their agenda and this made them the most influential group at local level.

The perspective o f  planning officers with regard to the operations o f  local 

authority elected representatives is in keeping with the pluralist theory as they 

consider them to be looking after their own interest in gaining favour with the 

electorate. It is perhaps not surprising that planning officers from the strict 

planning regimes o f  Clare and Galway experienced more pressure through 

councillors’ representations given the fact that the fact that the volume o f  single 

dwelling applications in these counties is much greater and the refusal rate higher, 

as well as the previous assertion by councillors themselves that their primary 

priority is their constituents.
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Turning to planning officers’ opinions on the NSS, it was contended that the 

thinking behind the strategy was sound, to focus on urban centres for driving 

development. However, planners described the implementation o f  the strategy as 

disastrous, particularly due to the fact that too many gateways and hubs were 

chosen for inclusion. Another reason related to the over-zoning o f  land for 

residential use at local level which meant that, in accordance with national and 

local policy to consolidate development, many housing estates had been approved. 

However, many o f  these estates were now suffering from inadequate service 

infrastructure or lying empty.

With regard to the role o f  interest groups at national level, the perceptions o f  some 

planning officers would suggest that central government are operating in 

accordance with the teaching o f  the managerialist thesis, given their suggestions o f  

tokenism with regard to public participation in the policy formulation process. 

Conversely, it was also noted that the all-embracing interpretive nature o f  the NSS 

and the RHGs could suggest that arguments put forward by groups both for and 

against one-off housing construction were influential in its composition. If  this 

sense, a pluralist agenda could be considered to be in operation. Despite this, the 

RHGs were generally considered to be useful as they provided further information, 

on the back o f  the NSS, for rural area typologies.

Chapter six has examined the process involved in central and local government 

policy foraiation and activation relating to sustainable rural settlement patterns 

from the perspective o f  local authority planning officers. Chapter seven examines 

these issues from the viewpoint o f  interest groups who are both for and against 

one-off housing construction.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

THE ROLE OF INTEREST GROUPS IN THE PLANNING

SYSTEM 

7.0. Preamble
One o f the primary aims o f this research was to examine the role o f interest 

groups, both for and against one-off housing construction, with regard to their 

respective positions to exert influence on policy-makers at national and local level, 

and their self-perception o f their success in this endeavour. In an attempt to 

provide insight into the extent by which external pressures in the form o f interest 

groups are able to influence national and local political agendas, seven 

representatives o f interest groups who have national standing, and who are 

representative o f both sides o f the rural housing debate, were interviewed.

O f the seven interviewees, four represented groups that can be classed as rural 

community advocates, who have, in varying degrees, shown support for dispersed 

settlement patterns, and three represented groups that have publically criticised the 

continued construction o f one-off housing. During the course o f this chapter, 

interviewees representing groups who have shown support for one-off housing 

construction will be described as intei'viewees in favour o f  one-off housing or by 

similar tenninology, and those representing groups who have publically criticised 

one-off housing will be described as intei'viewees against one-off housing 

construction or again by similar terminology. While these labels are a huge 

generalisation and do not make any attempt to divulge the nature or extent to 

which these groups have asserted themselves as being in favour or against one-off 

housing construction, they were deemed necessary for clarity in the text o f this 

chapter and for the immediate identification o f which side o f the rural housing 

debate the interviewee and the group he/she represents is placed.
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Table 7.1. Groups which Interviewees Represent

Rural community representatives Groups with an anti- one-off

housing stance

Irish Rural Dwellers’ 

Association (IRDA) Friends o f the Irish

Irish Rural Link (IRL) Environment (FIE)

Irish Farmers’ Association An Taisce

(IFA) The Heritage Council

-  Irish Countrywomen’s 

Association (ICA)

Each o f the representatives, from the interest groups who have taken a public 

stance against one-off housing, are based at the head offices o f their respective 

organisations. This is primarily due to reluctance on the part o f local 

representatives o f  anti- one-off housing groups to engage in an interview. 

Respondents were asked, where possible, to provide specific reference to the four 

case-study authorities.

In the case o f the groups representing rural communities, the representative o f  IRL 

was also based at head office, while the IRDA representative was a national 

spokesperson, also heavily involved with the local branch in Co. Clare. Both the 

IFA and ICA interviewees were county representatives. To protect anonymity, the 

county is not disclosed.

While respondents were being interviewed as representatives o f their respective 

groups, they often lapsed into the first person when expressing their thoughts, for 

example; "my position on...,' rather than stating the group’s position on a given 

topic. Hence while interviewees were representing their groups, it is important to
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note that on occasion, they may also have been expressing a personal opinion 

which differs from the group’s personal stance.

In addition to assessing the role played by interest groups in exerting pressure on 

national and local policy decision-makers in an attempt to influence rural 

settlement policy, interviewees were also asked to provide their opinions on the 

manner by which the planning system in Ireland is currently operated with regard 

to rural settlement structure. The perspective o f  interviewees with regard to the 

concept o f  sustainable development was examined to ascertain the differences in 

perspective between groups who are in favour, and groups who are against one-off 

housing construction.

The role o f  interest groups is examined in this chapter with reference to the 

pluralist interpretation o f  state operations. Pluralism contends that everyone has 

the ability to participate in and influence the outcome o f  policy decision-making 

through the democratic process. It also contends that politicians are receptive to 

lobbying due to their preoccupation with maintaining electorate satisfaction.

7.1. The Position of Interest Groups with regard to One-Off 

Housing

This first topic o f  interview, called for interviewees to outline their group’s stance 

on one-off housing, with regard to the sustainability o f  this form o f  settlement 

pattern, and to state why this was the stance taken by each group.

Examining first, the responses o f  the rural community representatives, all stated 

that one-off housing was a necessary settlement form in rural Ireland and should 

continue. However, the parameters within which this should occur varied 

depending on the respondent. Both the IRDA and IFA representatives stated that 

the ability to apply for permission for a single dwelling should be open to 

everyone regardless o f  their local status; ‘ We have no problem with rural housing. 

From a rural perspective, i t ’s an advantage to have people moving to the
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countryside because a natural thing that will happen is that families will die out 

and people will move on. So we need to have these families replaced' (IFA). The 

IRDA representative commented; 'Applications fo r  one-off housing should be 

given proper consideration in all instances regardless o f  whether the applicant is 

from  the local area or not. People should be entitled to freedom o f  choice. 

Depopulation, dereliction, rural desertification; all these terms are used to 

describe rural areas that are dying and they will continue to die i f  people don't 

move in.'

The ICA representative stated that while there need to be restrictions on allowing 

excess single dwellings to be constructed in rural areas under pressure from urban 

sprawl, this did not mean that there should be a ban on non-locals acquiring 

permission to build one-off housing in areas which are not under such pressure or 

areas o f population decline "as often seems to be the case.' "All applications 

should be considered on their own merit and not immediately disregarded because 

the person applying is not a local. ’ She also stated that a local to the area should 

always be allowed to build on family land if this is viable and depending on site 

suitability.

The IRL representative was far more refined in his assessment o f instances were 

one-off housing construction should be allowed to occur; ‘ We are a rural network 

that represents rural communities. We are concerned that people from  an area 

should be given the right to set up home there and, in this instance, we do support 

rural housing. How'ever, we don't support this influx o f  urban people, into rural 

areas, looking to build. This creates pressure in an area, both housing pressure 

and the raising land prices which can price locals out o f  the market. These people, 

i f  they are really dedicated to setting up home in a rural area, should buy a house 

and renovate it i f  necessary.'

With regard to the sustainability o f  one-off housing as a form o f settlement pattern, 

both the ICA and IFA representatives stated that it was dependent on 

circumstances, the housing pressures in the area in question and the reasons why 

the applicant wishes to and needs to build a house. The IFA representative
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questioned the definition o f sustainability and stated that the concept was 

perspective based; ^Opinions and perspective are based on what we know. 

Obviously one-off housing is going to have some affect on the environment but so 

is any development rural or urban. People m’Ho d o n 't have a rural background or 

an understanding o f  rural living are perhaps going to focus on the environmental 

sustainability o f  rural areas above social and economic stability and 

sustainability. ’

Turning to the responses o f  interviews representing groups with an anti- one-off 

housing stance, each o f the respondents stated that a proliferation of one-off 

housing construction, as seen in recent years, could not be allowed to continue or 

start up again at its previous pace. As one respondent commented; "From an 

environmental perspective, one-off housing is a huge problem in Ireland’’ (An 

Taisce). The sustainable development o f one-off housing was described by one 

respondent, his sentiments echoed by the other interviewees, as being "instances 

whereby, the applicant is local to the area in question, and has a real need to be 

located in the open countiyside, fo r  example, an agricultural worker. However, 

this level o f stringency does not happen due to pressure from  the local populace 

and local politicians. The future environmental implications are already apparent 

but their fu ll extent is unhwwm' (FoE).

Each o f  the respondents stated the sustainability o f one-off housing was highly 

dependent on the location o f  the proposed development, and those factors such as 

population pressures, landscape sensitivity, soil sensitivity and the history of 

settlement patterns in the area in question all had to be taken in account; ‘ Where 

there is a legitimate case fo r  the building o f  a single dwelling, environmental 

factors such as site and location suitability must also be afforded serious 

consideration’’ (FoE). In all instances, one-off housing was described as by far the 

least sustainable o f all housing options and settlement patterns.

In summary, pro- one-off housing groups contended that rural one-off housing was 

a necessary settlement form. However, the parameters within which one-off
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housing construction should continue varied depending on the group. It was agreed 

by anti- one-off housing groups that the sustainability o f  one-off housing as a 

settlement form was dependent on existing settlement circumstances and pressures 

as well as on personal perspectives and the importance placed on the various 

dimensions o f  sustainable development.

7.2. The Role of Interest Groups at National and Local Level

This section asked for interest group representatives to locate themselves within 

the arena o f  the rural housing debate. Respondents were requested to detail the 

circumstances which provoked their organisation to become involved in the 

national debate relating to rural housing, and the actions that they have taken to 

engender discussion and publicise their stance on the issue to the general public.

Given the lobbying experience o f  each o f  the interest groups, representatives were 

asked to consider if  they felt themselves to be in a position to influence rural 

housing policy direction both at national and local level.

7.2.1. The Necessity of making a PubHc Stance on the Rural Housing 

Issue

The representatives o f  the seven interest groups were asked to explain the 

reasoning behind the necessity o f  becoming involved in a national public debate 

regarding one-off housing. Turning first to the responses o f  the rural community 

representatives, both the IRDA and the IFA stated that the denial o f  people’s right 

to choose where they wished to live was o f  primary importance in their decision to 

become involved in the debate surrounding one-off housing.

The IRDA representative cited the huge resistance witnessed to allowing the 

freedom o f  movement o f  people and the removal o f  people’s rights to choose 

where the wish to live within their own country; ‘This became particularly 

apparent after the publication o f  the National Spatial Strategy. So a group o f  us 

like-minded people, normal individuals, councillors from  across the country, and
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people from  other rural organisations came together and form ed the Irish Rural 

Dwellers’ Association to highlight the injustices in Irish rural planning on a 

national stage, where it would have the most impact, both politically, and with 

regard to informing the Irish public. ’

When asked why the IF A felt it necessary to become involved in the rural housing 

debate, the interviewee representing this group responded; ‘ The biggest issue from  

our point o f  view was that farm ers’ fam ily members were having difficulties in 

acquiring permission fo r  their own land. I t ’s not just that people be forced to live 

somewhere against their will. I f  people wish to live in a tOM’n  or city, tha t’s fine, 

but i f  they have the land, they should be allowed to build on it, and this was an 

issue which the IF  A fe lt needed addressing.'

The ICA representative spoke o f the injustice in the planning system as it cun'ently 

operates. O f primary concern was the lack o f consistency in granting and refusing 

planning permission for single dwellings, both within, and across local authorities. 

Also mentioned was the overly-stringent planning regimes in operation in some 

counties which 'have made it almost impossible to get permission fo r  a detached 

rural house, to the detriment o f  many genuine applicants.' She continues; 'When 

rural housing became a national issue warranting media attention, we fe lt that it 

was important to represent our members and their views on the issue.'

The IRL representative stated that IRL ‘'did not really court media attention when 

rural housing became a national issue'. He continued; 'We do work with 

individual groups within our network who fee l that rural housing and planning 

policy are issue which directly affect them. Some o f  the main issues to which our 

attention is directed by members are the proliferation o f holiday homes and urban­

generated housing which members may fee l is affecting their own chances o f  

getting permission fo r  a detached house. The issue o f  rural housing, while 

receiving national attention is one which more frequently plays out at local level 

where local factors come into play.'
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Turning to the interest groups who had taken a position in opposition to one-off 

housing construction, all three interviewees spoke about the introduction o f the 

Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities, first in draft form 

in 2004 and the finalised version in 2005, stating that the guidelines, which were 

intended to ease the planning restrictions placed on one-off housing, were a 

concession to public pressure, which would result in adverse environmental 

consequences. As the representative fi'om FoE commented; ^The proliferation o f  

unsustainable one-off housing is ruining the countryside. This problem was 

addressed with the National Spatial Strategy which introduced legislation to curb 

the un-checked building o f  single dwelling and promoted the consolidation o f  

existing rural settlement. However, the introduction o f  the Sustainable Rural 

Housing Guidelines in 2005 was a backw^ards step in planning legislation and was 

essentially a government cop-out and an attempt to appease the general public. 

The FoE fe lt that the imminent consequences o f  such policy concession had to be 

highlighted'.

The interviewee from the Heritage Council stated that the primary concern o f this 

organisation was to ensure the proper management of the Irish landscape with 

regard to its conservation and its sustainable development. It was suggested that; 

"the loosening o f  restrictions on one-off housing could lead to the decline o f  

smaller rural settlements, and in the sustainability and vitality o f  rural 

communities.'

7.2.2, Actions Taken to Engender Discussion and Publicise Stance 

Regarding the Sustainability of One-Off Housing

Respondents were questioned as to what actions they had taken to engender 

discussion and promote the views o f the respective interest groups, regarding one- 

off housing, to the general public.

The most common response to this question was the use o f the media. As one 

interviewee remarked; 'A press release is the fastest, and least time-consuming 

way to get your perspective on the sustainability o f  various rural settlement forms
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out there, and can also be used to challenge or refute the viev^points o f  individual 

groups who have attracted media attention fo r  their opposing views’’ (IFA). 

Indeed, several interviewees noted the importance of ‘courting the media’ and 

availing of air-time on radio and television.

Other actions mentioned by interviewees, aimed at engendering public discussion 

included; the publication o f material (booklets, webpages, articles, etc.) explaining 

the groups stance on one-off housing and the reasons why they have taken this 

stance as well as the hosting o f open days and conferences aimed at disseminating 

information and exchanging opinions an ideas. The IRDA representative also 

revealed that he had picketed planning authority offices to attract attention to a 

situation whereby a number o f local residents were being reftised planning 

permission to construct single dwellings in Co. Clare.

The interviewee representing IRL stated that it was unnecessary to set out to 

engender public discussion as if  an issue was o f  significant importance to warrant 

attention, they would be made aware o f it by their members; 'Given that we are an 

established organisation, with a proven track record and are knoM'ledgeable on 

rural issue, we fin d  that generally, our members will come to us i f  they have 

concerns, or seek information or advice, on issues relating to rural housing.'

O f those groups who stated that engendering public discussion and publicising 

their stance on one-off housing was their objective, each felt that they had been 

successful in this endeavour. However, the interviewee representing An Taisce 

remarked that the organisation had also been on the receiving end o f poor media 

coverage which he described as a 'frequent bi-product o f  environmental activism’’ 

which had resulted in bad feeling towards the organisation amongst an element of 

the rural population; 'An Taisce often only seems to make headlines on planning 

issues, and in instances when it relates to one-off housing, i t ’s generally bad 

p ress'
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Under legislation (Planning and Development Regulations, 2001), An Taisce has 

prescribed status that essentially means it has special interests or a remit to protect. 

An Taisce’s remit is related to the environment, for example, areas o f special 

amenity or special areas o f  conservation. Local authorities are obliged to refer 

planning applications for developments which are located in areas which fall under 

An Tasice’s remit to the organisation. An Taisce then make recommendation to 

the council on the application, including if  it should be approved or refused. Local 

Authority planning officers are under no obligation to proceed as An Taisce has 

recommended although they must make note o f  it. On occasion, An Taisce will 

appeal to An Bord Pleanala regarding the granting o f  an application by a local 

authority which it had previously recommended be refused. It is these occurrences 

which have attracted a significant amount o f  media attention, particularly as they 

relate to one-off housing. The An Taisce interviewee commented; ^It’s not like w  

make recommendations on every single planning application that comes our way. 

I f  we do appeal, i t ’s because we fe e l the development is unsustainable and  

environmentally unsound. The media focuses on our appealing a tiny number o f  

one-o ff housing approvals and the issue takes on a life o f  its own and An Taisce 

are accused o f  objecting to all one-o ff housing which is so fa r  from  the truth.'

7.2.3. Influence Exerted by Interest Groups on Policy Decision-Makers 

at National Level

At this juncture, interviewees were questioned as to whether they felt interest 

groups have the ability and power to exert influence on policy decision-makers at 

national level on issues relating to rural housing.

The interviewees representing the IRDA, the IFA, and the ICA, all made 

statements to the effect that, the campaign mounted, by interest groups in favour o f  

one-off housing construction, prior to and at the time o f  the publication o f  the draft 

Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities was illustrative o f  

how campaigning and lobbying can engender public support and influence the 

policy direction; "public backing was an essential component in 2004, it kept
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growing and growing. The Government coiildn’t ignore us then, they had to take 

our view on board when formulating the rural housing guidelines’’ (IRDA).

The IF A representative commented; ‘ We are a strong voice representing rural 

Ireland. We employ top specialists in any particular fie ld  we need advice on to 

ensure we are getting correct and accurate information. Then we can back up our 

lobbying with fact. I f  we fe e l an issue warrants a trip to Dublin to meet with 

relevant politicians and officials, our county representative will do that. We might 

ju st be farmers but the IF  A has such a strong lobbying ability now, as well as the 

staunch support o f  our members, that the politicians do take note.'

Turning to the interviewees representing groups who have an anti- one-off housing 

stance, both the An Taisce and the Heritage Council Representative mentioned the 

prescribed status o f their organisation when discussing the ability o f  their 

respective groups to influence national policy direction; "Of course, we are in 

prime position to influence, given our prescribed status, to provide advice fo r  

government departments on national spatial planning policy as it relates to 

national heritage' (The Heritage Council).

The An Taisce representative again made reference to the poor media attention the 

organisation had received in relation to the rural housing issue but stated that it had 

not been detrimental to its ability to guide policy direction;

‘Our mission statement stated that our main objective as an organisation is to 

inform and lead public opinion on the environment and to advocate and influence 

both national and local policy and I  believe we have been successful in doing this. 

The one-off housing issue has been a tricky one in attracting public support fo r  

our vieM^point, given the bad media attention M>e've received but this does not take 

away from  the fac t that we are completely supportive o f  government policy to 

consolidate rural settlements and w'e have published environmental guidelines in 

this respect to guide key decision-makers. Our role as a prescribed body means 

that our viewpoint is taken seriously and respected by policy decision-makers.'
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7.2.4. Influence Exerted by Interest Groups on Policy Decision-Makers 

at Local Level

Interviewees were as to ascertain the role o f their respective organisations in 

influencing policy decisions on rural housing policy and settlement strategies at 

local level.

The IFA, the ICA and the IRDA all stated that they had the ability to influence 

councillors at local level through lobbying the council. The IFA interviewee 

commented; ‘ We go to the top planning consultants i f  we have a planning issue 

which needs addressing, then we present our case to councillors. I f  the need is 

there, fo r  example, i f  seemingly viable applications fo r  one-off housing are 

consistently turned down by a planning authority operating an overly-strict 

regime, we consistently lobby, not ju s t at election time. People M’ant to move into 

the countiy every year, at all times o f  the year." The IRDA representative 

remarked; 'Yes we consistently lobby councillors, and a large proportion o f  

councillors are sympathetic to our viewpoint being local rural people themselves 

and understanding the issues. However, the problem at local level is not usually 

with the councillors, i t ’s with the planners who seem to interpret local housing 

policy however they please to meet their own ends. ’

The IRL interviewee stated that the organisation had made individual 

representations for one-off housing planning applicants who had sought help and 

advice; ‘ We are a rejected organisation who have the best interests o f  our network 

o f  members at heart. Planning authorities are aware o f  this and take our view’s on 

board.'

With regard to the level o f influence exerted on local policy decision-making by 

groups who have an anti- one-off housing stance, the FoE respondent reported 

that, in the instance o f rural housing this was not the primary Sanction or concern 

o f his organisation; 'There are other groups out there performing that function. 

Our aim is to inform and educate the general population regarding the
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environmental issues associated with one-o ff housing and other fo rm s o f  

settlement, fo r  example, through hosting workshop fo r  local groups.'

Both the interviewees representing An Taisce and the Heritage Council stated that 

they were in a position to exert influence on policy decision-makers at local level. 

The opinions expressed were very similar and are aptly summarised in the 

following excerpt; 'Given our prescribed status, we provide advice on county and  

local development plans. Local Authorities are also obliged to consult us on a 

wide range o f  development proposals, including rural housing. Therefore, when it 

comes to preparing policy relating to county and local development, the council 

takes our recommendations and advice very seriously’’ (An Taisce).

In addition, the Heritage Council interview mentioned the Local Authority 

Heritage Officer Programme, which was set up in 1999 to experts in heritage 

matters working within local authorities; 'One o f  the roles o f  the heritage officer is 

provide advice to the local authority on rural settlement strategies, as they relate 

to heritage issues. Heritage officers are also best p laced to have in-depth 

knowledge o f  local issues and priorities.'

7.2.5. The Importance of Maintaining a Public Profile on the Issue of 

O ne-Off Housing

Given that media attention relating to rural housing and sustainable development 

has waned since it was at its most intense in 2004 and 2005, interviewees were 

asked if  they felt it was necessary for its organisation to maintain a public profile 

on these issues. Interviewees were questioned as to where they felt their efforts, 

with regard to exerting influence were best placed; central government level; local 

authority level or community level.

The IFA representative felt it was necessary to continuously m onitor the manner 

by which local rural housing policy is being applied; ‘ We are a grassroots 

organisation who know w ha t’s happening locally involving the individual. 

Therefore, we are best p laced to be aware o f  local problems involving local
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planning operations and single housing. Often issues can be addressed locally 

with the council but i f  an issue warrants national attention we will take steps to 

ensure this occurs.'

Three o f the four interviewees who were in favour o f one-off housing construction 

stated that it was necessary to keep the rural housing issue highUghted; ‘‘I f  we are 

seen to be slacking o ff the planners, the council, or the people above them may do 

something like enact a new policy that m ightn’t be in our favour and then they 

come back to us and say well you never lobbied us or told us what you wanted and 

we had to move forward' (ICA). Both the IFA and ICA representative felt that 

their attentions were best focused at local level; ‘ We are a grassroots organisation 

M’ho know M'hat’s happening locally involving the individual. Therefore, we are 

best placed to be aware o f  local problems involving local planning operations and 

single housing. Generally, any issues we have can be resolved at local level. 

However, i f  an issue warrants national attention, we will takes steps to make sure 

this occurs' (IFA).

By contrast, the IRDA representative, felt it was necessary to maintain a national 

profile on rural housing issues to ensure the continued support o f the public; ‘ We 

have to keep the public informed. We need the continued backing o f  rural 

communities across the country to ensure that the Government realises that they 

can 7 bidly us and move us around like herds o f  cattle.'

The IRL representative provided an interesting perspective on the necessity o f a 

continued highlighting o f issues relating to one-off housing construction; "Issues 

which are o f  importance to rural communities will present themselves as they arise 

and we will address them, i f  we deem it appropriate or necessaiy, when this 

happens. There's no point in squeezing the life out o f  the one-off housing debate 

just fo r  the sake o f  it. I  believe i t ’s an issue which certain rural activists cling to 

because i t ’s one which the rural faction M’ere seen to have w’on.'
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The three interviewees representing organisations who are against one-off housing 

construction all stated that their concerns for the on-going construction o f single 

dwelling do not alter depending on whether or not it is a prominent news issue; "It 

is not about courting media attention. People are aware o f  our views on one-off 

housing. We are not objecting to every single one-house in the country. I f  there is 

a genuine need so be it but we are against development which is not sustainable 

and is harming the environment. We will continue to promote government policy 

which states that clustered settlement forms are the most sustainable type o f  rural 

settlement. This work is carried out at all levels, national, local and community' 

(An Taisce).

In summary o f this section, making a public stance was considered necessary by 

the majority o f pro- one-off housing groups given their perception o f the rural 

housing issue as a situation whereby people are being denied the right to freedom 

of movement and also the right to build on their personal property. Concerns were 

also raised regarding the stringency o f  planning regimes in certain planning 

authorities notably, in the case o f this research, counties Clare and Galway. The 

primary issue raised by groups against one-off housing, with regard to necessity of 

making a public stance, was the adverse environmental consequences the 

publication o f the RHGs could have for rural areas.

The majority o f interest groups felt that engendering public discussion was 

important. The most common method utilised in achieving this was the media and 

public forums. One group, IRL felt it was unnecessary to engender discussion; if 

an issue was considered important it would be raised by its members. Each of the 

interest groups who had courted public attention felt they had been successflil in 

attracting national awareness for their cause.

With regard to the ability o f interest groups to exert influence at national level, the 

majority o f pro- one-off housing groups stated that the RHGs were illustrative o f 

the positive effect public lobbying can have at national level. Two o f the
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conservations groups, An Taisce and the Heritage Council, highlighted their 

prescribed status when confirming their ability to exert influence.

In relation to influencing local rural housing policy, the majority o f pro- one-off 

housing groups stated it was possible to influence local policy through the 

lobbying o f councillors as they were sympathetic to their cause. The IRL 

representative said it was not the groups aim to influence policy but they would 

make representations on behalf o f individual members. Again, An Taisce and the 

Heritage Council made reference to their prescribed status when discussing their 

ability to influence local policy.

7.3. The Significance of the Rural Housing Issue during Local 

Election Campaigns

As a consequence o f the publication o f the draft Sustainable Rural Housing 

Guidelines for Planning Authorities in April 2004, two months prior to the local 

government elections, the issue o f one-off housing received wide-spread media 

coverage at this time. Interviewees were asked to discuss the extent to which the 

rural housing debate manifested itself in the 2004 local elections campaign.

The IRDA interviewee commented; ‘ Yes it was definitely an election issue. Some 

candidates made one-off housing and the need fo r  more lenient planning regimes a 

central issue o f  their campaigns, which we supported.' The IFA interviewee 

suggested that restriction on one-off housing was a bigger issue for people living 

in towns and villages looking to move out into the countryside, than for rural 

dwellers already living there. Both the ICA and the IRL representatives 

commented that while it may have been an issue for individuals who were having 

trouble in acquiring planning permission for a one-off house, the rural housing 

debate had not, to their knowledge, been a dominant issue on the doorsteps during 

canvassing for the 2004 local elections.
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Similarly, each o f the interviewees representing groups who are against one-off 

housing construction were o f the opinion that while; "rural housing is always 

going to be an issue fo r  the minority, it was not one o f  the over-riding issues o f  the 

local elections' (FoE). However, the Heritage Council representative commented; 

^I'm aware that there was an element o f  scaremongering going on, you knoM> 

statements to the effect that the government wants to empty out the countryside but 

vote fo r  me and I ’ll put a stop to it...At the end o f  the day, i f  a proposed dwelling 

doesn’t meet planning requirements, i t ’s going to be refused. This has got nothing 

to do with emptying out the countryside o f  any other ridiculous notions but certain 

candidates did employ these scare tactics to drum up support fo r  their election.'

Finally, in this section, interviewees were asked whether a candidate’s personal 

stance regarding sustainable rural housing resulted in their personal gain or loss o f 

votes. Interviewees representing the IRL, IFA, ICA and FoE did not feel that a 

candidate’s personal stance on one-off housing was a major factor in the gain or 

loss o f votes; ‘/  doubt it. Rural housing was an issue that had received national 

attention but I  don't think it was a major issue on the campaign trail, so no I  don’t 

think a candidate's stance would have changed their vote tally' (IRL). The IRL 

interviewee also stated that dissatisfaction with central government was a more 

prominent factor in the allocation o f council seats; 'The was a high level o f  

discontent with central government at the time so I  think a candidate’s political 

affdiation was an important factor in deciding their election.'

The IRDA interviewee felt that personal stance on rural housing was a factor in 

acquiring votes; ‘/  think candidates who spoke out in favour o f  one-off housing 

would have gained votes. Rural people want councillors who represent their 

viewpoint, not some bureaucrat on his high horse.'

An Taisce and the Heritage Council also stated that a candidate’s stance on one-off 

housing may have affected their vote count; ' Given the national furore 

surrounding one-off housing at the time, a candidate who took a stand promoting 

sustainable rural settlement patterns may have cost a few  votes but I  doubt i f  it
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would have changed the overall voting results. Candidates are generally well 

known within their election areas and i f  they are known as being o f  sound 

character honest and fair, this will be acknowledged by the voters' (The Heritage 

Council).

7.4. Position and Understanding of Sustainable Development

In this section, respondents were asked to outhne their own understanding o f the 

concept o f sustainable development, with regard to rural settlement structure. They 

were then asked to elaborate by focusing on each individual dimension o f 

sustainable development, economic, social and environmental, by stating the 

relevance o f  each to rural housing and sustainable rural settlement patterns.

7.4.1. Defining Sustainable Development

The overriding theme which emerged during discussion was that each o f the seven 

interviewees were in agreement that sustainable development is a concept which is 

open to interpretation and is often based on the personal perspective o f an 

individual; 'Sustainable development does incorporate all those environmental, 

social and economic strands, and the aim is to achieve a balance which works 

when considering development. But the problem is, and this is where the conflict 

occurs, different people place greater weight on each o f  these three dimensions 

and this is dependent on their background and perhaps their education. 

Perspective is based on life experience. A person with degree in environmental 

studies will be focusing on the effects one-off housing has on the environment. Yet 

a person looking to build a house is focusing on economic factors and also social 

factors, being near fam ily and friends, fo r  example' (IFA).

The primary focus o f those interviewees representing groups with pro- one-off 

housing stances when defining sustainable development was the social dimension 

o f sustainable development, in particular the maintenance o f rural communities; 

"Sustainable development is where people living in the countiyside should be
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entitled to continue to do so and build homes i f  they so wish' (IRL). The ICA 

representative commented; "Current planning policy and more particularly, the 

way in which it is being applied is having a disastrous affect on rural 

communities. People are leaving yet there are no new people allowed in. 

Sustainable development is supposed to be about maintaining the rural way o f  life 

but this isn ’t happening’’ (ICA).

The main issue raised by the Heritage Council and An Taisce representatives 

related to the environmental problems associated with one-off housing; 

'Sustainable development is the promotion o f  rural settlement patterns which are 

socially cohesive and economically viable, while causing minimal environmental 

destruction. One-off housing is none o f  these things. One-off housing is the most 

environmentally destructive, in terms o f  the countryside aesthetic, soil and 

groundwater viability and also pollution relating to over-use o f  motor transport 

and illegal dumping’’ (An Taisce)

The focus o f the FoE interviewee was the effect continued construction o f one-off 

housing was having on rural towns and villages; "many rural towns and villages 

are suffering from  ongoing population decline exacerbated by the construction o f  

single dwellings in the open countryside. These towns are at risk o f  losing their 

set'vices and this has happened already. This situation can hardly be considered 

sustainable development.'

7.4.2. Sustainable Development and O ne-off Housing -  The Economic 

Dimension

With regard to the economic dimension o f sustainable development, by far the 

most prominent topic o f  discussion was that o f the tourism industry.

Interviewees who are in favour o f one-off housing construction focused on the 

uniqueness o f the Irish countywide and how it was a draw for tourists looking to 

immerse themselves in the cultural aspects o f rural Ireland; ‘‘Dispersed settlement 

patterns are what the rural Ireland tourists are looking for. Rural Ireland is known
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fo r  the friendliness o f  local rural people and this is what tourists seek out. They 

don’t M’ant to visit a housing estate. Tourists go where people are. Planners who 

say that people come to an area to see the landscape and that single houses are a 

deterrent are talking complete rubbish. I f  there are no people habituating the 

landscape, there Mill be no tourists, generally people do n ’t want to visit deserts. 

People come fo r  people' (IRDA).

In addition, the importance o f tourism, as a significant revenue provider for rural 

communities was mentioned; "Rural people are the rural tourist industries 

workforce. I f  people cannot get planning permission to build a home, often they 

are left with no choice but to leave the area. What we are left with is essentially an 

aging, rural population who work less and spend less. This situation is bad fo r  the 

tourism industry and also fo r  the economy o f rural areas' (ICA).

By contrast, representatives o f the groups against one-off housing construction 

were o f  the opinion that the ongoing construction o f single dwellings was having a 

negative effect on the rural tourist industry and by association the rural economy; 

"Tourists do not want to visit an area which is overrun by one-off housing which 

detracts from  the landscape which tourists are seeking out, you know, unspoiled, 

scenic' (The Heritage Council). The FoE representative commented; "Rural towns 

and villages have been affected by the proliferations o f  one-off housing. Tourists 

are seeking out more and more isolated rural areas M’hich haven’t yet been hit by 

the one-off housing onslaught to the same extent.'

All three respondents representing groups against one-off housing also mentioned 

holiday homes during discussion on the economic dimension o f sustainable 

development; "Discussing holiday home with regard to the economic benefits they 

provide to rural areas is a joke i f  considering the concept o f  sustainable 

development as a whole. The minimal economic contribution they make in terms o f  

their construction and revenue generated during summer months is fa r  outweighed 

by the fa c t they are an environmental disaster and a complete blight on the 

landscape. In addition, the construction o f  these holiday home makes it more
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difficult fo r  rural people with genuine housing needs to get permission because o f  

issues o f  overcrowding which may place them in dijficult economic circumstances 

i f  they are left with no choice other than to buy a single dwelling, or renovate an 

existing one, or move away from  the area completely’’ (An Taisce).

The interviewee representing the IF A had a different view on holiday homes; ‘As 

long as they 're properly designed, the application should be considered and not 

dismissed outright. They bring life to an area and generate income fo r  the rural 

area but m th regard to the money the holiday-makers spend but also due to the 

fac t tourists and the tourist industry are often a significant source o f  income fo r  

rural families. I  fee l i t ’s the clusters o f  holiday homes, painted in garish colours 

which blight the landscape, not unobtrusive single dwellings. Empty houses all 

together look bad. Even i f  someone restores a derelict house or knocks it and 

rebuilds, it will look an awful lot better than what was there before.' (IFA). 

However, the IRL representatives opinion on holiday homes was similar to that of 

the interviewees opposed to one-off housing construction; 'Holiday homes should 

be confined to towns and villages. They raise land prices and can affect local rural 

people from  getting permission to build their own homes. Tourists are by 

definition travellers. I f  they want to experience the rural landscape, they can travel 

to see it.'

Interviewees representing groups opposed to one-off housing construction cited 

the economic unsustainability o f this form o f settlement with regard to accessing 

services and facilities; ‘‘Rural dwellers have to travel to access the majority o f  

services and when sendees are provided, fo r  example, postal delivery and waste 

collection, they are extremely costly and time-consuming fo r  the service provider' 

(An Taisce). In addition, in a point reiterated by the FoE interviewee, the advent of 

one-off housing was causing a population drain in rural towns and villages, the 

result being the loss o f services and facilities to more urbanised locations resulting 

in economic implications for the rural area in question as jobs and revenue are 

relocated elsewhere.
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The final issue mentioned by representatives o f groups in favour o f one-off 

housing construction was the huge economic difficulties faced by local people 

being denied the right to build on family land; 'The cost o f  building a house is 

greatly reduced when one has a fam ily site and often this is the only option 

available to young people starting out. They often have no place to go when this is 

taken QM’ay from  them other than to remain at home or to rent because they can’t 

afford to buy a house or another p lot o f  land. This has fa r  reaching effects, for  

example, relating to fam ily structure and fam ily stability heading into the future. 

People are putting o ff  having children until they get their housing situation sorted' 

(ICA).

7.4.3. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing -  The 

Environmental Dimension

With regard to the environmental dimension of sustainable development, the main 

focus o f interviewees representing groups against one-off housing construction 

was the importance they connected to viewing the countryside as a visual amenity 

which must be protected and maintained; ' I t ’s often said that we have the 

environment on loan from  future generations and this is so true. The memories o f  

the Irish coimtryside M>e’ve gathered as being a place o f  amazing rugged, green, 

unspoilt landscapes and beautiful scenery will not be what our children and 

grandchildren experience i f  one-off housing construction continues at its current 

rate’' (FoE). The An Taisce representative stated; 'Under no circumstances could 

one-off housing be considered a sustainable housing option. Per unit, they are by 

fa r  the most environmentally damaging housing option.'

Both the An Taisce and the Heritage Council representatives questioned the 

manner by which site characterisation reports for single dwellings are carried out. 

While agreeing that the introduction o f site assessor panels in a number o f  county 

council was a positive event, both stated that there was no back-up system in place 

to query or double check the site characterisation reports; 'In many local 

authorities, anyone can become a site assessor on completion o f  a course. While 

their credential may be genuine, they may have very little experience at carrying
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out the necessary tests yet they are taken at their word. Even in counties where 

there is a set panel o f  site assessors from  which planning applicants must choose 

their back-up system to query or dispute the findings put forward. This has to be 

addressed and a monitoring system put in place.' (An Tasice).

Conversely, interviewees in favour o f one-off housing construction put forward 

arguments which defended this housing type from environmental criticism. The 

primary argument put forward was the huge improvement in effluent treatment 

systems in recent years; 'Once the proper facilities are put in place, y o u ’re fine. 

I t ’s not rocket science to treat effluent' (IRDA). The ICA interviewee remarked; 

‘As long as the soil supports a waste-removed system, there isn't a problem. The 

security o f  these systems have vastly improved so can’t be considered 

unsustainable especially when compared to the situation we have in many towns 

where old, sewerage systems are crashing under the weight o f  new developments. 

They also use harsh chemicals to treat effluent in these big systems and this is 

hardly sustainable’’ (ICA). The IFA representative also compared effluent 

treatment systems o f one-off housing and town and villages; "Building in the 

countryside, y o u ’ve more space to work with lo gel your sewerage removal 

facilities right. In a toMn or village, you ’re often dealing with sewerage removal 

facilities that are inadequate. You only have to head up the cliff walk in Kilkee on 

a windy day to realise the extent o f  the sewerage removal problem there, whereas 

with a single dwelling with one waste removal system, there will be no pressure on 

that system. ’

Respondents also rebutted the argument that one-off housing was visually 

obtrusive; 'There has always been one-off housing in the countryside. People will 

use the obstruction o f  view as an argument fo r  not allowing people to build but I  

don't think this is an issue as long as people adhere to traditional design plans. 

There’s plenty o f  the countryside to go around. I f  a development doesn’t block 

your light, its fin e ’’ (IFA).
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7.4.3. Sustainable Development and O ne-off Housing -  The Social 

Dimension

This section focuses on the social dimension o f sustainable development and the 

issue o f community viability in rural areas. Respondents representing groups in 

favour o f one-off housing development stated that there was a total lack o f  

consideration given to this strand o f sustainable development by policy decision­

makers at national and local level; "Sustainable development is all about balance. 

There is going to be a level o f  environmental degradation with any form  o f  

development urban or rural. However, the way the planning system is being 

currently operated with regard to one-off housing has meant that social 

degradation and community decline is out o f  controV (ICA).

Each o f  the respondents stated that rural areas were known for the strength o f their 

communities; "There is a sense o f  comradeship amongst many rural communities, 

almost like an extended family. People look out fo r  each other and take care o f  

each other, more so than in urban communities' (IRL). It was suggested that 

current planning legislation relating to one-off housing was affecting community 

cohesion in rural areas; "Social isolation is becoming a problem which it w’a sn ’t in 

the past. People are moving out o f  rural areas, some because they want to, which 

is fine, and some because they have to because they can 7 get planning permission. 

This outflia o f  people isn 7 being replenished due to the opposition o f  policy 

writers to having non-local people living in rural areas. Opponents o f  one-off 

housing use social isolation as an argument that one-off housing isn 7 sustainable 

from  a social point o f  view, but social isolation in rural areas is a political 

creation which is only going to get worse i f  policy makers don 7 start taking a 

more rounded view o f  the sustainable development o f  rural areas' (ICA). In 

addition, the loss o f services, the closure o f  schools and the amalgamation o f 

sports clubs was cited by respondents as being a direct effect o f current rural 

housing settlement strategies; ‘ We need an influx o f  new blood to rural areas to 

remedy this situation. We need new children to f i l l  our schools and new people to 

jo in  the GAA. The problem is the support is there but the people aren 7. This is a
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dire situation fo r  people already living in an area, to see their sports clubs failing  

because o f  lack o f  numbers. I t ’s very disheartening^ (IFA).

Another topic o f  conversation, was the assertion by opponents o f dispersed rural 

housing that the ongoing construction o f one-off housing was affecting the 

cohesion of rural towns and villages; "Social sustainability depends on people 

living in the countryside. Obviously, the towns need to be kept vibrant and the 

services open but the same applies fo r  the countryside. I t ’s not people who wish to 

be rural dwellers that the towns need fo r  consolidation, i t ’s the commitment o f  the 

people who wish to live there. I ’m sure i f  you w>ent into any town and did a survey, 

y o u ’d  fin d  the majority o f  people will head o ff to the nearest Aldi or Tesco to do 

their shopping, these massive big outlets even though they may be thirty o f  forty  

kilometres away, and yet they’ve no hesitation leaving their oM'n tOM’n, heading to 

another town and leaving four or five  hundred euro there. There are many factors 

which contribute to a towns decline but people use one-off housing as a focus o f  

blame, often just to suit their onn agenda' (IFA).

Finally, interviewees in favour of dispersed rural settlement mentioned the 

assertion by opposing factions, that in the interests o f sustainable development, 

one-off housing should be restricted to farm families; "The work issue doesn’t 

stand up either, fa r  less people M’ork on the land noM\ i t ’s not as economically 

viable. So when they talk about farm  families, they are talking about the minority 

o f rural dwellers. A huge proportion o f  these farming families also have off-farm  

jobs. About forty percent o f  people who class themselves as farmers have second 

jobs. Rural Ireland has changed. What constitutes a local rural person is not the 

same as it was twenty years ago’’ (ICA).

Interviewees against one-off housing construction maintained that concentrated 

rural settlement allowed rural communities better access to services and to each 

other. The main issue raised by interviewees who opposed one-off housing 

construction in relation to the social sustainability was social isolation, a factor 

they deemed consistent with this type o f housing; ‘ When people retire, they have
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reduced contact with other people. This is magnified when the individual lives in a 

single dwelling. They have to travel fo r  services and human contact which 

becomes more infrequent as the person gets older and less capable o f  attending to 

such tasks. Then they are heavily reliant on other people to visit them. This 

wouldn't be the case i f  they lived in a town or village' (FoE).

Another point raised was that urban people wishing to live in the countryside often 

have an idealistic view o f the rural way o f life which is o f huge contrast to the 

experience o f actually living there. ^Rural living is quite difficult, the isolation, the 

need fo r  a car to go anywhere. A lot o f  people with urban backgrounds talk about 

quality o f  life being better in the countryside yet when they move there, they get an 

awful shock and can’t M’ait to get back to urban living’ (The Heritage Council). 

The An Taisce representative commented; ^You’ll fin d  that people Mill move to the 

countryside but don’t give up their urban way o f  life. They work in an urban 

centre, shop in an urban centre, sent their children to school there, socialise there, 

they are not contributing to the social fabric o f  the rural area in any way, shape or 

form ' (An Taisce). It was suggested that people with urban backgrounds seeking to 

live in rural areas should take up residence in villages and that there should be 

financial incentives to encourage this practice; "People would be able to 

experience the rural way o f  life first-hand, while having nearby access to essential 

services. The threat o f  social isolation is reduced. Meanwhile, the influx o f new 

people into villages reduces the risk o f  services being lost' (FoE).

In summation o f this section, all interest group representatives stated that 

sustainable development, as a concept, was open to interpretation. Not 

surprisingly, the main focus o f  pro- one-off housing groups was on the social 

dimension whereas the central focus o f anti-one-off housing groups centred on 

environmental issues.
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7.5. Assessment of National Policy relating to Rural Settlement

Patterns

In this section, interviewees were asked to express opinion on the success o f both 

the National Spatial Strategy fo r  Ireland 2002-2020 (NSS, Published 2002) and 

the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs, 

Published 2005) with regard to their policies relating to the promotion o f rural 

settlement patterns.

The issue o f prime interest to interviewees representing groups in favour o f one- 

o ff housing was what was described as a 'definite bias towards urban settlement 

structure to the severe detriment o f  the rural way o f  life' (ICA). As the interviewee 

from the IRDA commented; 'Rural areas are just an afterthought in the National 

Spatial Strategy. It was focused on consolidating urban settlement and how rural 

areas could assist in this objective. What this meant was severely reducing one-off 

housing construction so that more people would be forced to live in urban centres. 

The National Spatial Strategy was a complete insult to rural people.’’ The IFA 

representative commented that the rural housing strategies as laid out in the NSS 

were essentially 'urbanisation policies whose continued employment could result 

in the closing o f the door on the rural way o f  life."

Another problem highlighted by pro- one-off housing representatives related to the 

fact that sustainable development was not given a statuatory definition in the NSS; 

'This is problematic because it means that individual interpretations o f  what 

constitutes sustainable development is employed in County Development Plans. It 

also meant that there is a lack o f  consistency and uniformity in what constitutes 

sustainable rural housing development across the country, so given the exact same 

circumstances, an application fo r  a single dwelling could be approved in one local 

authority and rejected in another' (ICA). It was also suggested that the NSS was 

far too general in its prescriptions relating to rural housing policy in that it didn’t, 

and perhaps, couldn’t take into account the specifics o f variations in location, 

landscape, and other particulars o f each planning application, yet 'these policies
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are being cited as reasons fo r  refusal on planning applications. This has caused 

huge conflict' (IFA).

Similarly, interviewees representing groups opposed to one-off housing 

construction had a poor opinion of the promotion o f sustainable rural development 

as prescribed in the NSS. O f primary concern was not the actually policy content 

which, it was agreed had great potential for improving the sustainability of rural 

settlement forms, rather the roll-out and operations o f the NSS which was 

described as being "absolutely disastrous' (FoE). As the An Taisce representative 

commented; "The primary aim o f  the National Spatial Strategy was the 

consolidation o f  villages, tonns and larger urban centres, under the premise that 

this would be o f  benefit to the rural hinterland as service and facilities would be 

readily available and secure. In addition, a list o f  strategically-placed designated 

gateway towns and hub toMns, which were due to house government departments 

when the decentralisation o f  government occurred, was drawn up. However, the 

organised manner by which the decentralisation M’as supposed to happen was 

abandoned as vested interests lobbied fo r  the decentralisation o f  government to 

their towns, and eventually the government caved. So what was an essentially an 

excellent policy did not translate well in practice.'

Turning to the RHGs, interviewees representing groups in favour o f one-off 

housing construction were again not particularly impressed with the prescriptions 

o f the application o f these guidelines. A number o f reasons were put forward for 

this position including the lack o f clarity in how they were to be applied. As the 

IFA representative commented; "The Rural Housing Guidelines could be useful i f  

they were used as guidelines but more often than not, they are being applied as 

legislation and this was not their intention. There is no need fo r  another tool to be 

used as a means o f  rejection o f  planning applications fo r  single dwellings.' It was 

also suggested that variations in the manner by which the RHGs were being 

utilised by planning officials across different local authorities was resulting in a 

lack o f uniformity in planning decisions relating to one-off housing which was 

"completely illegal and unfair' (IRDA).
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Interviewees representing groups against one-off housing construction generally 

felt that the RHGs were usefiil in that they provide guidance to planning officers 

on what type o f  settlement is considered sustainable in specific areas although the 

An Taisce representative described them as "half-baked attempt to keep everyone 

happy. I t ’s ironic that these guidelines have sustainable in the title ye t their affect 

has been to dilute the rural housing policies o f  the National Spatial Strategy and  

allow the construction o f  more one-o ff housing in the countryside.’’ The primary 

issue o f  concern raised was the problem o f  a lack o f  utilisation o f  the guidelines in 

county and local development plans; '’The translation o f  these guidelines fo r  local 

implementation is not being done properly by many local authorities. Features 

such as differentiating between rural area types and also assessing local need are 

being ignored'.

7.6. Assessment of Local Policy relating to Rural Settlement 

Patterns -  The Policy Formulation Process

This section asked for interviewees to discuss and provide opinions on the manner 

by which local policy relating to rural settlement strategy is fonnulated.

The primary issue o f  discussion, with regard to the formulation o f  local rural 

housing policy, related to difficulties in ensuring that local needs are met while 

adhering to the prescriptions o f  national policy.

It was suggested by interviewees in favour o f  one-off housing construction that 

these difficulties related to the generalised nature o f  national policy, and as 

national policy does not take into account the variances in social, economic and 

environmental circumstances in different counties, this has led to conflict at local 

level during the rural housing policy formulation process; "Councillors, being from  

the area are aware o f  the local situation in terms o f  housing need. However, 

planning officers seem fixa ted  on the direct translation o f  national policy fo r  local 

use' (IRDA).
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The role o f councillors as policy decision-makers was also called into question by 

interviewees in favour o f one-off housing; "At local level, councillors are 

supposed to have the power, they are the local planning authority but it appears 

they are intimidated by the so-called expertise o f  planners and hide behind them. 

So planners are really the ones writing the development plans while councillors 

ju st approve the fina l draft. The result is that planners get to interpret rural 

housing policies however they wish and councillors take on the role o f  public 

advocate representing individuals when they have been refused planning 

permission. I t ’s all backwards. We need strong representatives in council w’ho will 

not be intimidated by planning officers and demand that rural housing policies are 

designed with the common good at their core’’ (IRDA).

Interviewees stated that there was a need for an element o f vagueness with the 

rural settlement strategies given the general nature o f national policy from which it 

is derived but also to accommodate, the huge diversity o f  environments within 

local authorities, in terms o f  physical landscape and also variances in the social 

and economic situation. However, it was also stated that while there was a need to 

ensure the rural settlement strategy was flexible, this left it open to interpretation; 

"This should be a good thing because, in theory, it allows fo r  more fiexibility in 

planning decisions, but planners are coming down on the hard side, and using the 

interpretive nature o f  the plan to refuse applications fo r  single dwellings’’ (IRL).

Interviewees representing groups against one-off housing construction also 

commented on the difficulties in translating national policy for local 

implementation; "It is a hard process adapting national policy and be in keeping 

with the needs o f  the county' (An Taisce). However, interviewees maintained that 

a balance needed to be reached, which was not the case with regard to the rural 

settlement strategies o f many local authorities; "A lot o f  local authorities are very 

lenient in their adaption o f  national policy fo r  employment within their functional 

area. In many County Development Plans, there is a blatant disregard fo r  

classifying areas according to the local area types laid out in the National Spatial
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Strategy o f  no mention o f  assessing applicants based on their genuine need to 

build a single rural dwelling' (The Heritage Council).

It was suggested that lenient rural housing policies were a result o f  a conflict o f  

interest on the part o f  local elected representatives, given that they are policy 

decision-makers while also being answerable to the local electorate; ‘ This situation 

needs to be looked at. Presently, the overarching objective o f  achieving the 

sustainable development with regard to rural housing is being compromised' (An 

Taisce).

7.7. Assessment of the Application of Rural Settlement Policy at 

Local Level

This section o f  the interview required respondents to provide an assessment o f  the 

manner in which local rural settlement policy is being applied. Interviewees were 

first asked to disclose their opinion o f  the effectiveness o f  a local need clause (an 

eligibility requirement whereby a one-off housing applicant must demonstrate a 

genuine need to build a single dwelling in a given area) in promoting the 

sustainable development o f  rural settlement fonns.

Turning first to the opinions o f  interviewees representing groups in favour o f  one- 

o ff housing construction, both the ICA and the IRL representatives stated that they 

felt the local need clause was a beneficial addition to rural housing policy and was 

a necessity in combating problems associated with urban-generated one-off 

housing, for example, the increased value o f  rural sites resulting in the pricing 

local people out o f  the market, and also, situations where local people have found 

it difficult to acquire planning permission due to population pressures in an areas 

caused by urban-generated housing.

However, both interviewees did point out that some county councils were 

operating too strict a regime with regard to eligibility criteria. The ICA
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representative commented; ^This shouldn't be an outright ban on non-local 

acquiring permission to build in a rural area. This level o f  strictness disregards 

people who have shown themselves to be committed to an area and it will also 

result in a situation where the countryside is being drained o f its rural population 

as people who leave are not being replaced.’’

Both the IFA and the IRDA representative felt that counties who had introduced a 

local need clause for certain rural area types were operating too strict a regime. 

One criticism was that planning officers were not differentiating between the 

different rural area types when applying the clause; ‘ We have rural areas whose 

population is declining at a serious rate and yet non-local applicants are not being 

allowed to build. Programmes should be put in place whereby there is an active 

drive and incentive to eitcourage people to go live in these areas' (IRDA). Both 

interviewees also discussed the effects o f population decline on local communities 

which they felt the local need clause could only exacerbate; ^The evidence is there 

in recent years whereby sports clubs have had to amalgamate because they ca n ’t 

fie ld  teams on their own. I  know o f  a number o f  clubs with great senior teams who 

don 7 have the mmibers to fie ld  teams at the underage level which means that these 

clubs who may be county or All-Ireland [football championship] contenders this 

year may be non-existent in ten years time. It's not the lack o f  interest that's the 

cause, the mmibers just aren 7 there" (IFA).

Turning to the opinions, on the local need clause, o f interviewees representing 

groups against one-off housing construction, all were in favour o f the utilisation o f 

a local need clause to prevent the proliferation o f one-off housing construction; 'It 

is an excellent policy addition when it is applied properly' (FoE). In connection to 

this point, the An Taisce representative remarked; "Certain counties do not have a 

local need clause in place fo r  areas o f  high one-off housing pressure. This goes 

against national rural housing policy and needs to be addressed by central 

government.'
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Interviewees also questioned the ability to enforce the local need clause; ‘/  have 

personally come across, and have been made aware of, many instances where 

people have attempted to circumvent the local need clause by falsifying  

documents, fo r  inclusion with the planning application, showing that they are 

local to the area. You have to wonder how many more are slipping through the 

net. A proper monitoring system need to be put in place whereby a person is put in 

charge o f  validating claims o f  local need' (The Heritage Council).

Interviewees were also asked to rate the effectiveness o f the occupancy clause 

which is a condition attached to granted permissions for single dwellings in a 

number o f county councils whereby the applicant cannot sell on the house for a 

given number o f years after the application has been granted. This is to ensure that 

those who have applied for and been granted permission for a single dwelling 

intend to use the property for their permanent occupation. Each of the seven 

interviewees agreed that the occupancy clause was an effective way o f ensuring 

the sustainable development o f rural settlement patterns. The IRL interviewee 

remarked; "The occupancy clause is a great idea and promotes the concept o f  

building and maintaining social cohesion within rural communities. We want 

people who are dedicated to becoming involved in the social fabric o f an area.'

However, a number o f interviewees were concerned that the occupancy clause is 

not being enforced due to the fact the occupancy o f newly constructed single rural 

houses is not monitored by county councils. The IFA interviewee suggested that 

the strictness o f certain counties’ planning regimes with regard to refusing to 

consider one-off housing planning applications from non-local applicants was to 

blame; ‘/  have seen cases whereby people have applied fo r  permission on behalf o f  

others who wouldn’t even he considered by the planning authority because o f  their 

non-local status. The stand-in applicant obviously had no intention o f  adhering to 

the occupancy clause and the lands deeds were passed on as soon as planning 

permission had been granted.'
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Finally, in this section, interviewees were asked to comment on the statement that 

the government’s promotion of village-type settlements as the most sustainable 

form o f rural housing development had encouraged a situation whereby developers 

were granted permission to build large housing developments at the edges o f  

towns and villages which are now facing problems due to inadequate infrastructure 

and services.

Each o f the interviewees agreed that this situation has occurred. However, 

interviewees representing groups against one-off housing construction were o f the 

opinion that it was not national rural housing policy or even local policy which 

was at fault rather the actions o f the local council, in particular planning officers. 

The FoE interviewee commented ‘ We have abandoned appeals against individual 

applicants o f  one-off housing except in protected areas because we fe e l the 

problem is not with the individual but with the system. However, we will appeal 

larger housing developments which are springing up at either side o f  villages that 

do not have the infrastructure to support them. It is the planning office who is at 

fau lt here. These developments should never be granted unless provisions are 

underway, or set firm ly in place fo r  the upgrading o f water and sewerage 

infrastructure. ’

Conversely, interviewees representing groups in favour o f one-off housing 

construction were o f the opinion that government policy did have a large part to 

play. The IFA representative was particularly critical o f central government in his 

assessment; "The whole idea behind the government policy o f  promoting the 

concentrated rural settlement patterns was the promotion o f  sustainable 

development. Yet, in their haste to drum out policies they didn Y stop and think o f  

possible consequences. The situation \\>hich is occurring around the country where 

the infrastructure o f  many towns and villages is struggling to cope because o f  all 

this new development is hardly sustainable but has been allowed to continue 

unchecked and in many instances, large proportions o f  these housing estates are 

unoccupied so i f  they do fill  up, the situation is going to get even worse. The 

government should be concentrating on developing policies which are better-
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rounded and take into account the uniqueness o f  dispersed settlement patterns 

which are a feature o f  the Irish landscape. Instead, they are trying to adapt 

European policy to suit the Irish situation which is completely unworkable and 

totally unsustainable.'

In summation of this section, all pro- one-off housing groups were o f the opinion 

that certain councils were operating too strict a regime with regard to eligibility 

criteria relating to one-off housing applicants. However, representatives o f the ICA 

and IRL felt that the local need clause was beneficial in combating problems 

associated with urban-generated one-off housing. Each o f the anti- one-off housing 

group representatives were in favour o f the local need clause given its role in 

preventing the proliferation o f one-off housing. However, its effectiveness and the 

ability to enforce it were questioned.

All interest groups felt that the occupancy clause was an effective way o f ensuring 

rural settlement sustainability but again questioned the ability o f local authorities 

to enforce and monitor it.

7.8. Assessment of the Performance of Planning Officers

This section documents the assessment given by representative o f interest groups, 

both for and against one-off housing construction, on the performance o f  planning 

officers in their role as policy activators at local level.

Turning first to the perspective o f the representatives in favour o f one-off housing 

construction, each condemned the strict interpretation, on the part o f planners, o f 

rural housing policy designed with the intention o f allowing flexibility in planning 

decisions; ‘‘Everything has to be black or white with planners which is not the way 

the planning system should be operated. In counties where new policy has been 

introduced fo r  one-off housing such as the local need clause, it can be seen that it 

is being operated too rigidly and often unfairly in areas where it should not 

apply.' (IFA).
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The IRDA representative was blunter in his assessment; 'A large portion o f  

planners are basically bureaucrats on a power trip and they can get away with it. 

There is no logic to planning. It is used to abuse people's rights because i t ’s all 

based on subjective opinions. I f  there were any logic to planning, you wouldn’t 

have the level o f  housing anomalies that pop up. A house fo r  a well-known public 

figure was granted recently, a mansion o f  about 50,000 sq ft. I  know o f  houses in 

the same area one-fifteenth o f  that size, three-bed houses that have been refused. 

The reasoning given fo r  one was that it was strident and obtrusive on the 

landscape. Planning can be summed up in two words, wealth and power. There is 

no other logical explanation fo r  the things that go on. It is power and the abuse o f  

power. ’

The perceived lack o f consistency in the outcomes o f planning applications for 

one-off housing was also attributed to a frequent turnover o f planning staff in 

county council; "Many planners do not stay very long in local authority positions. 

You can't really blame them given that they are the first port o f  call fo r  abuse 

when an applicant is unhappy with a planning decision. However, what works fo r  

one planner, in terms o f  sustainable single rural dM-ellings, may not work fo r  

another. This causes a lot o f  confusion amongst applicants seeking permission fo r  

a one-off house, some o f  whom are actually engaged in the process o f  applying fo r  

permission when the planner in charge o f  their application changes’’ (IRL).

The perceived high rate o f  reflisal for one-off housing planning applications across 

the country was attributed to the lack o f knowledge on the part o f the planner o f 

the area in which they are working; "Planning officers are taking up positions on 

county councils yet they have no prior knowledge o f  the county and may never 

even have set fo o t in it before they started working. They are advising policy and 

making planning decisions on one-off housing, yet very little thought is given to 

the circumstances o f  the applicant who is applying fo r  permission to build. 

Applications are decided in bulk and the sterile decision-making process is based 

on flawed policy. A vast overhaul o f  the planning system is required because as it 

currently stands i t ’s squeezing the life out o f  rural Ireland" (IFA).
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Turning to the perspective o f interviewees representing groups against one-off 

housing construction, it was suggested that planning officers are often the voice o f 

reason at local level given that elected representatives have a vested interest in 

keeping the electorate happy; "Planning officers are trained professionals in their 

fie ld  who have the ability to guide policy direction and make planning decisions 

fairly, in accordance with policy and without sentiment' (The Heritage Council). 

The An Taisce representative commented; 'Local Authority planners are doing 

their best in often trying circumstances; a huge turnover o f  planning applications, 

the constant presence o f  councillors enquiring after planning applications or 

making representations on behalf o f  their electorate, and they are always receive 

the most criticism o f  any parties involved in the planning system, given that they 

are the ones who make the fina l decisions regarding planning applications. They 

are doing a good job  applying national and local rural housing policy to one-off 

housing applications and they are, fo r  the most part, getting it right and working 

within the parameters o f  the policy drawn up fo r  them by their local councillors. ’

To summarise, interviewees representing groups with a pro- one-off housing 

stance condemned planning officers’ strict interpretation o f rural housing policy 

and misuse of the flexibility contained within when making planning decisions. 

Conversely, interviewees representing conservation groups described planning as 

being the voice o f reason within local planning authorities, given the fact that they 

have no allegiance to the electorate and can carry out their duties without bias.

7.9. The Role of An Bord Pleanala

In the final section o f the interviews conducted with interviewees representing 

groups that were both for and against one-off housing construction, interviewees 

were asked if they felt An Bord Pleanala (a statutory body that operates as an 

independent appeals board that makes decisions on applications whose outcome is 

disputed at local level) was a required addition to the planning system.
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The genera] consensus, agreed by the majority o f interviewees, was that An Bord 

Pleanala is a necessary body; "Yes it is imperative to have an independent body, a 

third party within the planning system, where refused applicants can lodge an 

appeal. Local authorities don't always get it right' (ICA). The An Taisce 

representative commented; "There are a lot o f  factors at play at local level, you 

know, like intense lobbying, which doesn’t occur w’hen an appeal is made to An 

Bord Pleanala. This independent appeals system is necessary as the right 

decisions aren Y ahvays made at local level.'

However, the IRDA representative reserved a lot o f criticism for the workings o f 

An Bord Pleanala. The main criticisms and points o f argument put forward are 

documented in the following interview extracts;

"An Bord Pleanala needs to he completely overhauled. As it stands, it does not 

appear to offer a democratic system for appealing the planning decisions made by 

local authority planners... When you think about it, the board o f  An Bord Pleanala 

is comprised o f  ten people who in charge o f  making the fina l decisions relating to 

all aspects o f  development in Ireland, this is ridiculous. But what is even worse is 

the complete lack o f  rural representation on the board. The two board members 

representing rural interests are actually professional planners who were working 

as senior planners for An Bord Pleanala at the time o f  their appointment and the 

two o f  them were nominated by the same organisation, which is farcical given that 

there are forty  prescribed organisations who can nominate board members... The 

current composition o f  the board is not representative o f  all sectors o f  society as 

was the original intention. Indeed, a situation where professional planners are 

assessing the work o f  other professional planners hardly seems democratic or 

representative o f  Irish society in any way, shape or form ' (IRDA).
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7.10. Conclusion

This chapter provides insight into the extent to which interest groups, both for and 

against one-off housing, felt they have been able to influence the agendas o f  

national and local policy relating to rural settlement structure. It also assess the 

perspective on the success o f  policy as it currently stands while providing insight 

into their own, often conflicting, opinions o f  the sustainability o f  one-off housing.

Three o f  the four groups in favour o f  one-off housing stated that, in general, all 

applications for one-off housing should be considered. The forth was o f  the 

opinion that rural people should be allowed to build but urban-generated housing 

should be curtailed. The conservation groups were o f  the opinion that one-off 

housing was extremely problematic from an environmental perspective and should 

only be allowed in cases o f  genuine rural need. However, even in these instances 

site suitability needed to be given prime consideration.

Groups, both for and against one-off housing, stated that sustainable development 

is highly interpretive. Not surprisingly, the main focus o f groups with pro- one-off 

housing stances was the social dimension o f  sustainable development whereas the 

environment was o f  central importance for conservation groups. Discussions 

relating to sustainable development highlighted the hugely conflicting 

interpretations held by both groups.

Concerning involvement in the rural housing debate, the denial o f  people’s right to 

chose where the live, a lack o f  consistency in approving/refiising one-off housing 

applications and over-stringent planning regimes were the main reasons put 

forward by pro- one-off housing interests. The conservation groups stated that a 

necessity to campaign against any loosening o f  restrictions on one-off housing 

construction (as was the stated intention o f  the RHGs prior to their publication) 

had prompted their involvement. The media was cited by all groups as being the 

best outlet to get their views heard and also to refiite the viewpoints o f  opposition
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groups. However, An Taisce felt that, in the instance o f the rural housing debate, it 

had received poor media coverage.

With regard to influencing national policy decision-makers, several o f  the pro- 

one-off housing groups commented that given their high membership numbers and 

public support, they were in a position to influence, hence the success o f  the 

campaign for the loosening o f one-off housing restrictions. It was stated the 

introduction o f the RHGs illustrates the success o f pro- one-off housing lobbying 

at national level. This situation is indicative o f the pluralist thesis o f state 

operations in that the State is described as a weak unit operating in an environment 

o f strong external influence and controlled by politicians who are concerned with 

appeasing the electorate.

The conservation groups mentioned their prescribed status as a means for 

influencing national policy. Again, this perception is in keeping with the pluralist 

perspective in that power is distributed in such a way so that no one group can 

dominate.

In relation to influencing local policy-makers, and illustrating the prescriptions o f 

the pluralist perspective, pro- one-off housing groups stated that is was possible to 

exert influence through the lobbying o f  councillors and that many were 

sympathetic to their viewpoint being o f rural background. Again, conservation 

groups cited their prescribed status as allowing them to exert influence at local 

level.

It was suggested by pro- one-off housing groups that planners are using the 

interpretive nature o f county development plans to refuse applications for one-off 

housing. It was also suggested that planning officers are often the main policy­

makers at local level through the asserting their planning expertise. Planning 

officers were described as "bureaucrats on a power trip’’ and that many planning 

decisions could essentially be described as an abuse o f power. This perception 

suggestions a managerialist modus operandi on the part o f plarming officers
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whereby their planning decisions are reflective o f the views and opinions o f 

bureaucratic administrators.

Conversely, planning officers were described by conservation groups as being the 

voice o f reason, acting in accordance with local policy and without the 

incorporation o f their personal convictions. This perspective is in allegiance with 

the common self-perception held by planning officers themselves with regard to 

their role in local government.

Chapter seven has documented the perspectives o f interest groups with regard to 

sustainable development, one-off housing and rural housing formulation and 

activation at national and local level. Chapter eight documents the experiences o f 

individuals (who have been engaged with the planning system through applying 

for permission to build a one-off rural house) o f local planning operations.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:
THE EXPERIENCES AND PERSPECTIVES OF 
INDIVIDUALS ENGAGED WITH THE LOCAL 
PLANNING SYSTEM

8.0. Preamble

One o f  the prnnary aims o f  this research project was to gamer the perspective and 

examine the experiences o f  the planning system o f  individual applicants who had 

applied for permission to construct a one-off house. The role o f  this chapter within 

this thesis is to highlight the consequences, both positive and negative, for the 

individual engaging with the planning system. It is also necessary to examine the 

personal costs (both economic and social) for the individual, o f  the executive 

decision-making power held by planning officers to refuse planning applications 

for one-off housing.

There are different criteria which an applicant must meet, both within and across 

case-study authorities, in order to be considered eligible for permission to 

construct a single dwelling. As previously detailed, both Clare and Galway county 

councils have implemented settlement strategies which have strict conditions 

relating to the eligibility o f  an individual to build a detached rural house. These 

criteria vary depending on, for example, population and housing pressures, and 

enviromnental concerns in the authority in question. Both councils have 

categorised their respective functional areas into rural area types to allow for 

consideration o f  these factors. Both the location o f  the proposed site for one-off 

housing development and the eligibility requirements associated with the rural- 

area type in question are taken into account when assessing a planning application.

By contrast, the CDPs o f  Roscommon and Cavan do not stipulate such eligibility 

criteria for applicants applying to build a single dwelling. Instead all applications 

are to be considered subject to good planning practice.
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The aforementioned differences in planning regime, relating to one-off housing 

construction, across the four case-study authorities are also apparent in the content 

o f  the planning application forms which are submitted as part o f  any application. 

The application forms for local authorities, including the four case-study 

authorities, seek the same standard information relating to the applicant and the 

proposed site o f  development. Focusing on one-off housing, the information o f  

relevance includes:

-  Personal information pertaining to the applicant and his/her representatives

-  The location o f  the development

-  A description o f  the proposed development

-  The legal interest o f  the applicant regarding the site

-  The planning history o f  the site

-  Information regarding the use o f  a pre-planning service

-  The reason for selecting the proposed site for development

-  Information regarding proposed waste management and water-supply 

details

For applicants in Co. Clare, there is an appendix to the application forni entitled 

‘Clare Rural Housing Policy Designation’ which lists rural-area types and the

criteria which applicants must meet in each type o f  area in order to be eligible to

receive such permission. It also lists the relevant documentation which must be 

supplied as proof o f  eligibility.

Galway county council requires applicants seeking to construct a single dwelling 

in particular area types'^ to submit a second, additional application form. This 

form, entitled ‘Rural Housing need application form associated with application 

for rural housing’ requires applicants to provide a detailed, supported account o f  

their need to build a single dwelling in the given area. There is particular focus on 

the social and economic contribution the applicant will make to the area in 

question. Neither Roscommon nor Cavan county councils seek further information 

from the applicant, apart from what is required on the standard form.

Gaeltacht areas, areas o f significant landscape sensitivity, 15km zone surrounding Galway city
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The differing procedures put in place for obtaining information, which allows for 

an assessment o f planning applications for one-off housing construction across the 

four case-study authorities, are thus apparent. On one hand, counties Galway and 

Clare exhibit stringent assessment criteria, while counties Roscommon and Cavan 

adopt a more lenient approach.

The postal questionnaire surveys, from which the findings o f  this chapter are 

derived, have been constructed in such a manner as to elicit whether and to what 

degree such differences have impacted on respondents’ interaction with the 

planning system and their evaluation o f its operations. Information was obtained 

from respondents who had been refused planning permission for a single dwelling 

relating to:

-  The history o f the site for which planning permission was sought

-  The applicant’s personal affiliation with the site and the area in question

-  The applicant’s rationale in choosing the site for development and also for 

opting to construct a single dwelling rather than availing o f another 

housing type

-  The planning-related processes with which the applicant engaged when 

applying for permission, e.g. use o f pre-planning service, use o f  third party 

representation, etc.

Given the obvious differences in eligibility criteria across the case-study 

authorities, it was felt that an examination o f the above factors might provide 

insight in the way in which such eligibility criteria can influence the outcome o f 

one-off housing planning applications, and the impacts on applicants.

In addition, in the case o f Co. Clare, postal surveys were also administered to a 

sample group o f individuals whose applications had been granted permission for a 

single dwelling in the case-study year o f 2005. This allowed for an examination 

and comparison to be made o f the factors within one case-study county which may 

have played a role in a planning officer’s decision to grant or refiise.
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In all instances, for comparative purposes, the postal survey was administered to 

potential respondents who had been refused or approved permission to construct a 

single dwelling based on a full planning permission application. In the discussion 

which follows, respondents from Co. Clare who were refused permission to 

construct a single dwelling in 2005 will be referred to as Clare Refused and those 

who were granted permission will be termed Clare Approved. There were 197 

respondents in total: 38 from Co. Roscommon, 38 from Co. Cavan, 36 from Co. 

Galway, 40 from Clare Approved, and 45 from Clare Refused.

The perspectives o f applicants (who have been both granted and refused 

permission to build a single rural dwelling) with regard to the manner by which 

national and local planning systems are being operated and also the way in which 

local planning officers are carrying out their duties are important as they provide 

insight into how the general population views the functionings o f the local state 

and their role in rural planning matters. The pluralist and managerialist 

interpretations o f state operations are employed to aid understanding o f the 

empirical evidence collected from the questionnaire surveys; in essence the extent 

by which the general populace views local rural settlement planning as being 

influenced by considerations o f managerialism and/or pluralism.

8.1. Proposed Site Planning History (Pre-2005)

This section seeks to examine the site planning history o f  plarming applications 

submitted in 2005, in an attempt to decipher whether the existence and outcome o f 

prior planning applications may have had an impact on later planning decisions. 

The results obtained are documented in Appendix 7 (Tables A7.1-A7.3, Figures 

A7.1-A7.3). It should be noted that due to the small sample size, given the reduced 

number o f respondents who had made a planning application prior to 2005 (Table 

A7.1), any broader generalisations cannot be made with any statistically 

significant degree o f  confidence regarding a wider population and therefore are 

relevant solely in the context o f this study.
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With regard to an assessment o f the relative strictness o f the planning regimes in 

counties Clare and Galway, when compared to counties Roscommon and Cavan, 

an examination o f differences in refusal rates connected to site-planning history 

revealed no obvious trends to support this assertion (Table A7.3). A higher 

proportion o f respondents in Roscommon (23.68%) and Cavan (23.68%) did not 

have knowledge o f  the planning history o f the site on which they wished to build 

compared to Clare Refused (8.89%) and Galway (16.67%). This could be 

connected to a lack o f familiarity with the site, for example, it was not family- 

owned land nor acquired from a personally-known third-party. Such figures may 

be indicative o f a higher proportion o f non-local applicants in Cavan and 

Roscominon than in Clare and Galway, given the absence o f local need eligibility 

requirements in the former authorities. In addition, given the relative leniency of 

the planning regimes in Roscommon and Cavan, respondents may not have felt the 

same necessity as those in Clare and Galway to seek out such information when 

constructing a planning application.

Turning to the type o f permission sought in the pre-2005 applications (Table 

A7.2), one feature of note is that a lower proportion of respondents in Roscommon 

(7.9%) and Cavan (2.9%) who sought outline permission'*. The figures for Clare 

Refused and Galway were 13.3%> and 8.3% respectively. These figures may be an 

indication o f perceived difficulties in acquiring flill planning permission for one- 

off housing in Clare and Galway in that a larger number o f applicants sought to 

assess their chances o f eventually securing permission to build by initially 

submitting an outline application.

With regard to the outcomes o f the pre-2005 planning applications, one application 

was withdrawn by applicants in both counties Cavan and Roscommon, with the 

former stating that they had been advised to do so because the application was 

unlikely to be successful at the time and that this would avoid a ‘bad planning

18 Outline planning permission means a planning authority has given permission in principle for 
development, but not for a specific building proposal. Full planning permission is still required 
before building can commence.
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history’ on the site. It is interesting also to note (Table A7.3) that many o f the pre- 

2005 planning applications for one-off housing had been successfial in Clare 

Refused (41.2%), Galway (27.3%) and Roscommon (31.3%) while, in all 

instances, the subsequent 2005 application was refused. However, these figures do 

not differentiate between applications that were for outline and full planning 

permission.

An examination o f the disparities between the Clare Approved and Clare Refused 

groups revealed the expected trends. O f the Clare Approved respondents, just four 

out o f 40 stated that there had been a pre-2005 application lodged (one respondent 

did not know). This figure is significantly lower than that for the Clare Refused 

respondents, where 17 o f the 45 respondents confirmed the existence o f a pre-2005 

site-planning history. O f the four respondents representing the Clare Approved 

category, who confirmed an earlier application for a single dwelling, all were 

successfiil in their 2005 application securing permission to build. This suggests 

that previous site planning history, particularly in instances where it had been 

unsuccessfijl, may negatively affect the future planning aspirations o f the site in 

question.

However, given the initial parameters whereby possible respondents were selected 

for receipt o f the survey had been based on their granted 2005 application for full 

planning permission to construct a single dwelling, the prior applications in the 

Clare Approved category were unconnected to the 2005 application, given that 

each o f the four were o f planning permission type Permission Consequent 

meaning that they had been granted permission to build based on a previously- 

granted outline permission. This would suggest that the previous timeframe for 

construction o f the granted single dwelling had expired warranting the submission 

o f a new application, or that the applicants wished to submit a new plan for 

consideration.
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8.2. Respondents’ Reasons for Seeking to Construct a Single

Dwelling

This section examines the reasons which were o f primary importance in 

influencing the respondents’ decision to seek planning permission for the 

construction o f a single rural dwelling.

In the postal questionnaire survey, respondents were asked why they had applied 

for permission to construct a detached house in a rural area rather than choosing 

another housing option. They were provided with a list o f ten possible reasons 

accounting for their decision to seek planning approval for a single dwelling. 

Respondents were made aware that they could select more than one option and 

were asked to rank their selected options in order. Respondents were also given the 

option o f citing an alternative reason. However, none o f the 197 respondents 

across all four case-study utilised this option.

The possible reasons were assigned an alphabetic code for purposes o f display in 

tables.

-  Reduced cost compared to buying a house in a rural area [A]

-  Reduced cost compared to buying a house in an urban area [B]

-  Having been brought up in a detached rural house [C]

-  Preference o f a detached rural house as opposed to a semi-detached or

terraced house [D]

-  Better environment to raise children (as opposed to living in an urban area) 

[E]

-  Visual landscape/scenery [F]

-  Health reasons [G]

-  Better quality o f  life (as opposed to living in an urban area) [H]

-  Returning Emigrant [I]

-  Second/holiday home [J]
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The most frequent answers from each case-study authority were calculated based 

on their positioning in the overall top three order of preference for each case-study 

authority. Moving downwards from the top tliree order o f preference, the 

perceived popularity o f  the answers was less statistically significant as fewer 

respondents chose to provide 4'*’, and 6'^ preference answers. Table 8.2.1-Table 

8.2.6 list the most important reasons underlying the applications.

Looking at the case-study areas as a whole and the most popular reasons provided 

for applying for planning permission to construct a one-off house, by far the most 

prevalent and highest-preference answer was that the respondent had been brought 

up in a single dwelling. This suggests a strong and long-standing association with 

rural living which respondents wish to continue with the construction o f their own 

property. The reduced cost o f constructing a house compared to buying a house 

which had already been built also featured prominently as the second most popular 

reason given. This is perhaps indicative o f a situation whereby a large number o f 

respondents have access to a site on family-owned land. In addition, the actual cost 

o f buying a site and hiring a building contractor to construct a dwelling is 

generally less expensive than purchasing a built property.

The third most popular answer given in response to the query as to why 

respondents sought planning permission to construct a single rural dwelling, 

pertained to the visual landscape and scenery o f the area in question. This may 

indicate a familiarity with the area. The site may be family-owned or one nearby. 

Also, if respondents were to buy a built property, they may not have the same level 

o f choice with regard to location.
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Table 8.2.1. Co. Roscommoii -  Most commou reasons for 
choosing to apph for permission to construct a single rural 
dwelling

±\ ____________________________
Popularity o f  Ansv.-er 

N um ber o f O ccm rences

1 st 2 nd 3 rd

O rder o f 
Preference

A (13) C (10 ) H (6 )
■>i3d H ( 8 ) A  C (6 ) B (4 )
3 rd A (5) B H ( 4 ) C (3 )

M ost populai' aiisv.-ers cited by respondents from Co. 
Roscommon:

1. R educed cost com pared to buying a. house in  a ruial area

2. B etter quality o f  life (as opposed to li\in g  in an urban

area)

3. Brought up  in a detached rural house

4. R educed cost compared to bu}‘ing a house in an urban

ai'ea

Table 8.2.2. Co. C a v a n -M o st commou reasons for choosing 
to apply for permission to construct a single rural du elling

Popularity' o f  A nsw er 
N um ber o f  O ccunences

1 st 2 nd 3 rd

O rder ot 
P reference

F (9,1 C (S) A (6 )
■>nd C D F  ( 6  ) H (5 ) A. (4)

h  (6 ) t  C U A( 4 ) H ( 2 )

M ost popular answers cited by respondents from Co. C a \’an :

1 . \ 'isu a l landscape scenery

2. Brought up  in a detached ruial house

3. Preference o f  a detached rural house as opposed to a semi­

detached  orte iraced  house

4. R educed  cost compared to buying a house in a rural aiea
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Table 8.2.3. Co. G a h v a y -M o st coiumou reasons for choosing 
to apply for permission to construct a single rural dwelling

P opularity  o f  Ansv'.'er 
N um ber o f  D ccm rences

1 st 2 nd 3 rd

O rder o f  
P reference

P ' C (9 ) D F ( S ) A  (5)
">nd C D (■) F ( 6 i A  (4)
3 rd C D D F  (6 ) A  E (2)

Most popular ajiswers cited by respondents from  Co. G al’.vay:

1. Brought up in a detached m ral house

2. Preference o f  a detached m ral house as opposed to a sem i­

detached  or te iraced  house

3. \ ’isual lu id scape  scener>'

4. R educed  cost compar ed to  buying a house in a m ial area

Table 8.2.4. Co. Clare {Refused) — M ost coiumou reasons for 
choosing to apply for permission to construct a single rural 
dweUing

Popularity  o f  A nsw er 
N um ber o f  D ccuriences

1 st 2 n d 3 rd

O rder o f  
P reference

P ' A  C ( l l ) D  (S i EG)
D (7 ) E F  (6 ) A  H  (5)

3 rd H (S) F ( ' ) C E  (5)

Most popular' ajisv.-ers cited  by respondents from  Co. Claie 
(Refused):

1. R educed  cost compar ed to  buying a house in a nrral ar ea

2. Brought up in a detached rural house

3. Preference o f  a detached rural house as opposed to a sem i­

detached orteiTaced house

4. B ette r etnrronm ent to ra ise  children (as opposed to hving 

in an urban area)



Table 8.2.5. Co. Clare {.Approved) -  Most conuuoii reasous for 
choosiiia to apply for permission to coiistm ct a single rural 
dwelling

Poptilirity of Aii5\v;r 
Number c f  Oceuiraicej

Is: 2r.c 3rd

Order ot 
?;ef;reti:e

c : i 5 ) H (13) E (5)

H ( l l ) E(:o. t C I'd )
3CC C( 6 ) H B (5)

Most p op d ii ii’.swirs :ited by lespcndents frcm Cc. C lue  
tippro'.-ed)

1. Erouglitupiii a detached ruiil house

2. Better :juiLty c flife  (is  oppcsfd to iviiig iti aii uibin area

3. Better en'iroonei:t toi'iise ciildreii (is opposed to liMiig 

in 111 irbaii a ; i )
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The forth most frequently-rated answer was the preference for a detached rural 

house as opposed to another housing type. There is a similarity in the direction o f 

answering as this reason is closely connected to the higher-placed answers in that 

there is an obvious affinity with a rural lifestyle and dispersed settlement patterns.

In a similar vein, a better quality o f life associated with residing in a rural area as 

opposed to an urban area, was fifth in the order o f preference. The belief that a 

rural environment was preferable to an urban environment for raising children was 

listed as the sixth most popular answer. However, its relatively low standing in the 

order o f preference could suggest that child bearing may not be a top priority o f 

many respondents. However, its appearance again suggests a long-standing 

commitment to living in a rural environment. These 4̂ '’, 5̂*̂ and 6‘̂  most popular 

reasons for applying for planning permission to construct a single dwelling may 

indicate that respondents have experience o f living in an urban environment, 

perhaps through work or attendance at college. Another possible explanation is an 

underlying negative attitude towards urban living associated with disadvantages 

such as higher crime rates, traffic congestion, noise pollution, and so on.

The reduced cost o f building a rural house compared to buying a house in an urban 

area was the final answer which featured, appearing seventh on the order o f 

preference. Interestingly, all the respondents who chose this answer as one o f their 

preferences were concentrated solely in the Roscommon and Clare Approved case- 

study areas. In the case o f  the Clare Approved case-study group, this could be 

connected to the strict planning regime in operation in Co. Clare which has forced 

respondents to consider this option. There is no obvious explanation for its 

occurrence in Roscommon responses. Its low standing could suggest that 

respondents chose to rate all options which applied to them, including this one. 

Another reason may be that respondents work in urban areas in, or in close 

proximity to, the county but wish to live (or remain living) in a rural area.

Three o f the ten possible responses failed to feature among the top three answers 

provided by any o f the respondents, namely health reasons, returning emigrants
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and second/holiday homes. Subject to good planning practice, one o f the exception 

clauses permitting one-off housing in both the Clare and Galway settlement 

strategies is the construction o f a single rural dwelling for exceptional health 

reasons if supported by medical documentation. However, this reason was chosen 

by just one respondent, as a fourth-preference answer in the Clare Refused case- 

study category.

Returning emigrants are also eligible, in each o f the four case-study authorities, to 

apply for permission to construct a one-off house. Again, just one o f the 197 

respondents chose this option, having cited it as a second-ranking preference. 

Similarly, the use o f the dwelling as a second/holiday home was cited as a first- 

preference answer by one respondent from Co. Cavan.

An interesting point o f note, as revealed in Tables 8.2.1-8.2.5, is that the Clare 

Approved category showed the least correlation with any o f the other four 

categories, namely Roscommon, Cavan, Galway and Clare Refused.

8.3. Respondents’ Personal Affiliation with Proposed Development 

Site

This section relates to the 2005 applications focusing on the manner by which the 

site was acquired, the reason for site selection, the applicants’ legal interest in the 

site in question and the proposed occupancy o f the site, the purpose being to 

establish the level o f  attachment, on the part o f respondents, to the rural area in 

which the proposed site for development was located.

8.3.1. Legal Interest in Proposed Site for Development

In an attempt to ascertain the level o f commitment the respondent has for setting 

up home in the area where the site is located, the first topic which was addressed 

was the applicant’s legal interest in the site. A bar graph documenting the findings 

is located in Appendix 7 (Figure A7.4).
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The majority o f respondents across the case-study areas owned the site. O f those 

respondents who occupied their site, in all instances the site was owned by an 

immediate family member (e.g. a parent, a child or a sibling). In instances where 

respondents chose the option ‘other’, the majority stated that they were a 

prospective buyer and would purchase subject to obtaining planning permission. In 

addition, five Clare Approved respondents, two Clare Refused respondents, and 

one respondent from Co. Cavan stated that the site was part o f family land and that 

they intended to buy it subject to planning permission being granted.

Ownership of, or family ties to the site in question appear to have had some 

significance with regard to planning decisions. This assertion is confirmed in the 

findings from the comparative study which occurred in Clare county council. 

92.5% of respondents who had been approved planning permission owned or had 

family ties to their site in comparison to just 65% amongst those refused planning 

permission. These findings are perhaps not surprising given that Clare county 

council operated a strict planning regime and has a local need clause in place in 

areas under strong urban pressure.

However, given the high proportion o f applications which have been refused 

across each case-study authority (including counties Cavan and Roscommon who 

operate lenient regimes) despite the indication o f ownership or family ties, it 

would appear that this connection to the site may not be one o f the primary 

parameters within which applications for single rural dwellings are considered, 

rather a secondary concern after site suitability and housing design are examined.

Interestingly, when compared to the authorities operating strict planning regimes,

respondents from the Cavan authority indicated a high refusal rate o f applications

where the applicant owned or had family ties to their site (86.5%>). The fact that

the spatial patterns o f dispersed rural housing have altered in recent decades given

the transition from an agricultural to a serv'ice-based economy and also that Co.

Cavan is within commuting distance of the Greater Dublin Area have led to

problems relating to urban sprawl and ribbon development, more so than

witnessed in Co. Roscommon, the other case-study authority operating a lenient
286



planning regime. Therefore, it may be suggested that environmental protection and 

the prevention against continued urban sprawl and ribbon development have taken 

precedence amongst policy activators over ownership o f or a family connection to 

land.

8.3.2. Site Acquisition

With regard to the circumstances by which the site was acquired, the findings are 

documented in bar graph form in Appendix 7 (Figure A7.5).

In concurrence with the findings o f section 8.3.1, having family ties to the site for 

which planning permission appears to be a significant factor with regard to the 

granting o f planning permission, as highlighted by the comparative statistics o f  the 

Clare Approved (90%) and the Clare Refused (17.8%) groups. These findings 

suggest that while ownership o f the site in question may not be a decisive factor 

with regard to the granting o f applications for single dwellings, family ties to the 

land are considered by policy activators. Indeed, the proportion o f family-owned 

sites is also much lower in each o f the case-study groups (who were refused 

permission) than the Clare Approved group. These findings may be explained by 

the fact that in counties Roscommon and Cavan there are no eligibility clauses in 

their respective local rural housing policies. Therefore, one might expect the 

history o f site acquisition o f these applicants to be varied. Turning to the findings 

for Galway county council, the refusal rates for individuals seeking to build on 

family land was the highest o f the three options relating to site acquisition. This 

again, suggests that the primary decisive factors with regard to the planning 

success o f applications for single rural dwellings are related to siting and design 

above the applicant’s relationship to the site.

8.3.3. Factors of Importance in Site Selection

Respondents were asked to choose from a selection o f possible factors which they 

felt were o f primary importance in their reasoning for selecting their site. The 

possible reasons are listed below, each option being assigned an alphabet code.

-  Family land [A]
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-  Affordable [B]

-  Family nearby (not family land) [C]

-  Visual Landscape/scenery [D]

-  Close to urban centre (village/town/city) [E]

-  Close to work [F]

-  Close to national/regional road network [G]

-  Investment Purposes [H]

As seen in Section 8.2, respondents were advised that they could select more than 

one option, ranking their responses (1, 2, 3, etc.) according to personal preference. 

Respondents could also provide alternative reasons for their decision in selecting 

the site. However, not one of the 197 individuals surveyed chose this option.

The results o f this analysis and the most popular answers cited by respondents 

from each case-study groups are documented in the following tables (8.3.3.1- 

8.3.3.5).
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T a b le  S .3 .3 .1 .  C o .  R o s c o m i u o u  — M o s t  c o iu m o u  pi im a iy  
factor of im poi taiice in selecting a site

Populaiity of Ansv.'er 
N um ber o f Occurrences

1st 2nd 3rd

O rder o f  
Preference

P* B (12) A  (8) D(4>
■703 B (S) A  C (5) D(3>
3rd B (4 ) AD(.-:> C U (6)

M ostpopulai diisv.-ci's citcdiii sclcctiiig a site

1. .A t'fordable
2 . Family Land
Iv V isual Landscape Sceueiy 
-t. Family nearby (not family land}

Table S.3.3.2. Co. C a v a u -! \Io s t  com m on p rim an  factor of 
im portance in selecting; a site

PopulaiiL_>. o f Ansvvci 
N um ber o f  Occurrences

1st 2nd 3rd

O rder o f  
Preference

B (10) A  (S) G(7>
D (S) F (4 ) C G (2)

3^^ B 13) A  C (2) E F G ( l )

Most popular ansvs-ers cited in selecting a site

1. A ffordable
2 . Family Land
3. Close to national regional road netvvork
4. Close to work
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Table 8.3.3.3. Co. GahA a y -^ I o s t  common prim aiy factor of 
importauce in selecting a site

PopuldiilN o f  A nisvc i  
Number o f OccuiTences

1st 2nd 3>j

O rd e r  o f  
Preference

A (9) C (8) B (7)
■puj A  C D E ( 4 ) B(3)
3rd D (4 ^ ABC?) C E F ( 2 )

T a b l e  S.3 .3 .4 . C u. Clai e ( R t f u i e d )  — ^ l o s l  u u m iu u u  p i  im a i  \ 
factor of importauce in selecting a site

Popularity o f Answer 
Number o f OccmTences

1st 2nd 3 rd

Order ol 
Picfcicin_c

P* A  (12) B ( 1 0 ) C D  (S)
B ( 1 4 ) C (1 0 ) E ( 3 )

3 rd D (10) B (5) C E (4 )

Most populaj- answers cited in selecting a site

1. F ain ilv  L aiid
2. Family neai'by (not family land)
3. Affordable
4. \'isual Landscape Sceneiy

Muil (jupulcu cib t i le d  in bcIccLiiig a site

1. Affordable
2. Family Laiid
3. Family neaiby (not family land)
4_ V isua l L aj id scapc  S ccnc iy



Table 8.3.3.5. Co. Clare (Approved) -  Most coiuiuoii priiuan' 
factoi of importauce iu seltcting a site

Populaiitv o f  .Aiisv.-er 
Number o f OccuiTe:ices

1st 2nd 3rd

Order ot 
Prsfereiice

A (2^) B (5) c (4;.
2;id B C D a :S) D {5 }

3:d D( 9) Bi S) E (5 i

M cstpopulu- ms^vers cited in selecting a s.te

1. Family I m d
2. Affordcble
3. Faniil}' nearby (not tarailv Laiid)
4. ^̂ isv:al Laiidjcife Scenery
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Examining the case-study groups together as a whole, the two factors cited by 

respondents which stood out as being the most important when selecting a site for 

construction were affordability and family-owned land. The selection o f  

‘affordability’ as one o f  the top answers in each o f  the four case-study areas could 

be viewed as indicative o f  a failing central government policy promoting 

concentrated settlement. These findings appear to correlate with the perceptions o f  

many interviewees (see previous chapters) that attempts at promoting sustainable 

concentrated rural settlement have been hampered, in many cases, by the building 

o f  inadequately-serviced rural housing estates, often situated beyond walking 

distance from the local town/village, where the main priority o f  their construction 

seems to be maximising developer profit. Given the additional cost associated with 

buying a property as opposed to building, the situation described above do not 

offer an attractive alternative for people looking to own their own home in the 

countryside. Considering that the deeds to a family plot will often be given to 

family members at little or no cost or for a fee which falls far below the m arket 

value, this leaves just the architectural, application and construction costs for the 

applicant. Even in circumstances where the land is sold at market value, the cost o f  

the site plus the costs associated with building a dwelling are far less than if  one 

were to buy a built property as developer's profit is thereby eliminated.

The third and forth placed reasons for selecting a site related to the ‘proximity o f  

family’ and ‘visual landscape and scenery.’ These reasons were selected 

approximately half the number o f  times when compared to first and second 

choices. The proximity o f  family is again evident o f  the respondents’ ties to the 

area.

The importance credited to the visual landscape and scenery when selecting a site 

may suggest affiliation with the area when considered in conjunction with the 

higher-placed answers relating to family connections. It could be suggested that 

the respondent has a long-standing appreciation for the surrounding visual 

landscape and, therefore it is a factor o f  importance in their site selection.
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The fifth-, sixth- and seventh-placed factors o f importance, namely; proximity to 

urban centre, proximity to workplace and, proximity to national/regional road 

network, were o f far less significance. Indeed, the latter two options only featured 

strongly in the Cavan case-study group. This questionnaire survey was undertaken 

in 2007/2008 when housing prices, especially in Dublin, were at their peak. 

Therefore many individuals and families chose to move to areas, such as Co. 

Cavan, within commuting distance o f their families and/or employment. In 

addition, the cost o f building a house was much less expensive than buying a 

property. These factors may explain the fact that proximity to national/regional 

road network was a more prevalent response in Co. Cavan than the other three 

case-study areas. That these applications were refused may be due to the 

possibility that they went against local policy o f protecting against urban sprawl 

and ribbon development. The fact that the options o f proximity to an urban centre 

and o f proximity to national/regional road network obtained low response rates in 

the other case-study areas, may lend further credence to the assertion that many 

respondents have demonstrated an affinity to the area in which their site is located 

because these two options are both concerned with ‘outside’ connections which 

have little or no direct association with the site in question.

One possible option ‘investment purposes’ did not feature as a factor o f primary 

importance during site selection. It received just two citations overall, both as first 

preference answers, one from Co. Cavan and one from Co. Galway. This low 

figure is perhaps indicative o f the growing awareness o f  the general public and 

potential applicants o f the difficulties associated with acquiring plarming 

permission for a second/holiday home or an investment property in a rural area.

As can be seen above, when the case-study authorities are examined individually, 

Roscommon, Galway, Clare Refused and Clare Approved each have the same 

options listed as the top four significant factors, albeit in differing orders.

In counties Cavan and Roscommon, affordability was the most important 

consideration for respondents in their site selection. In Co. Galway, the fact that
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the site was family owned was the most significant issue. Again both affordability 

and family ownership o f the site featured as the dominant factors o f importance in 

selecting a site in the Claire Approved and Clare Refused groups. Family 

ownership o f the site was by far the most prevalent factor in the Clare Approved 

group having been chosen as a first preference answer by 26 out o f a possible 40 

respondents.

As detailed, the responses obtained Irom Co. Cavan respondents illustrated a 

marked difference from the other case-study areas in that the third and fourth 

preference answers, proximity to the workplace and proximity to national/regional 

road network, were unique to this county. As previously suggested, this may be 

related to an urban-generated housing need on the part o f respondents, who work 

in close proximity to their selected site but are not originally from the area.

8.3.4. Proposed Occupancy of Dwelling

Respondents were asked to state the proposed occupancy o f the site for which 

planning permission had been sought. The findings are presented in Appendix 7 

(Figure A7.6).

The majority o f respondents across all case-study groups proposed to make the 

dwelling their permanent residence. This was the case for all o f the respondents 

from the Clare Approved group who were all granted permission to construct a 

one-off house. Two respondents each fi-om case-study groups Roscommon, 

Galway and Clare Refused proposed letting the property. It is interesting to note 

that when initially questioned as to whether the property was to be used for 

investment purposes, just two respondents, one each from counties Cavan and 

Galway, had stated that this was their intention. Furthermore, an additional five 

respondents drawn from counties Cavan (1), Galway (1) and Clare Refused (3) 

confirmed that they had intended to sell the property if they had been successfril in 

their planning application. Therefore a number o f respondents seem to have made 

misleading responses in this survey, which may also have been the case with 

regard to their planning application. If  this had indeed been the case, and the
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application had been approved, it would mean that these applicants, by selling on 

the property, would have been in breach of the prevailing standard occupancy 

conditions which are standard in counties Clare and Galway, an ongoing situation 

which has been previously acknowledged by local councillors, local planning 

officers and pro-conservation interests.

Six respondents representing counties Clare Refused (4), Galway (1), and Cavan 

(1) chose the ‘other’ option to set down their own explanations. Each of the six 

respondents stated that they initially intended to rent the property to defray costs. 

Four o f these respondents {Clare Refused [2], Galway [1], Cavan [1]) stated that 

they then intended to move into the property, with the remaining respondent from 

the Clare Refused group stating that an intention to give it to his/her son.

8.4. Personal Association of Applicant with Area

At this juncture, the line o f questioning focused more closely on the applicants and 

their personal affiliation with the area in which they wish to build a one-off house. 

Respondents were firstly questioned as to whether they were local to the area. The 

term local (in accordance with national policy) is defined as being born in the area 

or living in the area for at least the past ten years. The findings are documented in 

Appendix 7 (Figure A7.7).

The majority o f respondents considered themselves to be local to the area in which 

they sought planning. Apart from Co. Cavan, the results for each of the groups 

were greater than 80% with respect to being a local applicant, with 100% o f Clare 

Approved respondents citing themselves as locals. At 71.1%, this lower figure for 

Co. Cavan supports the previous assertion that a significant proportion o f 

respondents from Co. Cavan represent an urban-based demand for single 

dwellings from non-locals.
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Respondents were then asked to state the proximity, in kilometres, or their current 

home to the site. The results are presented in Figure 8.4.1 below. Again, the first 

point o f  note is the particularly low proportion o f respondents from Co. Cavan 

who live within 10 kilometres o f  their site, which lends further credibility to the 

theory that a significant proportion o f  applications in this case-study group were 

urban-generated.

Looking at the responses for each case-study group as detailed in Figure 8.4.1., it 

is interesting to note the variations in what respondents’ classed as being local. 

Following an examination o f the returned questionnaire surveys, it was established 

that, in Co. Roscommon, four o f the five respondents who lived between twenty 

and thirty kilometres away from the proposed site o f  development considered 

themselves as being local to the area. This was also the case for one respondent 

from Co. Cavan. The respondents from Co. Galway who considered themselves as 

local applicants lived within 20 kilometres o f  their site. With regard to the Clare 

Refused  group, four respondents’ living between 10-20km from their site 

considered themselves to be local, while another four living the same distance 

away considered themselves as non-local. With regard to the Clare Approved  

group, all respondents lived within twenty kilometres o f  their site and all 

considered themselves to be local.

Figure 8.4.1.

Proximity o f  Current H om e to  Proposed  Dwelling

Roscommon j 21 8 5 1 3

Q> Cavan I 16 10 ^ll2 1 9 i ■ Oto 10 km<
>• -
■o

“ S Galwav | 27 7 i 2 | ■ lO to  20 km

■ 2 0 to  30 km
</>
fTJ Clare Refused | 33 8 ! 4 ‘̂
U ■ 3 0 to  40 k m

Clare AoDroved 1 35 5 1 ■ 50+ km

0% 20% 40% 60% 

Percentage

80% 100%
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The above findings are most likely connected to the location o f the area. For 

example, in the west o f Clare or Galway, a ‘local area’ can span many kilometres 

given the sparsity o f population, whereas in areas o f south-east Clare or south 

Cavan, for example, urban centres are in much closer proximity to one another, 

with the intervening rural areas often being less than 20 kilometres in extent.

The planning authorities o f  counties Clare and Galway emphasise the economic 

contribution o f the applicant to the area in which they wish to build and thus, 

require detailed information regarding the occupation and geographic location of 

the workplace relative to the proposed development site in those instances where 

‘local need’ must be proven. Therefore, respondents o f this survey were asked to 

state the proximity o f their workplace to the site for which planning permission 

was applied. The findings are documented in Figure 8.4.2 below.

An examination o f the figures for the Clare Approved and Clare Refused groups 

revealed huge differences in the responses. 68.4% of respondents from the Clare 

Approved group intended to work from home or travel no more than ten kilometres 

for work. The comparable figure for the Clare Refused group is 26.7%. If the 

parameters are extended to a distance o f up to 20km. the figure increases to 86.7% 

for the Clare Approved group and 46.7% for the Clare Refused group. This 

differential is likely to reflect the fact that proximity to the workplace is a factor 

which is taken into account when assessing planning applications.
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Figure 8.4.2.

Proximity o f  Applicants' Workplace to  Proposed
Dwelling

Roscommon 14 ft ID S

n ■ Work from Home
Cavan 13 ' 9  8 ^ fi n

<
>• ■ Oto 10 km
u Galway 13 6 6its;^^SB asaa5- s  ? ? ■ lOto 20 km

■ 20to 30km
CO

Clare Refused 1 5 7 9 8 6 2
u H ■ 30 to 40 km

Clare Approved 14 22 7 K 9 1
    ■ 50+ km

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% x Unanswered

Percentage

Given that Co. Galway’s planning application form devotes a section to 

occupation and the location o f  the applicants workplace, and working o ff the 

assertion that the proximity o f  the proposed dwelling to the applicant’s workplace 

is a factor which may be influential in the outcome o f  decisions, it is perhaps not 

surprising that the workplace o f  the majority o f  Co. Galway respondents (58.4%) 

was located at a distance o f  20km or greater from the proposed site.

The comparative figures from counties Cavan and Roscommon, where there are no 

eligibility requirements for establishing local need, revealed results which were 

quite similar with 57.9% and 52.7% respectively working at a location which is 

less than 20km from the site o f  proposed development. Interestingly, these figures 

are considerably higher than for both the Clare Refused  group (46.7%) and 

Galway (36.1%), where the establishment o f  local need is a requirement.
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8.5. Respondents’ History of Residence in a Detached Rural

Dwelling

This section aims to establish the level o f personal identification o f respondents 

with rural lifestyles and residing in rural areas where dispersed settlement patterns 

predominate. Respondents were asked to record their occupancy with regard to 

their prior/current home'^ and whether this accommodation is a detached rural 

house. In this instance, occupancy refers to whether the house is owned or rented 

by respondents or whether they are living in the parental home. Respondents were 

also asked whether their parental home was a detached rural dwelling. The 

responses are detailed in Appendix 7, Figures A7.8, A7.9 and A7.10.

Turning first to the respondents’ current/prior accommodation, the Clare Refused 

group reported the highest rate o f owner occupancy at 46.7%. The Clare refused 

group also had a high proportion o f respondents who stated that their current/prior 

home was not a single dwelling (26.7%). These figures suggest that a significant 

proportion o f respondents from the Clare Refiised group had been committed to 

living in an urban area prior to the submission o f the 2005 application. This is not 

surprising when that fact that 80% o f Clare Refused respondents were aged 30 or 

over.

By comparison, the Clare Approved group reported the lowest rate o f owner 

occupation in their current/prior dwelling at 10%. In addition, each o f the 40 

respondents in this group stated that their current/prior home was a single rural 

dwelling. This was also the case with regard to the parental home. This contrast 

may have had a bearing on the different outcome o f planning applications between 

the Clare Approved and Clare Refused groups.

Despite the fact that 82.2% of Clare Refused respondents had described 

themselves as being local to the area in which they had applied to build a house, a 

larger proportion stated that their current home was not a one-off dwelling, which

Current/prior accommodation based on addressed obtained from planning application form.
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suggests that a proportion o f apphcants from this group were urban-based, and this 

goes against the prescriptions o f the CDP with regard to certain rural areas types.

The questionnaire survey findings, as they relate to Co. Cavan, suggest that a 

significant proportion o f respondents are not currently residing in the area in which 

they grew up. This assumption is made based on the high figures for property 

rental, considered in conjunction with the low figure for residing in the family 

home, essentially respondents have moved away and are renting. For example, 

respondents from Co. Cavan reported the highest rate o f property rental at 57.9%, 

approximately 20% higher than the other case-study groups. They also revealed 

the lowest proportion o f respondents residing in the family home (26.3%) and the 

highest proportion o f respondents currently residing in a property that is not a 

single dwelling (34.2%). The reoccurring suggestion that a considerable number o f 

Cavan respondents are originally from urban centres is fiarther supported by the 

fact that this group reported the highest figure stating their current residence was 

not a single rural dwelling. In addition, this group represents the lowest of 

respondents who stated their parental home was a single rural dwelling (31.6%).

The Roscommon case-study group revealed the highest proportion o f respondents 

who are currently residing in their family home at 52.8%. This is perhaps not 

surprising as the Roscommon group also reported the highest number o f 

respondents aged 29 or under (60.5%). In addition, 84.2% of Roscommon 

respondents reported that their parental home was a single dwelling. However, 

23.7%) are now living in a property which is not a single dwelling. Therefore, there 

are a proportion o f respondents who have lived in single dwellings but are now 

living in an alternative property type, most probably in an urban setting. This may 

be connected to a need to relocate for employment opportunities.

The Galway group revealed quite a high proportion o f respondents residing in their 

family home at 42.1%>. In addition, the results for this group revealed a large 

proportion o f respondents who are owner occupiers o f their current property 

(23.7%). The fact that this percentage is quite high is interesting as planning
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applicants in Co. Galway have to provide a detailed account o f the fiiture 

occupation o f their (former) home should they be granted permission to build. The 

fact that the respondent is already a home-owner may have had a bearing on the 

success o f their application.

The aim of sections 8.1 to 8.5 was to establish the applicants’ connection to the 

area in which they were seeking to build and how this connection, or lack thereof, 

may have affected the success o f their application. A number o f  interesting 

findings relating to applicants’ motivations in choosing their sites are documented. 

The differing motivations across the case-study authorities and how they relate to 

the success o f the application (as seen in the comparative study in Co. Clare) 

illustrate the variety contained across planning regimes in Ireland, ranging from 

strict to lenient, and also the difficulties associated with translating national policy 

for local implementation.

8.6. The Experiences of Applicants’ in Engaging with the Planning 

System

This section aims to document respondents’ experiences of engaging with the 

planning system during the 2005 application process for a single dwelling. The 

primary aim is to examine the similarities and differences in the experiences o f 

applicants across the four case-study authorities, and also between those who 

either received approval or were refused planning permission to construct a single 

dwelling in county Clare. It examines the different stages o f the planning 

application process o f relevance to one-off housing from the perspective o f  the 

applicant.

8.6.1. Use of Pre-Planning Services

The purpose o f pre-planning is to afford the opportunity to an applicant for 

planning permission to seek advice from the planning authority on the proposed 

development. While it is not compulsory to do so, this is strongly advised by each

301



authority and it appears as a section on the planning application forms o f all four 

case-study authorities where applicants must state whether or not they had used the 

service. Given the emphasis placed on this ser/ice by all four case-study 

authorities, it was considered important to establish whether applicants felt that 

availing o f this service was a necessary and/or productive endeavour with regard 

to siding the progression and potential success o f their applications. Respondents 

were asked if they had availed o f the pre-planning service, in their respective 

planning authorities, prior to submitting their planning application. The findings 

are detailed in bar graph form in Appendix 7 (Figure A7.11).

Across all case-study groups the majority o f  respondents had not availed o f the 

pre-planning service. The results for Co. Roscommon however, did show a 

significantly higher proportion o f applicants engaging in a pre-application 

consultation with the planning office at 44.7%. With regard to the results from Co. 

Clare, it is interesting to note that a smaller proportion o f respondents who were 

approved planning permission for a single dwelling availed of the pre-planning 

service compared to those who were refused at 30.0% and 35.6% respectively. 

These figures may also suggest anticipation on the part of members from the Clare 

Refused group o f prospective problems with their application in that they may 

have availed o f the pre-planning service to attempt to address these issues prior to 

submitting an application.

Respondents who had availed o f the pre-planning service were asked if they found 

it to be useful. The respondents’ answers to this question are documented in 

Appendix 7 (Figure A7.12). Perhaps, not surprisingly, given the success o f  their 

planning applications, the Clare Approved group reported the highest level o f 

approval with the pre-planning service. Seven out o f 12 respondents stated that 

they had found the consultation useful. By comparison, the Clare Refused group 

had one o f the lowest approval ratings with just four out o f 12 respondents 

reporting positive reviews o f the service. This is perhaps a consequence o f being 

subsequently refiised planning permission.
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Respondents who did not avail o f the pre-planning service were asked why they 

had chosen not to do so. The results are documented in Appendix 7 (Figure 

A7.13). Aside from the Clare Approved group the majority o f respondents stated 

that they did not know that this service existed. This is interesting given that a 

question is present on the planning application forms o f all case-study authorities 

regarding applicants’ use o f the pre-planning service. However, if a third-party 

agent had been employed in the submission o f the planning application, the 

applicant may not have seen the apphcation fonn.

The majority o f  respondents from the Clare Approved group stated that they did 

not feel that availing o f the service would be o f any great benefit to the success o f 

their application.

In the instances where respondents chose the ‘other’ option, two reasons were put 

forward for non-use o f the service. The first o f these was reported solely by 

respondents from Co. Clare {Clare Approved -  3, Clare RefLised -  2) and 

concerned the waiting time before the consultation took place. One respondent 

from the Clare Approved group elaborated; 'There was no time allowance to use 

the sennce. There was a waiting list o f  up to six months and the local area plan 

was about to change bringing our site into a pressure area. This would have ruled
90us out to apply then' (ClaA27) . The second reason put forward was that 

respondents had a third party acting on their behalf in the submission o f their 

planning application who had knowledge o f the workings o f the planning system.

8.6.2. The Use of a Third Party to Act on Applicant’s Behalf

Given that planning applicants are generally lay-people with little required 

knowledge of local rural housing policy or on-going interaction with the planning 

system, it was important to establish whether applicants felt it necessary to employ 

a more experienced representative to act on their behalf when compiling their

All respondents are identified by county; Clare=Cla; Galway= Gal; Roscommon=Ros and 
Cavan=Cav. In the instance o f  Co. Clare, Respondents were additionally identified according to 
whether they were approved or refused planning permission, e.g., Clare Approved=C\aA', Clare 
Refused=C\aR. Each survey was assigned a number. For example, in the instance o f  the Cla?-e 
A pproved  group, survey 12 out o f  40 is denoted as C1A12.
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application and interacting with the local planning office. In the comparative 

study, undertaken in Co. Clare, the findings were expected to provide insight on 

the extent to which utilising third-party representation may have affected the 

outcome o f the application. Respondents were questioned as to whether they chose 

to have a person/agent act in their interest when submitting their planning 

application for a single dwelling. The findings are detailed in Appendix 7 (Figure 

A7.14)

With the exception o f Co. Roscommon, significant numbers o f respondents had 

engaged a third party to represent them during the planning application process. 

However, in counties Cavan Galway and Clare Refused, this was not a large 

majority. By contrast, thirty-seven out o f forty applicants irom the Clare Approved 

group had used a third-party as their representative. This suggests that the 

employment o f a third-party, with a level o f  expertise in planning matters, may 

have positively affected the outcome o f the application.

Respondents who had used third-party representation were asked to state the 

occupation/profession o f their representative. Six different professions were 

mentioned which are listed in Table 8.6.2.1, with the corresponding number o f 

respondents for each case-study group who availed o f their services.

T able S.6.2.1. Occupation o f T liird-Paty Representatives

Case-Study Groups

Occupation of 3rd Part}- Roscommon Cavan Gah'.'ay Clare Clare

Refused Appro\'ed

Draughtsman 7 3 9 S S

Auctioneer - - - 1 -

■Architect 10 l i 11 14 19

Engineer - 1 1 - -

Planning Consultant 1 - 4 12

Building Contractor - - - 1 -

It should be noted that several respondents stated that they had more than one 

third-party representative acting on their behalf Architecture was, by far, the top
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profession listed across the case-study groups. In the answering o f this question, it 

was not intended, that respondents should include the person who had drawn up 

their plans as third-party representation as, given the level o f expertise required, 

the vast majority o f respondents would have had to avail o f an 

architect/draughtsman to design the scheme. This was a failing o f the survey 

design, which was overlooked on examination o f responses from the pilot survey. 

However, it must also be considered that in instances where a respondent stated 

that an architect/draughtsman had acted on their behalf, their role was not solely 

confined to designing the plans as they may have also acted as a representative for 

the applicant.

The use o f planning consultants also featured very strongly in the Clare Approved 

group suggesting that the use o f an agent who is a qualified planning professional 

may have had a bearing on the outcome o f the application.

Respondents were also asked why they chose to be represented by a third party. 

The most popular response was that it was necessary for the design and 

preparation of drawings and plans o f the proposed dwelling which are submitted as 

part o f the application. A significant number also reported that they felt that third- 

party representation was necessary given their own lack o f  expertise in planning 

matters. The following survey excerpts are examples o f the most common 

responses in this regard:

-  'Knew M’hat the council required’ (Cav04)

-  'More knowledge about the right way to go to obtain planning permission' 

(Gall 8)

-  'Experience in dealing with the planning office' (ClaROS)

In addition, four respondents from Co. Clare {Clare Approved -  3; Clare Refiised 

-  1) stated that they had been advised to use an agent qualified in planning matters.
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8.6.3. The Inclusion of Representations from Public Representatives

Respondents were questioned as to whether they had included third-party 

representations with their planning application for a single dwelling in order to 

establish whether successful applicants felt that third-party representation played a 

significant role in the acquiring o f permission to build a single rural dwelling and 

also whether refused applicants felt that the omission o f this representation was 

detrimental to their application. The inclusion o f this question also allowed for an 

examination o f whether there was a correlation in the rates o f utilisation o f  third- 

party representation and the success, or otherwise, o f the application. These 

representations included both written and oral representations. Public 

representative refers to a public leader or person o f standing within the local 

community, for example; TDs, local councillors, local clergy, or indeed any 

person whom the applicant feels will benefit their application. The findings o f  this 

question are detailed in Appendix 7 (Figure A7.15).

By far the most common group to provide representation were local councillors. 

Indeed, when questioned as to why it was necessary to include representations 

with a planning application, the most common response mentioned local 

councillors and their access to the planning office, one respondent from Co. 

Galway commenting that; ‘ We were advised to have representation by a local 

councillor who offered to look out fo r  our application at monthly meetings and 

keep us informed o f  proceedings’ (Gal22). Indeed, the most common response 

amongst respondents who had used councillors to make representations on their 

behalf was that doing so allowed them to have contact with the planning office. 

One respondent remarked; "We wouldn’t have known our application M>as likely to 

be refused had it not been fo r  out councillors enquiries. This gave us the option to 

withdraw and amend the application and then submit it again. It is a complete joke  

o f a system' (ClaA36).

Another reason put forward, which was especially prevalent in counties Clare and 

Galway, was that representations were necessary to provide proof to the planning
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office that the apphcant was a local to the area in which they were applying for 

planning permission.

8.6.4. Site-Suitability Testing

A site-suitability assessment is necessary to determine whether or not a particular 

site can ensure the safe disposal o f  wastewater from a development. Local 

authorities are responsible for determining who is qualified to carry out site 

suitability assessments within their functional areas. In some cases, local 

authorities draw up a panel o f  designated persons who may carry out this 

assessment. This is the case for counties Clare and Galway. There are thirty-six 

qualified assessors on the Co. Clare panel and fifteen on the Co. Cavan panel. 

Planning applicants wishing to conduct a site suitability assessment must choose 

an assessor from the panel.

In other local authorities, the onus is on the applicant to select a suitably qualified 

person to carry out the site assessment. This is the case in counties Galway and 

Roscommon. The site suitability report, which must be submitted as part o f  the 

application, is a standard form for all local authorities. The submitted report must 

include the site assessor's details, including their relevant qualifications and 

experience.

The use o f  a panel from which applicants can select a site assessor ensures a level 

o f uniformity in the standard o f  site suitability reports. However, the small 

numbers o f  assessors approved to these panels can mean waiting lists to have the 

site characterisation report completed which can be very frustrating for the 

applicant wishing to submit their application.

On the other hand, placing the onus on the applicant to seek out a suitably 

qualified assessor also has its drawbacks. The qualifications and/or the experience 

o f  the assessor whom the applicant chooses may not meet council standards. 

However, this may not be revealed until the planning application is being assessed. 

At this stage, the applicant has already paid for one site characterisation report and
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will therefore be obliged to pay for a second. Meanwhile, the progress o f the 

planning application has been delayed.

Respondents were asked how long the process o f site assessment took, from 

contacting an assessor to completion o f the report. This question was included to 

establish whether there were significant differences in the time-frame for 

completion between case-study authorities. The results are detailed in Appendix 7 

(Figure A7.16). As illustrated, the results for Cavan and Roscommon are almost 

identical, despite the existence o f a panel in Co. Roscommon. Respondents from 

Co. Galway reported a longer waiting time for the site-suitability report to be 

conducted with 16 respondents reporting a waiting time o f more than four weeks 

compared to just thirteen in both counties Cavan and Roscommon.

The fact that the results for the Clare Approved and Clare Refused groups contrast 

greatly suggests that the waiting time for site suitability testing to be completed is 

dependent on an element o f luck and also the availability o f the particular assessor 

chosen from the panel by the respondent.

8.6.5. Development Contribution Scheme

Under Section 48 o f the Planning and Development Act, 2000, a planning 

authority can, when granting a planning permission under Section 34 o f the Act, 

include a condition requiring the payment o f a development contribution in respect 

o f public infrastructure and facilities, such as the refurbishment, upgrading, 

enlargement or replacement o f roads, car parks, sewers, waste water facilities, the 

provision o f community facilities and amenities. Each o f the four case-study 

authorities has a development contribution scheme in place, whereby a sum of 

money is paid to the council. For example, this amounted to €3,570 for a standard­

sized single dwelling in Co. Clare in 2005. This figure varies across county 

councils and is also dependent on the type and size o f the property. Respondents 

from each case-study groups were asked whether, to their knowledge, there had 

been any changes/improvements made to public infrastructure and/or community 

facilities/amenities, in the area in which their site is located, during the five years
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prior to receiving the questionnaire survey. This question was included to establish 

whether the development contribution scheme has had a notable impact with 

regard to changes/improvements to public infrastructure and facilities in each o f 

the case-study authorities and also whether respondents’ assessments were skewed 

by the outcome o f their planning application. Appendix 7, Figure A7.17 

documents the responses.

One point o f note is the contrast in responses between the Clare Approved and 

Clare Refused groups. A far greater proportion o f respondents from the Clare 

Approved group reported witnessing changes in public infrastructure/facilities 

(50.0%) than from the Clare Refused group (24.4%). This discrepancy could be 

related to the differing locations o f  respondents. However, perhaps a more likely 

scenario is that the respondents from the Clare Approved group, having been 

granted planning permission, and having contributed (or due to contribute) to the 

development scheme, have become more aware of what this contribution is being 

used for. Another possible explanation is that respondents from the Clare Refused 

group, understandably disgruntled at having been refLised planning permission, 

have failed to acknowledge any changes to public infrastructure and/or facilities in 

this survey.

Figure 8.6.5.1 records the changes in public infrastructure and/or facilities that 

were noted by respondents in each o f the case-study groups.
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Figure 8.6.5.I.

Categories of Noted Changes in Public 
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In the five instances where respondents chose the ‘other’ option, the description o f 

the changes witnessed could have been included in one o f the other five categories 

(e.g. road repaving) or were irrelevant to the question (e.g. a new cluster o f holiday 

homes).

8.7. Experiences and Perspective of Applicants Refused 

Permission

This section focuses on respondents who were refiased permission to construct a 

single dwelling in 2005. It examines what, if any, proactive steps the respondents 

has taken in light o f their refused application and how they plan to move forward 

in their quest to construct a single dwelling, if indeed this remains their intention.
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8.7.1. Availing of Advice or Representation from a Public or Private 

Representative

Respondents were questioned if, in light o f  their planning refusal, they had sought 

advice or representation from a public or private representative, for example, a 

local councillor or a solicitor. The findings are documented in Appendix 7 (Figure 

A7.18).

In each case-study area, the majority o f  respondents chose not to avail o f  advice 

from a public or private representative. This figure was particularly high for Co. 

Cavan as was the number o f  respondents who chose not to answer the question.

The respondents who did seek advice or representation were asked to state the 

nature o f  this advice/representation. The overwhelming majority who sought 

advice had contacted a local councillor (9 out o f  10 in Co. Roscommon; 4 out o f  4 

in Co. Cavan; 13 out o f  18 in the Clare Refused group; and 11 out o f  12 in 

Galway). These figures provide some insight to the numbers o f  refused applicants 

annually who contact their local councillor for advice on how to proceed.

Each o f  the respondents stated that they sought guidance on what their options 

were. As one respondent commented: “/  wanted to know what to do next. Should I  

appeal or submit a new application and what were my chances o f  getting  

permission the second time? Our councillor spoke to the planner fo r  us"' (Ros02).

8.7.2. Seeking Advice from the Planning Office

Respondents were also asked whether they had contacted the planning office 

directly for advice or information concerning their reflised application. The results 

are illustrated in Appendix 7 (Figure A 7.19).

Again, the proportion o f  respondents from Co. Cavan who had chosen not to seek 

advice was particularly high when compared to the other case-study authorities. In
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Co. Clare, a greater number o f refused applicants chose to speak to the planning 

office directly rather than speak to a local representative.

When respondents who sought advice/information directly from the planning 

office were asked if they had found it useful, the response was overwhelmingly 

negative across all groups apart from respondents drawn from Co. Roscommon. 

The responses are detailed in Appendix 7 (Figure A7.20).

O f those who stated that they had not found the planning office advice useful, the 

majority were disgruntled that they were informed that the planning refusal could 

not be overturned and stood as it was. As one respondent commented:

''We were advised that we should not apply fo r  planning permission in the area as 

there were already five  recent applications that had been approved and the ground 

could not take the soakage fi'om any more houses. She implied that i f  just my 

application had been in, we would have had a better chance. Since then, the 

houses have gone up and further applications have been granted. This is because 

the planner has changed” (ClaR07).

Others reported that they were unhappy with the ‘dismissive attitude’ o f the 

planner with whom they had dealt, one person saying: "'We were treated like time- 

M’asters. What they don't realise is that this is our future they are disregarding. 

They are leaving us in limbo'' (Rosl4). Another commented: “/  was advised that I  

should have taken a more diligent approach to the application, i.e. fo llow  up. I  

was given the usual no-brain rigmarole" (Cav06).

Another complaint, in counties Clare and Galway, related to the respondent’s 

eligibility to apply for the construction o f  a single dwelling and the difficulty in 

proving local need when the applicant is from the area. One respondent, from Co. 

Galway commented:

“/  thought I  had proven my eligibility. 1 am not from  the area but I  have lived here 

fo r  over ten years. I  provided all the relevant documentation, and representations 

from  my form er school principal and my local priest, but I  was still refused on the

312



grounds o f  local need. 1 contacted the planning office directly to see why this was 

the case and whether 1 needed to supply more documentation but the planner was 

extremely evasive and basically said a refusal can’t be overturned. I t ’s a complete 

disgrace'' (Gal30).

O f the respondents who viewed their post-planning-refusal interaction with the 

planning office more favourably, the majority reported that the advice they had 

received was useful in that it provided information on the best course o f action 

which the respondent could take to ensure a successful application in the future. 

As one respondent, from Co. Roscommon, stated: “//e  explained the reasons fo r  

refusal thoroughly and also how we could improve our house design to meet the 

required standards o f  the council. We have since submitted an application fo r  the 

same site which has been granted' (Rosl 1).

8.7.3. Future Intentions Regarding the Acquirement/Construction of a 

Dwelling

Respondents were asked to divulge their future plans regarding their plans for 

acquiring or constructing a house in the future. The results are detailed in Figure

8.7.3. Among those whose applications had been refused in local authorities which 

are considered to be lenient regimes, there is a level o f consistency amongst 

respondents, regarding their future plans. A level o f consistency also existed 

amongst respondents from counties Clare and Galway, authorities considered to 

have strict planning regimes. There was a significant difference between the 

respondents from lax and strict local authorities in the likelihood o f their 

submitting a new application for the same site. This was a more probable scenario 

in counties Cavan and Roscommon.

There was greater variance across the case-study local authorities amongst 

respondents who stated that they planned to submit an application for a new site. 

The most likely scenario for those who have chosen this option is that they have 

access to family land or land belonging to a third party known to them and intend
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to choose an alternative plot on this land, perhaps with the option o f purchasing if 

the new application is granted.

The alternative scenario whereby a respondent has/intends to buy a new site is 

quite unlikely when one considers the cost involved, especially when there is no 

guarantee that this future application will be granted either. Also the difficulties 

associated with selling on the original site, which has been refused planning 

permission, must be considered. O f those respondents who selected the ‘other’ 

option, all stated that they intended to remain in their current accommodation.

Figure 8.7.3.

Future Plans Regarding Property
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Respondents were asked if they had already started the process o f buying a new 

house or whether they had submitted a new application to build a single dwelling. 

Their responses are documented in Table 8.7.3.
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Table 8.7.3. Initiation o f new process to acquire a house

Case-Study Authority Yes No

Roscommon 28 6

Cavan 24 14

Galway 18 12

Clare Refused 28 6

As can be seen, the majority o f  respondents, who had stated their intention to 

purchase, had begun the process. The figures for those who had not initiated this 

process are broadly similar to the figures relating to applicants who stated that they 

intended to buy a new house. This similarity may be related to the fact that these 

individuals are saving for a deposit to buy a house, whereas, with respondents 

seeking to build a property, the main costs are after the planning application 

process has been completed.

Respondents who stated that they wished to submit a new application for a single 

dwelling were asked if they had done, or intended to do, anything differently 

regarding their approach to the planning application process. A large proportion of 

respondents stated that they would consider using the pre-planning service on this 

occasion. The figures for respondents who said that they would consider using the 

pre-planning service on this occasion were examined as a percentage of the figures 

for respondents who had not used the service during their 2005 application; 

Roscommon -  76.2% (of people who had not used the pre-planning service in 

2005 would consider using it now); Cavan -  65.5%; Galway -  54.55%; Clare 

Refiised -  68.75%. A number o f respondents also stated that they would consider 

employing the services o f a planning consultant (Roscommon -  4; Cavan -  4; 

Galway -  6; Clare Refused -  9). One respondent commented; ‘7  will definitely get 

a planning consultant on board the next time. 1 was out o f  my depth with the 

planning application and I  think that’s probably why I  got refused. 1 d idn’t really 

know M’hat I  was doing'" (ClaR21).
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A number o f respondents also stated that they would include representations from 

local representatives with their future application. One respondent, from Co. 

Galway, succinctly summarised a widespread feeling: “/  will avail o f  the pre­

planning service and employ third-party representation. I  m il go to whatever 

lengths are necessary to cover all negative rebuffs. I  certainly can't depend on due 

process” (G all7).

8.7.4. The Personal Consequences of Refusal

This section aims to uncover the consequences for the individual o f being reflised 

plarming permission for a detached rural house. Respondents were invited to 

describe any personal hardships they incurred as a result o f being refused. These 

consequences can be both economic and social in nature. Given that the answering 

o f this question required a written statement rather than choice o f a pre-determined 

option, a lower proportion o f respondents chose to answer this open-ended 

question. In all, eighty-seven respondents out o f a possible one-hundred and fifty 

provided examples o f how they had been affected as a result o f the refused 

application.

The most common consequence was that o f financial loss, 67 respondents 

reporting this consequence. As one respondent commented; 'It cost us 

approximately €2,500, between getting the drawing done, the site inspected, 

application costs and getting time o ff  work’ (Ros26). Another remarked: ‘7 am left 

hugely out o f  pocket. I  have a site fo r  which 1 can't get planning permission and is 

worth fa r  less than what I  paid fo r  it' (Gall 7).

Another common consequence reported by 29 respondents was the frustration, 

worry and stress associated with submitting the planning application, and 

receiving refusal. The following summarises the general consensus o f respondents 

who provided information with regard to this consequence; “7%e whole process 

was extremely stressful and frustratingly slow and then they broke our hearts and 

refused us after making it as dijficult as possible. It is not an experience, I  would 

like to repeat’’’ (ClaR22).
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Eight respondents reported that a result o f the refused planning application was 

that they were forced to remain living in their current home, which each reported 

as a negative consequence for varying reasons. The following survey excerpts 

detail a range o f respondents’ comments.

“/  am thirty-three years o f  age and still living at home with my parents. I  can't 

afford to buy another site or build a house at the moment, although I  am saving 

hard. It is extremely frustrating and depressing to be in this situation and I  would 

say it has impacted on my quality o f  life'' (Ros 21).

“/  do not have a house. I  live with my daughter and son-in-law which is very 

unsatisfactory'" (ClaR12).

''As a result o f  the refused permission we are still in rented accommodation which 

has now cost almost as much as the site"" (Cav32).

Two respondents from this group specifically reported that they were now ""stuck 

in an urban location, even though I ’m a local [to the area where planning 

permission was sought] and M'ant nothing more than to move back there’’’’ (Gal35).

Respondents were asked whether, given their experience with the planning system, 

there were any important discussion points which they felt had been omitted from 

the survey. Again, given that this question was to be answered by a written 

statement, a smaller proportion o f respondents chose to answer it or stated that 

they felt all issues o f relevance had been included, than when presented with 

closed-ended questions. In all, 26 respondents provided an answer to this question.

The majority o f  respondents (16) mentioned a lack o f communication channels 

with the planning office while the application was being processed. As one 

respondent commented; '"There is no opportunity to discuss grievances during the 

course o f  the assessment o f  the planning application, then it is ju st refused and we 

must start again, incurring more costs" (Cavl6). Related to this point, and
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mentioned by six respondents, was the length o f  time the planning office takes to 

make a decision. Five o f  the respondents who raised this point were from the Co. 

Clare Refused  group, the sixth being from Co. Galway. The primary grievance 

reported by respondents was the "'transparent request fo r  further information ju s t 

days before the decision is due" (ClaR09). One respondent commented; “/  know  

there isn ’t much consideration p u t into the applications, i f  they are overM-orked 

they send out a further information request fo r  another six weeks. Meanwhile our 

lives are pu t on hold" (ClaR16).

Eight respondents questioned the qualifications and experience o f  the planning 

officers in charge o f  assessing their planning applications. One respondent asked; 

“W hat’s the qualification o f  those making the decision, a quick f i x  year-long  

course? I ’ve been living here all my life and know my land inside out and yet 

th e y ’re the experts” (Ros26). Another remarked: “/  believe the person who turned  

down my planning application was not a rural person and did not have a clue 

what he or she was on about" (ClaR09). In addition, the high turnover o f  planning 

officers was mentioned by three respondents, two from the Clare Refused  group 

and one from Co. Galway; "'There is a lot o f  change o f  planners in my county 

which can be veiy difficult fo r  areas and applicants as all planners have their own 

design preferences and opinions. There can be consistency issues" (Gal28).

8.7.5. The Perspective and Experiences of those Granted Permission

This section focuses on respondents whose were applications were granted 

planning permission. The respondents in the section comprised the group o f  40 

respondents from Co. Clare who were successful in their 2005 planning 

application. It examines how respondents have proceeded since they received 

permission.

Respondents were initially asked if  they had appealed any o f  the conditions o f  

their planning approval to An Bord Pleanala. Only one o f  the forty respondents 

had chosen to do this. This respondent was partly successful in his appeal which 

was related to a design aspect o f  the property.
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Respondents were then asked if the construction o f the house had commenced or 

was completed. Just eight respondents had yet to initiate construction o f the 

property, although these all stated that they did intend to commence construction 

in the future. The sole respondent who elaborated on why construction had yet to 

commence stated that he was awaiting a fall in construction costs. Each o f the 32 

applicants who had completed the construction o f their single dwelling was 

residing in the property. As previously mentioned, all 40 applicants stated that they 

intended to make the property their permanent residence.

As with those who had been refused permission, respondents in this group were 

asked whether, given their experience with the planning system, there were any 

important discussion points which they felt had been omitted from the survey. 

Thirteen respondents chose to answer this question. Nine mentioned the issue of 

local need and the difficulty in proving eligibility. As one respondent commented: 

“77?e land has been in the family fo r  over 100 years and I  have always lived in the 

area and had all the right criteria. Yet, they [the planning department] still made it 

hell to get permission'” (ClaA27).

In addition to the above point, five respondents questioned the consistency with 

which the local needs clause was being applied by Clare County Council. All three 

respondents spoke o f instances whereby non-locals were managing to get 

permission and cases where houses were being built and then left unoccupied. 

Their concerns are summarised in the following survey excerpt;

7  fee l that more attention needs to be given to the granting o f  these applications. 

These applicants are lying to get past the local rural rule which is very frustrating 

and wrong. 1 would only be happy to see houses which are to be occupied fu ll time 

being granted permission in my area. There are 10 houses on my local rural road 

and only 5 are occupied by local rural people and occupied all year round' 

(ClaA19).

However, in contrast, two respondents stated that they felt the local need clause 

was unnecessary, one respondent noting that; ''The one thing I  would have an issue
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with is that a person should be able to get planning in an area even i f  that person 

is not h e a r  (ClaAOS) Another remarked; "'The planning office should promote the 

building o f  residential houses in rural low density areas but they don’t at all. 

Additional homes makes an area vibrant and enhance the rural area & is a good 

place fo r  rearing children & also good fo r  the development o f  the economy in 

rural areas" (ClaA21). In a related topic, one respondent commented on the 

'''attitude o f  people not from  a rural setting who fee l that single developments are 

destroying the countryside'^ (ClaA23) stating that such a perspective was 

detrimental to both rural society and its economy.

8.8. Rating the Planning Process

Respondents were asked to evaluate the processes involved in applying for 

permission to build a single dwelling in a rural area with regard to how 

straightforward or difficult they found the whole process. The results are detailed 

in Figure 8.8.

Figure 8.8
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The overwhelming majority o f respondents who had been refused planning 

permission described the planning application process as being very difficult. 

Indeed, when the responses for those who described the planning process as being 

‘very difficult’ or ‘quite difficult’ are totalled, the percentages are 92.1% for Co. 

Roscommon, 97.4% for Co. Cavan, 97.3% for Co. Galway and 81.1% for the 

group which had been refijsed planning permission from Co. Clare. Significantly, 

the proportion o f Clare Approved respondents who described the planning process 

as being ‘very difficult’ or ‘quite difficult’ was also large at 57.5%.

Respondents were asked why they had chosen this rating. The following selection 

o f responses summarises the feelings o f respondents who classed the planning 

application process for a single dwelling as ‘very difficult’ or ‘quite difficult.’ The 

proportion o f Clare Approved respondents who described the planning process as 

being ‘very difficult’ or ‘quite difficult’ was also large at 57.5%.

'Indifference o f  planner as to the personal needs o f  the applicant. The black and 

white approach to the suitability o f  the applicant with a mightier than thou attitude 

from an invisible pedestal o f  security’ (Gal09).

'Completely unapproachable planner and a ridiculous amount o f  paperM’ork’ 

(Cav26).

'Planners completely contradict themselves. They say one thing then change their 

mind. They are a disgrace and often have very little experience and seem to be on 

a poM’er trip ’ (ClaR13).

‘ You can never be sure that your application will be successful ever after a pre­

planning consultation. I t ’s worrying fo r  locals to get planning when you see so 

many holiday homes going up' (ClaA07).

"Everything has to be exactly as planning department criteria require. 

Applications can be refused fo r  the simplest o f  things, i.e. wording in newspaper
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notice being incorrect. No lee-way fo r  error. Also different interpretation from  

different planners' (ClaR43).

Not one respondent who had been refused pennission described the planning 

process as being ‘very straightforward’, and just five, one from Co. Roscommon 

and four from the Clare Refused group stated that they had found the planning 

process ‘quite straightforward.’ Only six o f the 40 respondents from Co. Clare 

who had actually been granted planning permission described the process o f 

acquiring permission as ‘very straightforward,’ while a fiarther eleven described it 

as ‘quite straightforward.’ Again, respondents were asked to explain why they had 

chosen the rating. The following survey excerpts are examples o f the reasoning of 

respondents:

‘TTze person who did our plans knew what was acceptable to the council, also the 

site was zoned as clustered development' (ClaAOS).

‘The whole planning process moved quite swiftly and we experienced no 

problems' (Clal6).

'No problems in acquiring the granting o f  permission. Received good up-to-date 

information during application being processed' (ClaA02).

8.9. Conclusion

The planning systems o f local authorities in Ireland operate under varying levels o f 

stringency with regard to the curtailment o f one-off housing construction. O f the 

case-study authorities utilised in this study, counties Clare and Galway operate 

strict controls over one-off housing development whereas counties Cavan and 

Roscommon operate with greater laxity in their approach to one-off housing.
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Both Clare and Galway utilise policy instruments such as rural area typologies and 

the local need clause to control the development o f dispersed settlements. By 

contrast, counties Cavan and Roscommon do not stipulate eligibility criteria 

stating that all applications for one-off housing will be considered.

Based on the factual data obtained and reviewed during the questionnaire survey 

process, it initially proved difficult to utilise the conceptualisations o f  state 

(pluralism and managerialism) employed as the theoretical framework o f this 

thesis to aid understanding o f the empirical findings. With regard to counties 

Clare, Galway and Roscommon, while variances within and between these case- 

study areas were noted and have been analysed in preceding sections, the 

outcomes of planning applications, when correlated with the factual data obtained 

regarding applicants and the sites in question, were within the parameters o f the 

prescriptions o f respective local rural housing policy. This suggests that planning 

officers are operating a professional, non-political role and implementing planning 

decisions regarding one-off housing on a technical, non-biased basis.

However, the analysis o f factual data obtained from respondents in Co, Cavan 

suggests that local planning officers may be adopting a managerialist approach 

with regard to rural housing policy activation. A number o f findings analysed in 

the main body o f this chapter highlight this assertion. For example, despite the 

absence o f a local need clause, the significant proportion o f non-local applicants in 

the sample suggests there is a system of refusal in place for applicants who are not 

local to the area o f the proposed development, and also, for applicants who are 

seeking to move to rural areas from urban locations. This raises the consideration 

that the planning authority o f  Co. Cavan is operating a stricter planning regime 

than the prescriptions o f the CDP would suggest. It is indicative o f  a rigid 

interpretation o f the local rural-settlement strategy, which is perhaps not 

surprising, given that Co. Cavan is within commuting distance o f Dublin city.

A number o f factors, which appear to be influential with regard to the outcome o f 

one-off housing applications in each o f the four case-study authorities, were
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indentified during the course o f this chapter. There appears to be a strong 

connection between the proposed-site for development being family-owned and 

the success o f the application. There also appears to be a significant correlation 

between the proximity of the applicant’s workplace and the decision to grant 

permission. By contrast, site ownership was shown to be an insignificant factor in 

influencing the outcome o f a planning decision.

The survey findings indicated a high level o f dissatisfaction among respondents 

for planning officers and the planning system more generally. O f those 

respondents who had used the planning service, the majority found to be very 

inadequate with regard to the progression o f their planning application. Again, 

when the applications had been refiised, the majority o f respondents in three o f  the 

four case-study authorities (Roscommon excluded) found the planning officer to 

be very unhelpful and dismissive with regard to their requests for further 

information. This situation is perhaps indicative o f a managerialist perception of 

the operations o f local planning officers (on the part o f individuals who have been 

reflased planning permission for a single rural dwelling) whereby planning officers 

view themselves as removed from political control and influence, therefore being 

impervious to local need, operating instead as independent agents promoting their 

own beliefs and interests.

With regard to the personal consequences o f refusal, financial loss was the most 

commonly cited consequence, followed by stress and worry with regard to the 

outcome o f their application. The vast majority o f respondents in the four case- 

study authorities described the process involved in applying for a single dwelling 

as ‘very difficult’ or ‘quite difficult.’ Significantly, the proportion of respondents 

from the Co. Clare case-study group who had been approved planning permission 

for a single dwelling and described the process involved in applying for a single 

dwelling as ‘very difficult’ or ‘quite difficult’ was also very large, again 

suggesting a disengagement within the planning system and a lack o f recognition 

for the dearth o f experience o f applicants with regard to the processes involved in 

applying to build a single rural dwelling.
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CHAPTER NINE: 

CONCLUSION

This thesis aimed to provide and empirical understanding o f the manner by which 

sustainable rural development is conceived, fonnulated into policy, and operated 

in Ireland by documenting the perspectives and experiences o f stakeholders 

involved in, and affected by, the Irish planning system.

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing

Interviews with various stakeholders involved in the planning system revealed 

huge variations in personal constructions o f  sustainable development, especially as 

they apply to one-off housing. Generally speaking, stakeholders who considered 

one-off rural housing the least sustainable housing option comprised the central 

government group,^' local planning officers and conservations groups. 

Stakeholders who felt that the continued construction o f one-off housing was in 

keeping with the sustainable development o f rural areas comprised the majority o f 

councillors and the pro- one-off housing groups.

The manner in which one-off housing was described, in terms o f its sustainability, 

varied greatly even amongst stakeholders who shared similar views. The 

weightings placed on the three dimensions o f sustainable development; 

environmental sustainability, economic sustainability and social sustainability also 

highlighted vast differences in opinion between stakeholders, with regard to their 

defining o f the concept.

The central government group cited mainly economic considerations when 

discussing the drawbacks o f one-off rural housing as a sustainable rural settlement 

form, for example, the costs o f service provision to dispersed settlements. This 

group also stated that one-off housing was in defiance o f  national policy in that the 

continued proliferation o f this form o f settlement would affect the cohesion of

Shorthand for central government elected representatives and central government officials
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urban centres, leading to the flirther loss o f services. Environmental sustainability 

was o f particular importance to planning officers who focused on the technical 

aspects o f siting and design, citing the need to prevent further damage to the 

landscape as a visual amenity. Again, highlighting their occupation within the 

planning sphere, plarming officers stressed the importance o f site suitability testing 

for proposed one-off housing to ensure minimal environmental degradation. Not 

surprisingly, concern for the environment and the impact o f one-off housing on the 

physical and visual landscape were o f prime importance to conservation interests.

Conversely, the primary considerations put forward in support o f one-off housing 

by the majority o f local councillors and groups in favour o f one-off housing were 

social factors such as the strong ties connecting rural communities. Similarly, 

given restrictions on one-off housing in national and local policy, the majority o f 

arguments put forward in criticism o f one-off housing curtailment related to 

concern for the societal and economic futures o f rural areas.

The manner by which the three dimensions o f sustainable development are 

perceived in the context o f one-off housing contrasted greatly amongst 

stakeholders, with opposing groups often employing contradictory arguments to 

illustrate the context in which one-off housing should be considered a sustainable 

pattern o f rural settlement. For example, many stakeholders regardless o f  their 

position in favour or against the construction o f single rural dwellings cited the 

rural tourism industry as an example when making their case as to the benefits or 

disadvantages o f rural one-off housing construction. One faction stated that 

dispersed settlement was o f economic benefit as tourists wished to be immersed in 

the rural lifestyle and be in contact with local rural people. In contrast, the 

opposing group stated that one-off housing construction was economically 

detrimental to the tourist industry as tourists did not come to see rural landscapes 

spoiled by an abundance o f one-off housing.

Notwithstanding the huge variance in interpretations of sustainable development 

as it applies to rural settlement structure, each stakeholder group was confirmed in
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the belief that their personal conviction o f sustainable development was correct. 

These findings lend empirical support for the work o f Scott (2005) relating to his 

analysis o f the rural housing debate in Ireland. He contends that the rural housing 

debate is characterised by conflicting constructions o f  sustainable development 

and rurality.

Sustainable Development and Rural Settlement Strategies -  National 

Policy Formulation

The National Spatial Strategy 2002-2020 (NSS) was, according to the central 

government group, prepared within the context o f  ensuring a balanced regional 

approach to achieving social and economic prosperity which can be contained 

within the capacity o f existing environmental systems. This group contended that 

the NSS was an excellent policy framework for the promotion o f  sustainable 

development. This assertion was also favoured by local planning officers and 

conservation interests.

The central government group suggested that the introduction o f the NSS had 

allowed for the increased coordination of local authorities with regard to the 

formulation o f county development plans. This viewpoint is in contradiction to the 

perspectives o f Gkartzios and Scott (2009) and Scott and Brereton (2010) who 

suggest that there is a good deal o f variation in the content o f development plans 

across local authorities. However, the central government group did suggest that 

there is a problem with regard to the relaxed and selective manner by which the 

prescriptions o f national policy are being implemented at local level.

Another problem connected to the formulation o f the NSS and highlighted by the 

central government group, local authority planners and conservation groups was 

that the effectiveness o f the NSS had been diluted due to the large number o f 

gateways and hubs which were selected. It was suggested that the critical mass o f 

this number o f urban centres (22) could not be achieved.
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A further issue mentioned by the central government group and planning officers 

was the total disregard displayed at local level for the prescriptions o f the NSS. 

This related to the over-zoning o f land for residential purpose at local level which 

detracted from the consolidation o f the selected gateways and hubs. The situation, 

as described, supports the assertions o f  Gkartzios and Scott (2009, 1776) who state 

that, at present, "local land-use policy plans are failing to provide the wider spatial 

development context and vision fo r  managing local rural change.' In this instance, 

local authorities are preoccupied with the economic development (through the 

attraction o f capital) o f their functional areas to the detriment o f rural sustainability 

in a national context.

Another point made, by the central government group and the groups against one- 

off housing construction, was that the NSS was undennined due to the fact that it 

was essentially ignored by the other government departments. These assertions are 

in keeping with the writings o f Kitchin (2010). The primary example cited by 

Kitchin was the Department o f Finance programme for decentralisation o f 

government departments in 2003 which did not concentrate decentralisation to the 

gateways and hubs, as prescribed by the NSS, but to 25 different counties.

There is a clear divide between the various categories o f stakeholders interviewed 

during this study with regard to their assessment of national policy relating to rural 

settlement structure. The central government group, local authority planners and 

conservation groups shared similar perspectives with each stating that national 

policy promotes balanced and sustainable national and regional development. By 

contrast, the majority o f local councillors and pro- one-off housing groups describe 

the NSS as being extremely biased towards urban settlement structures at the 

expense o f the rural way o f life. The NSS was also described by these groups as 

being too general and vague with regard to rural housing policy which councillors 

contended had led to a conflict at local level when formulating local policy.

The divisions between stakeholder groups were also apparent when examining 

assessments o f the Rural Housing Guidelines fo r  Planning Authorities (RHGs).
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The majority o f  the central government group, planning officers and conservation 

groups were o f the opinion that the RHGs are a useflil addition to the national 

framework for guiding sustainable development in Ireland, in that they provide 

guidance relating to rural-area types and the situations and locations where one-off 

rural housing is to be restricted while ensuring that local rural people with genuine 

rural housing need can build, subject to good planning practice.

However, a minority o f the central government group reported that the RHGs were 

a ‘step backwards’ with regard to the sustainable development o f rural areas. 

Groups against one-off housing described the prescriptions o f the guidelines as an 

attempt to ‘suit everybody.’

Local councillors and pro- one-off housing interests criticised the lack o f clarity at 

local level with regard to the specific role o f  the RHGs. It was suggested that 

planning officers were employing the prescriptions o f  the guidelines as policy, 

with pro- one-off housing interests stating that this practice had led to the refusal 

o f planning applications for one-off housing.

The Role o f Interest Groups in Influencing National Policy

The central government group stated that interest groups played a role in ‘guiding’ 

the content o f the NSS by participating through the nornial channels o f 

communication such as submitting an observation on the public reports which 

were released during the NSS preparation process.

With regard to influencing the content o f the RHGs, the central government group 

agreed that this had occurred. It was suggested that the prescriptions o f the 

guidelines were designed with more concern for appeasing the electorate than with 

ensuring the sustainable development o f rural areas. The dual role o f  Government 

members as public representatives and national policy decision-makers was called 

in question. The groups in favour o f one-off housing construction stated that given 

the backing of the public, the government could not ignore them and had to take 

their ideas on board when formulating the rural housing guidelines.

329



However, local planning officers questioned the actual level o f  influence exerted 

by interest groups with regard to the formulation o f  the RHGs, describing them as 

very generalised, with elements that could be read to suit interests both for and 

against one-off housing.

Conservation interests commented more generally with regard to their ability to 

influence national policy, citing their prescribed status as enabling them to provide 

guidance and advice to government departments.

Sustainable Development and Rural Settlement Strategies -  Local Policy 

Formulation

The most prevalent issue when discussing local policy formation was the 

difficulties involved in translating national policy for local implementation. This 

was especially apparent with regard to rural settlement strategies given the 

generalised nature o f  related policy descriptions in this regard in the NSS.

Local councillors suggested that given these circumstances, an element o f 

flexibility was necessary in local i*ural settlement policies to account for the huge 

variations in social, environmental and economic conditions at local level. 

However, this flexibility had allowed for a strict interpretation o f  rural housing 

policy, by local planners, which was never its intention.

As mentioned previously, the central government group and the groups against 

one-off housing suggested that local authorities are adopting a lax and selective 

approach with regard to the manner by which the prescriptions o f  national policy 

are being incorporated into local policy. They cited the dual role o f  local 

councillors at local level, first as public advocates for their electorate but also as 

policy-makers, as being responsible for this situation.

The majority o f  councillors stated that their first priority was to their constituents 

and securing a rural settlement strategy to meet their needs, while complying, as
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much as possible, with national policy. By contrast, planning officers stated that it 

was essential to ensure compliance with national policy. Meeting local needs was 

extremely important but the primary focus has to be the formulation o f  a 

sustainable rural settlement strategy that meets the prescriptions o f  national policy.

These conflicting viewpoints illustrate the high level o f  conflict which occurs 

between councillors and planners during the CDP preparation process. Local 

councillors suggested that there was an element o f  contempt towards them evident 

on the part o f planners given that they are not in the ‘driving seat’ when it com es 

to making final decision on national policy. Indeed, planning officers confirmed a 

level o f  discontentment with regard to the power wielded by councillors, stating 

that often despite their expertise in planning matters, they were confined to 

providing guidance and offering recommendations.

The Role o f Interest Groups in Influencing Local Policy

With regard to their own perception o f  their ability to influence policy-makers at 

local level, pro- one-off housing groups stated that it is possible to exert influence 

through the lobbying o f  councillors and that many are sympathetic to their 

viewpoint being from rural backgrounds. Conservation groups again cited their 

prescribed status as allowing them to exert influence at local level.

The Application o f  Local Policy and the Role o f Planning Officers

With regard to their own assessment o f  their work as policy-activators at local 

level, planning officers stated that personal opinion was not a factor when making 

decisions on one-off rural housing applications. These decisions were based solely 

on the details o f  local rural-housing policy. Various stakeholders were in 

agreement with this assertion, including conservations groups and a proportion o f  

both the councillor and central govermnent groups. Despite previous statements to 

the contrary, approximately half o f  the councillors interviewed stated that planners 

were doing their best to comply with local policy. Again, the conservation groups 

and half o f  the central government group were o f the opinion that planners are 

doing a good job in often ‘trying’ local circumstances.
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By contrast, several stakeholders criticised the manner by which planning officers 

are activating rural housing policy. Approximately half o f  the councillors 

interviewed stated that personal opinion plays a significant role in the outcome o f  

planning decisions. These councillors, along with the groups in favour o f  one-off 

housing construction, also criticised the frequent turnover o f  planning officers in 

local authorities which, it was suggested, has led to a further lack o f  consistency 

regarding the outcome o f  planning decisions for one-off rural housing 

applications.

With regard to experiences o f  one-off housing applicants, who have been refused 

permission to construct a single dwelling, financial loss was the most commonly 

cited consequence o f  their involvement with the planning system, followed by 

stress and worry relating to the outcome o f  their application.

In summation, the situation in Ireland regarding the formulation and activation o f  

sustainable rural settlement strategies at national and local level is characterised by 

huge variation.

The Theoretical Framework for Understanding Empirical Research

This section illustrates the manner by which the empirical findings o f  this thesis 

offer insight into the managerialist and pluralist conceptions o f  state. It examines 

the perspective o f  each category o f  interviewee from a self-evaluation o f  their own 

role within the planning system to an evaluation o f  the operations o f  each o f  the 

other stakeholders.

Central Government Elected Representatives/Central Government Officials

As the central government elected representatives (CGERs)/central government 

officials (CGOs) category comprised o f  two actor groups, it was necessary to 

decipher the personal perspectives and operational agendas o f  both with regard to 

rural housing planning and practice.
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With regard to the personal perception o f their role within the planning system, it 

may be suggested that the mindset o f both actor groups is in keeping with the 

managerialist perspective o f  state operations. For example, all interviewees cited 

the use o f official channels for public participation as being the most suitable 

mode o f communication in national policy formation. This is indicative o f a 

managerialist thought process whereby established formal structures are 

considered the most appropriate. In addition, the appreciation for the necessity o f 

professionalism and expertise in policy decision-making highlights an allegiance 

to the managerialist approach.

Local councillors were perceived by the central government group to be operating 

a pluralist agenda with regard to their actions at local level. They were described 

as being particularly receptive to interest group demands, particularly those o f pro- 

one-off housing groups, which was described as having a negative impact on local 

rural housing policy and practice as they related to the promotion o f sustainable 

rural settlement patterns.

Conversely, local planning officers were considered, in many instances to be 

operating too rigid a regime. They were described by both actor groups in the 

central government category as having adopted a managerial role in accordance 

with their own personal agendas. While it was agreed that the personal objectives 

o f planning officers was the promotion o f sustainable rural settlement patterns, it 

was suggested that their educational background was skewing their perception o f 

the composition o f sustainable development to focus considerably more energy on 

the environmental aspects.

The perspectives o f the central government group on the role o f interest groups 

indicate recognition o f  pluralist discourses in state operations, for example, the 

acknowledgement o f the ability o f  external factors to influence national policy 

formation. However, this assertion was made by CGERs who are dependent on the 

public for election and not the CGOs who occupy a professional role. Indeed, 

CGOs cited the role o f  interest groups at national level as being to ‘guide’ not
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‘influence’ policy direction. This could be seen as an assertion o f their authority as 

managers o f the planning system. However, in keeping with pluralist conceptions 

o f the states, there was general agreement that interest groups exerted a 

considerable amount o f pressure on central Government in the months prior to the 

publications o f  the RHGs and that these groups were able to influence the policy 

direction in this instance. It was suggested that the publication o f these guidelines, 

which were seen as a loosening o f  restriction on one-off housing, was an attempt 

to appease the public and gain favour with the electorate prior to the local elections 

in 2004. This is a prime example o f  the pluralist conception o f state which 

Dunleavy (1971; cited by Kirk, 1980, 58) describes as "operating in an 

environment o f  strong external influences and controlled by politicians who 

concentrate overwhelmingly on building and maintaining an electoral majority.'

Again, the role o f  interest groups in influencing local policy formulation was 

acknowledged by both actor groups within this category as was associated with, as 

mentioned, the pluralist agenda o f  local councillors.

Local Authority Elected Representatives

Two contrasting perceptions o f how councillors operate their role within the 

planning system can be employed in this discussion, drawing on evidence fi-om the 

empirical findings o f this research and managerialist and pluralist conceptions o f 

state. Firstly, given that, proportionally, there are a greater number o f  councillors 

in favour o f one-off housing construction may suggest that councillors working 

within lenient planning regimes are reluctant to pass rural housing policy which 

they perceive as being too strict. In this instance, it can be concluded that 

councillors are the primary operators o f a managerialist framework at local level. 

The fact that there are strict planning regimes operating concurrently may be 

indicative o f a situation whereby councillors in these local authorities have 

become rehant on the expert knowledge systems of professional planning officers 

during local policy formulation. This situation is indicative o f  contrasting 

managerialist operations in place at the local policy formulation stage, with 

different primary actors (planning officers) and a contrasting outcome. However,
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the majority o f  local councillors across each o f the case-study authorities indicated 

pluralist ideals describing their constituents as being their frrst priority, hence the 

importance, from their perspective, o f securing rural settlement strategies which 

meet the needs o f their constituents. The above contentions highlight the 

complexity o f the ongoing conflict at local level regarding the best policy 

framework for ensuring sustainable rural settlement prevails.

With regard to policy formation at central govermnent level, local councillors felt 

that the motives o f  policy-makers were questionable given the perceived ‘urban 

bias’ o f the National Spatial Strategy (NSS), suggesting a managerialist allegiance 

to a professional body o f knowledge and European thought process which was 

detrimental to Irish rural coirununities given their unique housing circumstances. 

However, councillors also suggested, in keeping with pluralist conceptions o f  state 

operations, that central government elected representatives (CGERs) and, by 

proxy, central government officials (CGOs) are too exposed to pressure from 

external factors, such as interest groups, which has resulted in national rural 

housing policy which is extremely generalised and all-embracing, incorporating 

too many ‘focal’ urban centres for their visions o f sustainable rural settlement 

structure to be conceivable in reality.

Approximately half o f  local councillors had a negative opinion with regard to the 

performance o f planning officers at local level who were perceived as operating a 

managerialist agenda in conflict with the needs o f people residing within the 

functional area o f the authority. The primary frustration related to the perception 

that planning officers were embracing their personal perspectives regarding the 

sustainability o f  one-off housing in their planning decisions for single dwelling 

applications. In keeping with this managerialist view o f the operations o f planning 

officers, many stated that planning officers were projecting an urban bias in their 

decision making, stemming from and allegiance to their educational background 

and code o f practice, at variance to the democratic requirements o f thefr 

occupation.
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The level o f  influence exerted by interest groups at local level was, in keeping 

with managerialist teachings, described by councillors as being dependent on the 

size of, and resources available to, each group. Despite this, a high level o f  

pluralistic empathy was displayed for local pro- one-off housing groups, with 

many councillors situating themselves in an advocacy role for these groups.

Local Authority Planning Officers

Considering the empirical evidence acquired through interviews with local 

planning officers, it can be seen that planning officers perceive themselves as 

occupying and enacting a technical, non-political role based solely on carrying out 

the prescriptions o f  local rural housing policy in a professional, non-biased 

manner.

Both actor groups within the central government category were o f  the opinion that 

local planning officers were operating the planning system at local level too 

rigidly. The perception that planning officers are acting in accordance with their 

own personal agendas with regard to the promotion o f  sustainable rural settlement 

patterns and the implementation o f  relevant policy through planning decisions is in 

alliance with the managerialist body o f  thought.

Similarly, local councillors considered planning officers to be inflexible with 

regard to the manner in which they operate local rural housing policy. This 

perception is in addition to the contention that planners employ their personal 

perspective and interpretations when making decision regarding one-off housing 

applications suggesting that they (planning officers) are operating managerialist 

agendas in that they are fianctioning with regard to their own knowledge systems 

as opposed to the requirements o f  the democratic process.

With regard to the perceptions held by interest groups on the operations o f  

planning officers and how these opinions inform understanding o f  pluralist and 

managerialist approaches to rural settlement planning in Ireland, there was huge 

contrast between groups for and against one-off rural housing construction. It was
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suggested by pro- one-off housing groups that planning officers are using the 

interpretive nature o f county development plans to refuse applications for one-off 

housing. It was also suggested that planning officers are often the main policy­

makers at local level through the asserting their planning expertise. Planning 

officers were described as "bureaucrats on a power trip ’ and that many planning 

decisions could essentially be described as an abuse o f power. This perception 

suggestions a managerialist modus operandi on the part o f planning officers 

whereby their planning decisions are reflective o f the views and opinions o f 

bureaucratic administrators. Conversely, planning officers were described by 

conservation groups as being the voice o f  reason, acting in accordance with local 

policy and without the incorporation o f their personal convictions. This 

perspective is in allegiance with the common self-perception held by planning 

officers themselves with regard to their role in local government.

The findings o f the questionnaire survey, distributed to individuals who had been 

both refused and approved planning permission for the construction o f single rural 

dwellings, indicated a high level o f  dissatisfaction with local planning officers 

with the inadequacy of the pre-planning service and the dismissive nature of 

planning officers following refusal cited as reasons for this opinion. These 

assertions again offer credence to the general contention expressed by each o f the 

(other) stakeholder categories that planning officers are engaged in a managerialist 

mindset in that they appear unreceptive to local need and are working in 

accordance with their own agenda.

Interest Groups

Interest groups, by their very existence, are promoting a pluralist agenda in their 

attempts to stir policy to be in allegiance with their own position on the issue(s) of 

concern. The manner by which they attempt to achieve this in the instance o f rural 

housing policy appears to vary in accordance with their position wither in favour 

or against one-off housing construction.
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Generally, conservation groups operate using the formal channels for 

communication, for example, utilising their prescribed status at national and local 

level or placing formal objections to granted one-off housing applications which 

are felt to be at variance with local policy. Conversely, pro-off o ff  housing groups 

have adopted traditional lobbying tactics aided by the significant public interest in 

rural housing matters with public opinion being overwhelmingly in favour o f  one- 

o ff housing construction.

The two actor groups within the central government category were both in 

agreement that interest groups play a significant role in guiding national policy 

formulation. There was a significant acknowledgement o f  pluralist influence at 

national level, specifically with regard to pro one-off housing interests and the 

‘excellent’ campaign involved in lobbying for the loosening o f  restrictions on 

single rural dwelling construction.

The role o f  interest groups was described by local councillors as being to inform 

and provide knowledge on issues o f  local concern so that councillors have a well 

rounded perspective when specifying the details o f  local rural housing policy. 

However, as previously discussed, there is an overwhelming body o f  evidence 

which suggests that pro- one-off housing groups have been particularly successful 

in the operation o f  their pluralist agendas.

While conservation groups were described as being the most prominent, planning 

officers cited groups in favour o f  one-off housing construction as being the most 

influential given the ability to employ councillors to further their pluralist agenda.

As disclosed in the preceding text, the empirical findings o f  this research, with 

regard to perceptions o f  national and local rural housing policy and practice, 

suggest that contrasting interpretations o f  the state co-exist through the (perceived) 

actions o f  various stakeholders involved with the planning system. It is important 

to note that the degree to which these theoretical conceptions hold true must be
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considered in concurrence with the fact that these constructions o f  state are based 

on perception and opinion o f  the manner in which the Irish planning system is 

being operated.

The relative roles o f  the managerialist and pluralist approaches in the promotion o f  

sustainable development in rural areas are also dependent on the perspective o f  the 

various stakeholders whose viewpoints have been examined throughout the course 

o f  this thesis.

For example, national policy promotes concentrated rural settlement as being the 

most sustainable form o f  settlement in rural areas. This viewpoint is held by a 

number o f  stakeholders, notably the central govermnent group, local planning 

officers and conservation interests, the perspective being that the consolidation o f 

rural towns and villages provides a secure infrastructure to support the rural 

hinterland, which will provide economic, environmental and social benefits. I f  this 

perspective is taken as the starting point to examine the effects o f  pluralist agendas 

in operation within the planning system, it can be argued that pluralist operations 

at central government level have had a negative impact on the sustainable 

development o f  rural settlement patterns, such as the loosening o f  restrictions on 

one-off housing, not just in response to the pressure exerted by the pluralist 

agendas o f  pro- one-off housing groups and the general public, but also as an 

attempt to gain favour with the electorate. Similarly, at local level, the dual role o f  

councillors as policy decision-makers and elected representatives can and has been 

described as having a negative impact on the sustainable development o f  rural 

areas. Councillors are considered to be formulating rural housing policy in 

accordance with the pluralist approach, given that they are mindful o f  the wishes 

o f  their electorate above considerations for sustainable development.

In addition, working within this perspective, it can also be suggested that the 

managerialist operations o f  planning officers regarding their overly strict and rigid 

interpretation o f  rural housing poHcy and their allegiance to a professional body o f  

knowledge to the detriment o f  democratic process (a perception held by the
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majority o f  stakeholders) may have actually deflected some o f  the negative impact 

o f  the loosening o f  one-off housing restrictions meaning that their operations are, 

in fact, beneficial to the promotion o f  the sustainable developm.ent o f  rural areas.

Conversely, the managerialist and pluralist approaches in operation within the 

planning system can also be evaluated using another commonly-held perspective 

which suggests that strict rural housing policies, both with regard to formulation 

and implementation, have had a detrimental effect on the sustainable development 

o f  rural areas particularly social sustainability. In this instance, the pluralist 

agendas (as described above) in operation within the planning system can be 

considered to have had a positive impact on the promotion o f  the sustainable 

development o f  rural areas whereas the managerialist agendas o f  local planning 

officers may be described as detrimental.

A similar line o f  argument, to that outlined above, can also be put forward when 

considering whether the strictness o f  laxness o f  planning control policy has had an 

influence on sustainable settlement development.

Future Research

Given the findings o f  this study, there are a number o f  suggestions for future 

research projects which would add weight to the recently increasing volume o f  

research relating to the sustainable development o f  rural areas. O f particular 

interest, given the introduction o f  the Planning and Development (Amendment)

Act, 2010, would be a similar research project, based on the perceptions and 

experiences o f  stakeholders in the planning system, to be undertaken in the future. 

This would allow for an assessment o f  whether the prescriptions o f  the 

Amendment Act have made a difference with regard to the successful operation o f  

the National Spatial Strategy 2002-2020.

The Irish experience in rural settlement planning is somewhat unique given the 

more commonplace concentrated rural settlement forms found in Europe (such as
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the hamlet, w aldhufendorf and clachan) as opposed to the tradition o f  dispersed 

rural housing which is characteristic o f  the Irish rural landscape. In addition, the 

longstanding ties Irish people have to land and property -  Ireland has one o f  the 

highest owner occupier rates in Europe -  has contributed to the huge public 

resistance associated with any perceived interference with regard to property right 

(e.g., the right to build in one’s land). Furthermore, in many jurisdictions where 

dispersed settlement is a feature o f  the rural landscape, its growth and fonn are 

strictly monitored and controlled through planning regulation (e.g., the prairie 

settlement which is based on the quarter-section in North America) and/or the 

population pressures are far less than the current situation in many areas o f  rural 

Ireland (e.g., Locorotondo in the Province o f  Bari in southern Italy). Given this 

situation, it may prove difficult for broader lessons to be learned from the Irish 

experience. However, this perspective-based account o f  the manner o f  operation o f 

the Irish planning system with regard to the promotion o f  the sustainable 

development o f  rural settlement patterns may prove to be a useful employment, as 

a theoretical and contextual reference, in future perspective-based studies relating 

to the workings o f  national and local infrastructural planning systems.
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Appendix 1: Choosing Case-Study Authorities -  Stage 1

Analysis based on National Spatial Strategy rural typologies map (not to scale)

Areas I ndcr S lrong  I rb an  Influence 

S tro n g er R ural A reas 

S lru c iu ra ll)  W eak Arcus 

Predom inan tly  I)isj>ersi'd Settlem ent Areas

Counties selected: Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Longford, Cavan, 
Monaghan. Mayo, Galway, Clare and Kerry.
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Appendix 2: Examples of In-depth Rural Typology 

Analysis
The following images are examples o f  the rural area typology, constructed by 

Walsh et al. (2007), being applied to sample o f the counties selected during 

Stage 1 o f choosing the case-study authorities for the project (Chapter 3, 

Section 3.2.2).

The rural area types laid out in this typology loosely correspond with the 

National Spatial Strategy (NSS) rural area types:

NSS rural area typology Walsh et al. (2007) rural area 

typology

Predominantly dispersed settlement 
areas

Traditional rural areas

Structurally weak areas Diversifying areas

Areas under strong urban 
influence/stronger rural areas

Areas under strong urban influence

Urban areas Urban areas

Image 1. Rural Area Type Identification Key (Walsh et al. 2007)

m m  Traditional Rural Areas 
H i  Diversifying Areas

Areas Under Strong Urban Influence 
^ ■ 1  Urban Areas

Image 3. Co. LongfordImage 2. Co. Cavan
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Appendix 3. Case-Study Authorities: Analysing Key 

Trends in 2005

Co. Clare -  One-off Housing: analysis of trends

Clare County Council has a high approval rate for one-off housing (36.8%) 

when considered as a proportion o f  all housing for which permission was 

granted in 2005. However, the total number o f single dwelling applications 

granted, 608, is quite low when considering the size, in terms o f acreage and 

the population, o f the county. In terms o f  the total unit amount o f single 

dwellings for which planning permission was granted in 2005, both Cavan and 

Roscommon have higher final figures o f 803 and 836 respectively, despite their 

significantly lower population size. The number o f granted permissions for 

single dwellings, sparming the time period 2001-2008, were examined to see if 

the low approval numbers for Co. Clare were unique to 2005. The findings are 

illustrated in the graph below.

Figure 1

G r a n te d  P ermis s ion fo r  Single Dwell ings 20 0 5  - 
C ase - s tu dy  A u th o r i t i e s

3000

2500

3  2000

1500

1000

500

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Year

Galway Clare Cavan Roscommon

As can be seen above, the total number o f planning permissions granted for 

single dwellings in Co. Clare in 2005 is relatively consistent across the 

timeframe and at a par, in terms o f units granted, with Co. Roscommon and Co. 

Cavan. Turning to the approval rating for one-off housing as a proportion o f
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total housing applications granted, the following simple linear graph indicates 

an overall reduction in the relative approval rating for single dwellings over the 

timeframe spanning 2001-2008.

Figure 2

Clare County  Council - Housing P ermis s ion  G ra n ted ,  2005

2 5 0 0
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Year

Co. Clare’s planning authority may be perceived as a strict regime with regard 

to approving both overall housing permissions and single dwelling 

permissions, given the size and population o f  the county and, considering the 

above data; low planning approval figures, both in terms o f  total units for 

housing and for one-off dwellings, and an overall reduction in single dwelling 

planning approvals as a proportion o f  total planning approvals over the 

timeframe 2001-2008. In addition, the refusal rate for one-off housing 

applications as a percentage o f  total single dwelling applications, for the case- 

study year 2005, is also high at 25.23%^^.

The planning refusal rates, for the four case-study authorities, were compiled following an 
examination o f  planning applications for the year 2005. The total sample comprised o f  refused 
and granted applications for Full Planning Permission for a one-off house in 2005. The refusal 
rate is a proportion o f  the total sample.
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Co. Galway -  One-off Housing: Planning approval Analysis

Galway County Council has a high rate o f  one-off housing application grants in 

terms o f  total approved planning applications for housing (50.3%).This high 

figure may be somewhat explained by the fact that Galway city, the county’s 

primary urban centre, has a separate planning authority and planning 

applications for housing in this administrative area are not included in the 

above figure. Therefore, the number o f  one-off housing applications in Co. 

Galway may appear inflated relative to the figures for the other three case- 

study authorities, given the omission o f  this large urban centre.

However, in criticism o f the above point, it must be noted that the city o f  

Galway extends beyond its administrative limits with its environs stretching 

into the functional area o f  Galway County Council. Therefore, given these 

circumstances, it should be expected that the approval rate for multi­

development housing applications is also high relative to the other case-study 

authorities, as an urban centre the scale o f  Galway city has considerably affects 

the housing type and settlement structure o f  its hinterland.

In an attempt to provide fiirther comparatives between the four case-study 

authorities, figures relating to granted planning applications for housing in Co. 

Galway, inclusive o f  its primary urban centre, Galway city, have been 

correlated. In terms o f  permissions granted for one-off housing, as a percentage 

o f  total housing permissions granted in 2005, the percentage o f  granted 

applications for one-off housing falls from 50.3% to 45.9%. However, this new 

data is speculative and cannot be used as an indication o f  a strict/lenient 

planning regime as more than one planning authority is involved.

The 2005 figures for Galway County Council show it has a high rate o f  

planning approval for single dwellings when viewed as a proportion o f  total 

granted permissions for housing. This is connected to both the size (acreage 2"^ 

nationally, after Cork) and population o f  the county. An analysis o f  trends in 

housing planning approval from 2001-2008 show this to be a consistent 

statistic, despite a significant drop in total permissions granted in 2008 (see 

Figure 3 below'). However, focusing specifically on planning applications for
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single dwellings in 2005, Co. Galway has the highest refusal rate o f  all case- 

study authorities, standing at 26.12%.

Figure 3__________________________________________________________

wo

'c
V*—
o
d

Year

Considering the above information collectively, it can be surmised that there is 

a high demand for one-off housing within Galway County Council’s 

administrative area. This accounts for the high approval rate for one-off 

housing in terms total permissions granted for housing in 2005. However, the 

County Development Plan has been shown to be quite strict in terms o f  the 

conditions relating to eligibility when applying for planning permission for a 

single rural dwelling and this is reflected in the high refusal rate for one-off 

housing applications in the case-study year, 2005.

Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon -  One-off Housing: Planning approval 

Analysis

At 28.2% and 27.8% respectively, the planning approval statistics o f Cavan
-y

and Roscommon fall towards the lower end o f  local authorities analysed , with 

regard to permissions granted for single dwellings as a percentage o f overall 

housing permissions granted in 2005. Trends in housing applications granted 

for the timeframe 2001-2008 were examined and are graphed below.

Galway County Council - Planning Permissions 
Granted, 2001-2008

3500

2 5 0 0

1500

cv’

■Housing, P lanning 

Permissions G ran ted

•One-Off
Housing, Planning 

Permissions Granted

Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Longford, Cavan, Monaghan, Mayo, Galway, Clare, 
Kerry. See Table X, Chapter 3. Section X
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Figure 4

Planning Permissions for Housing G ranted 2005 - 
Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon County Councils'

3500  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Cavan Housing 
Total, Planning 
Permissions Granted

Cavan One-Off 
Housing, Planning 
Permissions Granted

Roscommon Housing 
Total, Planning 
Permissions Granted

Roscommon One-Off 
Housing, Planning 
Permissions Granted

There is a significant growth in total planning permissions granted for housing 

during the given timeframe, peaking for both Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon 

in 2005, the case-study year, before subsiding again. Therefore, it is important 

to note that the approval rating for one-off housing applications as a proportion 

o f total housing applications would have been higher for both local authorities 

had a different case-study year be chosen. This suggests a general leniency, in 

the planning authorities o f  Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, for granting 

permission for one-off housing. As with Co. Galway, the high level o f one-off 

housing approval may also be connected to the ‘rurality’ o f the counties, 

particularly in the case o f Co. Roscommon which does not have the same urban 

housing pressures as Co. Cavan. Indeed, the significance o f  ‘urban pressure’ 

may be reflected in the fact that Co. Cavan has a refiasal rate o f 25.42%, similar 

to those seen in Co. Clare and Co. Galway, while the refiasal rate for single 

dwellings as a proportion o f total one-off housing applications in Co. 

Roscommon is significantly lower at 21.28%.
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Appendix 4. Master copy of interview questions
A Central Govamment Electad Raprssentativas/ Central Gov-srnmenl Officials

B Local Authority' Elsct'sd Rsprasantatives

C Local Govammsnt Planning Officials

D Rskvant 3“ Partiss

Q L T  STIO .X S A 1 B c 1»1
WTiat is your opinion on ons-off housingand rural settl-emsnt pattsms mof? E?nerally' 
PROMPT: ^'Tiy do you taki this position?

X X X X

What wers tha m ajorconcsm s that provok«l your organisatian to b^com? involved in the 
national dsbats ralating to rural housing^
PROMPT: E.g. insquitv-currant restrictions on develcipmant ■ inadequacy ofcurrent 
restrictions on development.

X

What steps action have you taken to en sender discussion and to get your views across to the 
general public^

H otv succes s ful do you feel you have been"^

X

X

H o t v  signiftcant are interest groups, both for a n d  against one-off housing, in terms of their 
tntluencing national p olicy relating to rural hou smg.
PROMPT: for example, prior to the publication oftheruralhousing guidelines^

X X X

What steps have you taken to put you in a position to intluence policy decision makers at a 
national level?

Do you feelyou have been successful?

X

X



[To yourknowlsdEi) How stEnificantis thsprssancs ofintsrsst group sat local la%'el? 
PROM PT: Intsxms of. forssainpls, lobbyinEcovmcillofs/slsctioncandidatas, snEsndiring 
public discussion, €tc?

X X X

CFrom3*’our axpsfisncs) Do you feel that interast groups can influence decisions on rural 
housing policy and settlement strategies at local level? How?

X X X X

Is it still imp ortant to maintain a public profUa on the issue of rural housing?

WTiaradoyou fa^lyour afforts are best focused?
PROM PT: Government level, local authority' laveL communit>’ level...

X

X

T 0 what extent do vou feel the rural housing debate m ^ifastad  itself during the 2004 local 
elections campaign?
PROM PT: Issue on the doorsteps,lobbyingb>' intarast groups

X X X X

Did you faelit nacassar-'to make public your position on rural housing givan thaintansit>' of 
the debate at the time^

WTiydoyou feel other counciUors/candidates felt the nead to do so'!'

X

X

D o55 y e u f 6^^^lpCl5iti5n on furai housing foU oivth?paft.'lm ?^ X
Do you faal your position (or tha position of your part;.’) on rural hou sing affactad your success 
at tha local elections?
PROMPT: Loss gain ofvotas

T 0 Trvhat extent do vou feal that tha stance of an individual candidate on tha one-off housing 
issue may have affected their election success?
PROM PT: Given the intansit>' of the debate at the time

Do you feel the success of other candidates in the local elections was atfactadby thair stance on 
rural housing?

X

X

X

X X



EHd your organisation b=c oms involved in the local slsctions 7
PROM PT: Lobbyingcandidatss, snEagiag with tbi? slsctorat?, putting fonvard candidates, ate.

X

^^ith rural ssttlsmsnt in mind. ho%v would you dsfins sustainable development^ X X X X

Sustainable development is often describedas comprising three central attributes: the 
environmental, social and economic aspects. (I’dliketo) Discuss the importance ofthese three 
dimensions with regard to rural housing pattern s. e.g. one-off housing, clustered viUage-tj’pe 
s ettlements.

Firstly, your opinion on the importance of the environmental side of sustamable development 
when considering rural hou sing patterns
PROM PT: impact onlandscape, effect ofindividual septic tanks

X X X X

Secondly, your opinion on the significance of the social side of sustainable development in 
terms ofruralhousinEpattems
PROM PT: For er.ample, Communit;.' structure and viability-', etc.

X X X X

Thirdly, your opinion on the importance of the ec^om ic side of sustainable development in 
terms ofruralhousingpattem s
PROM PT: For example, the practicality' of rural settlement tj’pes in terms of dev eloping or 
maintaining infrastructure, services etc.

X X X X

(Td like to discuss) the rural hou sing component of the National Spatial Strategy' from its 
conception to tlnal structure.

^\Tio is involved in formulating the rural settlement strateg;.’component?
PROM PT: E.g. government officials, outside consultants, researchers, elected representatives

X

X



Bv what basis was the currsnt stratse^' cho sen as bsing the mo st suitabla for achieving the 
su stainabilit>' o f rural hou sins patterns '’
PROM PT: E.g. compliance withEUpolicy. previous research

FoUovv'insthe research and consultation phase, who is responsible for drawing up and finalising 
the rural settlement strateg;-’?

X

(In vour opinion) ^\^lathave been the major successes of the National Spatial Strategy’ (and 
subsequentpolicv) in terms cf the promotion of sustainable rural settlement patterns?

ViTiere is there scope for improvement'!’

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

\Miat has bean the outcome ,9 f^.(havinE) a sustainable development ethos in rural housing 
policy?
PROMPT: Bias this emphasis hadpositive ornesativeconsequences?

X X X X

The idea of sustainable development was not (specifically) defined in the Planning and 
Development Act. 2000.

Has this restricted the promotion of sustainable rural settlement strategies? X X X X

One criticism of the NSS is that urban centres are the driving forces of regional development. 
This may marginalis e rural areas.

^Miat is your opinion of this criticism? X X X X

\\"hat is your opinion of the Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities? 
PROM PT: aptness, impact

X X X X
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AMftsnnent o f  Local Polic}- rdaring  to R ural Settlement — FormnlatiQn
TuminEto the formulation ofiocalpolicy onrural ssttlsmint:

\\Tiat rural ssttlsmsnt factors ars taken into acc ount whan putting to gsthsr ths Count>' 
Dsvslopmsnt Plan’!'

What groups ars involvad. (e.g. Strategic Policy Committess, councillors, rsssaichsrs. 
planners)

X

X

X

X

How difficult is it, to ensure local needs are met 'wh.tle c omplying with national p olicy when 
formulating a rural settlement strategy'?
PROM PT: Given the differences between local authorities in terms of the social, 
enviroimientaland economic circumstances.

X X X X

T 0 what extent do the pers onal opinions of local councillors intluence the content o f the rural 
settlement strategy'{especially v̂ -ith regard to one-offhousing)?

X X X X

Howis localneed for one-offhousinsdetenninediii Counts.'Council?

WTiatis your opinion ofthe local need clause as ameans ofcontroUing one-offhousing 
construction?

X

X

X

X

X X

An is sue that has been raised is thatthe occupancy clause is not being enforced.
PROM PT: {Houses are sold before the occupancy timeframe is completed. This is seen as a 
backdoor for non-locals who can buy but not build)

Havayou saanthis as aproblem^

hilfilmant f 'f  n m jp iin r j 'r la u  e 3 nuMaitora J  tha count tl?

X X

X

X

X

X



Rsstrictions on sinElsdwalltnES to locals inaraas ofhighdisparsalm ay atfactconimunit>' 
viabilit>'.
PROM PT; numbars for schools, sports clubs, etc.

\\Tiat are your opinions on this? X X X X

H ow arapossible anvironmsntalimpacts of one-offhousingconstructionmonitored? 
PROM PT: testiDgths suitabUitj' of land for septic tanks and parcolation araas

X X

(T0 your knowladEa) ^ '̂hat other housing options are avaUable to people as an alternative to 
budding one-offhousing'^
PROM PT: Social and Affordable, rental schemas, ate.

X X X X

Hovv is the building process for individual dwellings monitoradto ensure that the terms oftha 
permission have bean adhaiad to'!’

X X

Tha promotion ofviUaEe-t’-'pe settlamants has{in somacasas) ancouragad large housing 
developments at the adsa of towns and villages, causing problems due to inadequate 
infrastructura.

\\"hatareyou opinions reEardinsthaappropriateness ofthis form ofdavalopment? X X X X

\^Tiat improvements do you feel could ba made to the rural sattlamant strateg;-’ componant of 
the Count;*'Development Plan?

X X

1

X X

H ow m uchresarddo you faalis baingpatdto tha Count>'Development Plan by planners %vhen 
consideringplanningapplications forona-offdv.-eUings?

How often is rafarancemade to the directions of the Davalopmant Plan whan making individual 
planning decisions on applications for single dwaUings?

X X

X

X
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H o’,vm uchrsgard is bsLngbepaidto Local^'Vrea Plans whsnconsidsrinEplannvnEapplications 
for o n 5 - o f f d % v s U i n E S  {si%'ent]i5irnon-statutor.'natui9)?

How oft=n ar= L ocal ̂ ■̂ rsa Plans refarrsd to when making d icisions rslating to applications for 
on3-off dwiUings {Inyour s x p s r i s i K s ) ?

X X

X

X

T 0 w hat sx tsnt do you fssl a p lannar’ s o v , t i  p o  sition on oni- o ftliou sing c omss into play when 
m atingplanninE dscisions ragardinE ons-offhousingapplications 
PR O M PT : WTiat onsp lannsrconstru ss as su s ta inab lsd iva lopm sn tm aybsv iiw ad ina  
d iffsrsn t light by  another plannsr?

Hovv im portant is your o\'Map5rsonal position on ons-offhou sing whan making planning 
d ic isions regarding ons-o ff housing applications

X X

X

X

H avsyou  sssn  parsonal opinion on ons-offhoiisingto be of imp ortanc 2 in planning dscisions 
m ad=by o thsrp lannsrs?

X

W hat is your opinion o n th sn scsss itj ' o f A nB ordP lsan ila? X X X X



Appendix 5. Survey for Applicants Refused Planning 
Permission for a Single Rural Dwelling_____________

The Planning System and Detached Houses in Rural 
Areas -  Refused Applications,  2005 

Quest ionnaire  Survey
Ur!:55 p i : a s i  a r i « : r  iL i s t i^ r s  ir r t .n i r i r a i  r r i s r .  P i i s s i
LSI a i i i t i r - r s l  s h a i t s  iT  ra :a !s a ry .

S e c t i o n  A: P r e v i o u s  A p p l i c a t i o n s  ( p r e - 2 0 0 5 )

Q u e s t i o n  1.
H a v e  t h e r e  b e e n  a n y  p r e v i o u s  p l a n n i n g  a p p l i ca t i o ns  fo r  a d e t a c h e d  h o u s e  
o n y o u r s i t e  p r i o r t o y o u r 2 0 0 5  a p p l i c a t i on ?

Q  Y e s  Q  No L ]  D o n ' t  k n o w

If  Y e s ,  p l e a s e  a n s w e r q u e s t i o n s  l a  a n d  l b

Question la .
W h a t  t y p e  o f p l a n n i n g  p e r m i s s i o n ( s )  w a s  s o u g h t  in t h e  p r e - 2 0 0 5  
a p p l i c a t i o n ?

^  Full p e r m i s s i o n  i H O u t l i n e  pe r mi ss ion

Cl P e r m i s s i o n  c o n s e q u e n t  o n  G  D o n ' t  k n o w
G r a n t  o f O u t l i n e  P e r mi s s i o n

Question lb .
W a s  t h e  p r e - 2 0 0 5  p l a n n i n g  p e r m i s s i o n ?

lH  G r a n t e d  ( i n d .  Wi th  c o n d i t i o ns )  CD R e f u s e d

G  W i t h d r a w n  O  D e e m e d  I nva l id

'13 D o n ' t  k n o w

S e c t i o n  B; 2 0 0 5  A p p l ic a t i o n

Q u e s t i o n  2.
P l e a s e  s t a t e  y o u r  l egal  i n t e r e s t  in t h e s i t e f o r w h i c h  p l a n n i n g  p e r m i s s i o n  
fo r  a d e t a c h e d  h o u s e  w a s  a p p l i e d  in 2 0 0 5 :

C l  O w n e r  O  O c c u p i e r ( p l e a s e s p e d f y r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  o w n e r )

O  O t h e r  ( p l e a s e  specify' )
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Ouestron 3.
H o a  d i d y o u  a c q u i r e  t h e  s i t e  on w h i c h  y o u  a pp l ie d  for  pe r mi ss i on  to  bui ld  
t h e  h o u s e ?

lH  Fam ily  land

[U  A cqu ired  f rom  th ird  party  -  Previously  unknow n to  you

13 A cqu ired  f rom  known th ird  party  -  known to you
(S ta te  relat ionship  to  you, e.g., neighbour, f r iend )

Question 4.
W hy did you app ly  for  pe rm iss ion  to construct a detached house in  a rura l 
a rea  ra th e r  th a n  choosing ano ther  housing opt ion? ( I fy o u  wish to se lec t  
m ore  than  one option, p lease indicate o rder  o f  im portance: 1, 2, 3, etc,)

i n  Reduced cost com p a re d to  buy ing  a 
b u i l t h o u s e in a  ru ra l  area

O  Brough t  up in a detached rural house

D  B e t te r  env ironment to  raise children 
(as o p p o s e d to  liv ing in an urban area)

G  H ea lth  reasons

D  Re tu rn ing  Emigrant 

•{*1 D  O th e r  (Please Specify)

Z ]  Reduced cost com pared to  
buy ing  a house in an urban area

Preference o f  detached house as 
o p p o s e d to  semi-detached, terraced 
house

13 Vi s u a I La n d scap e,''s ce nery

G  B e t te r  qua l i ty  o f  life (as opposed 
to  l iv ing  in an u rban  area)

Q  Second.'Hol iday Home
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Question 5.
Please choose from  th e  follaA'ing l is t th e  factor(s}'A'hich was o f  pr im ary  
im p o r ta n c e  in select ing y o u r s i te  ( I fy o u  wish to  se lec t  more than one, 
p le a s e  indicate order  o f im p o r t  an ce: 1 , 2 ,  3 ,  e tc . )

LD Fam ily  land

' in  Fam ily  n e a rb y  (n o t fa m ih / la n d )

O  A ffo rdab le  

D  Vis u a I La n dscap e,''s ce ner/

iZI Close to  u rban  centre 
(v i l la g e / to  w r i 'c i ty )

LH Close to national'Vegional road 
n e tw o rk

Q  Close to w o rk

Q  In v e s tm e n t  purposes

l ]  O th e r  (p lease  specify)

Question 6.
PI ease s ta te  t h e p r o  posed occupancy o f  th e  house  fo r  w h ich  p lanning 

i ; ^ p e rm is s io n w a s  so ugh t :

iZl V o u rp e rm a n e n t  residence 

Cn F o r le t t in g  

LH Forsa le

iZ] O th e r  (P le a se sp ed fy )

Question 7.
Are you loca l to  th e  a rea  in w h ich  you applied fo r  permission to construc t  
a de tach e d  house? (Born in a rea  or  liv ing  in areas fo r  10 yea rs  p r io r  to 
p la nn ing  a p p l ica t ion fo r  dwell ing)

d  Yes Q  No
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Question 8.
What is the proximitY in kilometres (approx.) o f  you r  current home to site 
fo rw h ich  planning permlssionwas applied?

□  0-10 km. □  10-20 km. □  20-30 km,

ID 30-50km, Q  50-i-km,

O iiestion 9.
What is the proxim ity  in kilometres (approx,) o fyou rw o rkp lace  to site for 
which planning pennission was applied?

G  (Wil l) w o rk fro m  G  0-10 km, Q  10 -20km .
home

□  20-30 k m .  □  30 -5 0 k m .  □  5 0 + km.

Question 10.
Is yo u r  present accommodation?

13 Owned byyou O  Rented by you

L3 Parenta lhome

'ID Other (specify)

Question 11.
Is yo u r  present accommodation a detached rural house?

□  Yes □  No

Question 12.
Is;'Was you r  paren ta l home a detached rural house?

G Yes iZI No

Question 13.
Given a choice, all other considerations aside, would you prefer to live in a 
rural area (detached house) or an urban centre (village, town, city)?

D Rural Area G Urban centre
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O uestron 14.
Did you avail o f the  pre-planning service prior to subm ittingyour planning 
application?

ZD Yes l ]  No

I f  Yes, continue to qu e s tio n  15 
I f  No, skip to q u es tio n  16

Q uestion  15.
Did you find th is service useful?

L3 Yes L1 No

D e ta il:

Skip to qu es tio n  17

Q uestion  16.
Why did you not avail o f th is service?

CD D idn't know it existed O  Did not feel it  would be useful 

O ther (specify)

Q uestion  17.
Did you have a person/agent (e.g. architect.'prN'ate-sector planner) acting 
on y o u rb e h a lfin  the sub mis si on o f you r planning application form?

0  Yes O  No

I f  Yes, please answ erquestions 17a and 17b

Question 173.
Please indicate the occupation,'profess ion o f you r re present ative(s):

Oitestfon 17b.
Why did you choose to be represented by a th ird  party in your planning 
application?
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Question  18.
What was the wa it ing  t im e (approx.) for a panel mem be r to  complete your 
site suitabili ty assessment and wastewatertreatmenttests?

iZl < l w e e k  lH 1 -2 weeks Q 2-4weeli:s

iZI 4-6 weeks CD > 6  weeks

Q uestion  19.
Did you include any representations from public representatives with your 
planning applicationform?

[H Yes ‘H  No

I f  Yes, please answerquestions 19a ar»d 19b

Question 19a.
Why did you feel th is  was necessary?_____________________________

Question 19b,
Please list occupatioa profession of person(s) who made 
representations on your behalf (e.g.. Councillor, T.D., F-lember of 
Clergy, etc.).

± ] ________________________________________________

Q uestion  20.
Do you feel the area in which you applied for permission for a single 
dwell ing will  benefit from the Development Contribution Scheme?

□  Yes Q  No ^  Don't know
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Question 21.
T 0 y o u r  know ledge,  in the  pa s t f ive  yea rs ,  have there  been changes in 
pub l ic  in frastructure and fact ili ties in th e  area in wh ich you applied fo r  
pe rm iss ion  fo r  a detached rural house?

G Yes O No iZI Don't  know

I f  Yes, p lease a n s w e rq u e s t io n  21a

Question 21a.
Please indicate, by category, w h e re th e s e  changeshave occurred:

Category T k k a s
appropriate

B r ief descr iptton

W a te r

Sewerage

Amenities,.'sep/ices

C o m m u n i ty  and 
Recreation

Road
In f ra s t ru c tu re

O the r

Question 22.
Please select one o f th e  folloA'ing options to describe how you wou ld  rate 
the processes invoKi'ed in appty ing fo r  p lanning permission fo r  a detached 
rura l house.

iZI Very I ]  Quite O Ind ifferent/don 't
s tra ig h t foT A 'a rd  s t ra ig h t fo rA 'a rd  know

'HI Quite d i f f icu l t  l 3  V a n /  d i f f i c u l t
o

Question 22a.
Why did you choose th is  rating?______________________________________
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Q u e s t i o n  23.
In l ight  o f t h e  r e f u s e d  applicat ion,  did you s e e k  representa t ion  or  advice 
from a p u b l i c o r  p r i va t e  represen t at ive?  E.g. Local councillor, T.D,,  
sol ici tor ,  e t c

_1 Ves i n  No

If Ye s ,  c o n t i n u e  to q u e s t i o n  24  
If No,  skip to  q u e s t m n  2 5

Q u e s t i o n  24.
P l eas e  s p e d f y  n a t u r e  of a dv ic ^ ' re pres en t a t i on ;

Q u e s t i o n  25.
In l ight  o f t h e  r e f u s e d  applicat ion,  did you c o n t a c t t h e  planning office for 
adv ice / in f or mat ion?

3  Yes  L3 No

If Ye s ,  c o n t i n u e  to q u e s t i o n  2 5  
If No,  skip to q u e s t i o n  27

Q u e s t i o n  26.
Did you find t h e  i nformat ion prcn<‘ided helpful?

□  Yes □  No

4* Detai l :__________________________________________________________________
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Question 11.
What are your p lans fo r the  future w ith regards to acquiring/building a 
house?

Submit a new application for 
the same site

[ 3  Buy an existing house In a 
rural area

Submit  an application for  a 
news ite

'in Buy an existing house in an 
urban area

Q  Other (Deta il:)

Question 27a.
Please state Ifyou have already engaged In any o f these  processes:

Question 28,
I fy o u  in tend to, or have already, submitted a new application for a 
detached rural house -  wlll /ha '/s you doneanyth lngdiffensntfyth ls time 
with regards to your approach to the planning application process?

E.g, Availing of pre-planning sen/ice, employ thi^d-par^/ representation, 
other, etc,

4*jPlease specify particulars:
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Question 29.
Please describe the personal consequences o f  having been refused 
permission for a detached rural house,

For exam ple :  on financial circumstances; current accommodation; impact 
on you r  qu a l i ty  o f  life, etc.

Question 30.
Please select you r  age category:

□  lB -2 4  □  25-29 □  30-39 □  40-49

□  50-59 □  G0-S4 □  65-^

Question 31.
Given you r  experience w ith  the p lanningsystem (relevant to yours ing le -  
d'A’e l l ing planning application, 2005),  are there any important discussion 
po in ts  which you feel have not been addressed in this survey?
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Appendix 6. Survey for Applicants Approved Planning 
Permission for a Single Rural Dwelling_______________

The Planning System and Detached Houses in Rural 
Areas -  Approved Applications, 2005  

Q uestionnaire Survey
U r ! “ 55 r t f - r w i s s  pS -ss- 2 r s w ^ ^ t ^ ^  i L s s t c r s  i r  p u n s r iz a l ? rC sr. P i-s s s
L5S a 2 2 i tb r a ]  s h "= ts  i f  r a r - s s a r y .

S e c tio n  A : P re v io u s  A p p lic a t io n s  ( p r e - 2 0 0 5 )

Question 1.
Have the re  been any previous planning applications for a detached house 
o n y o u rs i te  p r io r  to you r  2005 application?

G  Ves O  No Q  Don't know

I f  Yes, please answerquestions la  ar»d lb

Question la .
What type o fp lann ing  permission(s) was s o u gh t in  the  pre-2005 
application?

□  Full permission

O  Permission consequent on 
Grant o fO u t l ine  Permission

G  Don't know

LH Outl ine permission

Question lb .
Was the pre -2005  planning permission?

□  Granted ( ind .  With conditions) 'HI Refused

Q  Withdrawn lU Deemed Invalid

[H Don't  know

S e c tio n  B; 2 0 0 5  A p p lic a t io n

Question 2.
please state yo u r  legal interest in the  sjte for  which planning permission
for a de tached house was applied in 2005:

LD O ther (please specify)
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Question 3.
Ho'A' did you acqu ire  t h e s i t e  on wh ich  you have been granted pemnissIon 
to bu i ld  the  house?

^  F a m i iy la n d

13 A cqu ired  from  th i rd  pa rty  -  Previously  unknown to  you

'13 Acq u i re d fro m kn own t h ird p a rty -  kn own t o yo u
(S ta te  relationship  to you , e.g., neighbour, f r iend )

Question 4.
Why d id y o u  app ly  fo r  pernn iss ionto  construct a detached house in  a rura l 
area ra the r  th a n  choosing ano the r  housing option? ( I fy o u  w ish to se lec t  
m o r e th a n o n e o p t io n ,  p l e a s e in d ic a te o r d e r o f im p o r ta n c e ; l , 2 ,3 ,e tc . )

G  Reduced cost compared to buy ing  a 
b u i l t h o u s e in a  rura l area

C ]  Reduced cost com pared to  
buy ing  a house in an urban area

i n  B rough t  up in a detached rural house Preference o f  detached house as
opposed  to semi-detached, terraced 
house

l 3 V isua l Landscape.’'scenerYO  B e t te r  env ironm ent to raise children 
(as o p p o s e d to  living In an urban area)

l 3 H ea lth  reasons

'HI Retu rn ing  Emigrant 

l 3  O the r  (Please Specify')

O  B e t te r  qual i ty  o f  life (as opposed 
to l iv ing  In an u rban area)

ID Second.'Holiday Home
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Question 5,
Please choose from the follffA'ing l is t th e  factor(s) which was o f  primary 
importance in selecting your site ( I fyou wish to select more than one, 
please in d ic a te o rd e ro f im po r tan ce : ! ,  2 ,3 ,  etc,}

G  Family land

O  Family nearby (no tfam ily  land)

O  Affordable

iZI Visual Landscape'scenery

lII Close to urban centra 
(v il lage/towri 'c itY)

O  Close to na t ionafreg ionalroad 
network

G  Close to work

G  Inves tm ent purposes

G Other (please specify')

O i jes t lon  6.
Please state the proposed occupancy o f  the house for which planning 
permissionwas sought:

G Yourpe rm anent residence 

G For le t t in g  

G For sale

G Other(P leasespedfy ')

Question 7.
Are you local to the area in which you appl iedfor permission to construct 
a detached house? (Born in area or liv ing in areas for  10 years prior to 
planning application for dwell ing)

G Yes G No
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Question 8.
What is the distance in kilometres (approx,) o fy o u r  previous hom eto  site 
fo rwh ich planning permission was granted?

□  0-10 km. □  10-20 km, □  20-30 km,

□  30-50km, □  50-rkm.

Question 9.
What is the distance in kilometres (approx,) o fy o u rw o rk p la c e to  the site 
fo rwh ich  planning permissionwas granted?

D (W il l )  work from O 0-10 km, Q 10 -20km .
home

□  20-30 k m .  □  3 0 -50 km . □  50-^ km.

Question 10.
Was you r  previous (o r  current, i f n o t  living in new dwelling) 
accommodation?

G Owned byyou G Rented byyou

G  Parental home

O  Other (specify)

Question 11.
Is you r  previous accommodation (or current, i fn o t  liv ing in new house) a 

detached rural house? G Yes G No

Question 12.
Is..'Was you r  paren ta l home a detached rural house?

G Yes G No

Question 13.
Given a choice, all other consideratioru aside, would you prefer to live in a 
rural area (detached house) o r  an urban centre (village, town, city)?

G Rural Area G Urban centre
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O uestron 14.
Did YOU avail o f the pre-planning service p rio r to subm itting your planning 
application?

d  Yes '13 No

If  Yes, continue to ques tion  15 
I f  No. skip to qu es tio n  16

Q uestion  15.
Did you find th is  service useful?

□  Yes □  No

D eta il:

Skip to qu es tion  17

O uestton 16.
Why did you not avail o fth ls  service?

O  D idn't know It existed O  Did not feel it would be useful 

'13 O ther (spec if/)

Q uestion  17.
Did you have a person/agent (e.g, architect/private-sector planner) acting 
on you r b e h a lfin  the submission o fyo u r planning application form?

iZI Yes l I I  No

If  YeSr please answerquestions 17a and 17b

Q uestion  17a.
Please indicate the occupation.'profession o fyo u r re present ative(s):

Question 17b.
Why did you choose to be represented by a th ird  party in your planning 
application?
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Q u e s t io n  18.
W ha t was the  w a i t in g  t im e  (approx .)  fo r  a pane l  m em  be r to  comple te  your 
s i te  su i t  abi lt tv assessment and w as tew a ter  t rea tm e n t  tests?

G  < 1 w e e k  L ]  1-2 weeks 'Zl 2 -4  weeks

O  4-S weeks iZI > 6  weeks

O i ie s t io r t  19.
Did you  inc lude  any representat ions f rom  public  representatives w i th  y o u r  
p lann ing  app l ica t ion fo rm ?

G  Yes G  No

I f  Yes , p lease  a n s w e rq u e s t io n s  19a ar»d 19b

Question 19a.
W hy did you feel th is  was necessary?________________________________

Question 19b.
Please l is t  occupation'^profession o f  person(s)  who made 
rep resenta t ions  on y o u r  beha l f  (e .g .,  Counci llor, T .D.,  M em b e r  o f  
C lergy, etc .).

Ouestiofi 20.
D 0 you feeI th e  area in wh ich  you ap p l ie d fo r  permission fo r  a s ingle  
dw e l l in g  w i l l  benefit  f rom  th e  Deve lopment Contr ibu t ion Scheme?

G Yes G No G Don't  know
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Outestion 21.
T 0 y o u r  k n o w le d g e ,  In the  p a s t f iv e  yea rs ,  have the re  been changes in 
p u b l ic  in fras truc ture  and fac t i l i t ies  in th e  area in w h ich  you applied fo r  
p e rm iss ion  fo r  a detached rural house?

G Yes G Ho G Don't  know

I f  Yes, p lease  a n s w e rq u e s t io n  21a

Question 21a.
Please ind icate, by ca tego ry ,  w h e re th e s e  changeshave  occurred:

Category T k k a s
appropriate

B r descr iption

W a te r

Sew erage

Amenit ies, 'sep^'ices

C o m m u n i ty  and 
Recrea t ion

Road
In f ra s t ru c tu re

O th e r

Q jestio n  22.
Please s e le a  one o f  th e  follcTA'ing options to describe h o w y o u  w o u ld  rate 
the  p rocesses invo lved  in a p p ly in g fo r  p lann ing permission f o r a  detached 
ru ra l  house.

G Very  G Quite  G In d i f fe re n t /d o n ' t
s tra ightfoTA 'ard s t ra igh t fo rA 'a rd  know

G Quite  d i f f ic u l t  G V e ry  d i f f icu l t

Q t^ s t io n 2 2 3 .
W hy did you  cFioose th is  rating?____________________________________
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Q ue s tion  23.
Did you appeal any o fth e  conditions placed on planning approval to An 
Bord Pleanala?

G Yes G No

I f  Yes, con tinue to q u e s tio n  24 
I f  No, skip to qu e s tio n  25

Q ue s tion  24.
Was the appeal to An Bord Pleanalasuccessful?

G Yes G No

G Partly successful (Incl. details belu*')

Q ue s tion  25.
Has the construction stage o fth e  house commenced'completed?

G Yes G No

I f  Yes, skip to q u e s tio n  27 
I f  No, con tinue to q u e s tio n  26

Q ue s tion  26.
Do you in tend  to proceed w ith  the construction o fth e  house?

G Yes G No

I f  Yes, skip to q u e s tio n  28 
I f  No, please answer qu e s tio n  26a

Question 26a.
Why have you made th is  decision?

Skip to  q u e s tio n  29

Q ue s tion  27.
Are you cu rre n tly  liv ing  in the house?

G Yes G No
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Question 28.
Do you in te n d  to :

iZI Make the  house y o u r  CH Rent
p e rm a n e n t  residence

l ]  O th e r(P le a se  spedfy ')  O  Sell

Question 29.
Please se lec t  y o u r  age categor, ' ;

□  lB - 2 4  □  2 5 -29  □  30-39  □  40 -49

□  50 -59  □  e O - 6 4  □  65-^

Question 30.
Given y o u r  exp e r ience w i th  the p lanning sys tem  (re levan t to  y o u r  s ing le ­
d w e l l ing  planning application, 2005) ,  are there  any im por tan t  discussion 
po in ts  w h ich  you feel have not been addressed in th is  sun,'ey?
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Appendix 7. Bar Graph Illustrations of Responses 

Questionnaire Survey (Chapter 8)



Table A7.1 Existeuce of Pre-2005 Applicatiou

Yes No
Don't
Knou-

Sample
Size

Roscommon 16 13 9 3S
Cavan S 21 9 3S
Galwav 11 19 6 36
Claie Refused P 24 4 45
Claie Appro\'ed 4 35 1 40

Table A7.2 Pre-2005 Piauuiug Application Type

Full 
Pennis si on

Outline 
Pennis si on

Pennis si on 
Consequent Unkllo^^•^

Roscommon 12 3 1 0
Cavan 6 1 0 1
Galwav 8 3 0 0
Clare Refused 11 6 0 0
C lue
Approved

0 0 4 0

"igure A7.1

Existence of Pre-2005 Application
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’igure A7.2

Pre-2005 - Planning Application Type
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Table A7.3 Outcome of Pre-2005 Application

Granted Refused ^̂ ’ithdra^^^l
Roscommon 5 10 1
C avail 1 " 7 0
Galv.-av 3 1
Clare Refused 7 10 0
Claie
Approved

4 0 0

"igure A^.3

Outcome of Pre-2005 Application

Clare  R e f u s e d

Cl ar e  A p p r o v e d

G r a n t e d

R e f u s e d

W i t h d r a w n

0 % 20% 40 % 60% 80 % 100%
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Figure AlA^*

Legal Interest in Site
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Figure A7.5.

Acquisition of Site
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The numbers on the bars o f each chart refer to the number o f respondents who chose a particular 
answer. The percentage is represented by the coloured bars.
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Figure A7,6

Proposed Occupancy of Dwelling
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Figure A7.7

Location of Applicant Relative to Site of Proposed
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Figure A7.8

Applicants' Occupancy o f  Prior/C urrent  

A ccom m odation
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Figure A7.9

P rior/C urrent A ccom m odation  -  Detached Rural
House
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Figure A7.10

Parental Home -  Detached Rural House
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Figure A7.11

Applicants' Use of Pre-Planning Service
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Figure A7.12

Pre-Planning Service Useful
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Figure A7.13

Reasons for Non-Use of Pre-Planning Service
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Figure A7.14

Person/Agent Acting on Applicants' Behalf in the  
Submission of Planning Application
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Figure A7.15

Inclusion of Representation from Public 
Representatives with Planning Application
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Figure A7.16

W aiting Time for Site-Suitability Assessment

>*
■o3
S
a

Roscommon

Cavan

12 I 9 ; 4

11 i 10 j 3

Galway | l  6 13 I 12 ' ^~4~

u  Clare Refused 4 4 12 | 11 11

Clare Approved 4 6 21 [ sT T I

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Percentage

I <1 week 

11-2 weeks 

I 2-4 weeks 

I 4-6 weeks 

I >6 weeks 

I Unanswered

Figure A7.17

Changes in Public Infrastructure/Facilities in Area 
in which Planning Permission Sought over Past Five 

Years
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Figure A7.18

Advice Sought From Public/Private Representative  
when Planning Permission was Refused
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Figure A7.19

Planning Office Contacted w hen Refused Planning
Permission
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Figure A7.20

Planning Office Advice Useful
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