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SUMMARY

This thesis exam ines the introduction and operation  o f  the rural d istric t council netw ork in Ireland 

betw een 1898 and 1925. F oucau lt’s theory o f  governm entality  and B ellam y’s theory o f  central- 

local relations have been used to  situate this study o f  Irish local governm ent in a broader theoretical 

context. In so doing  it has been possible to chart the changing  geographies o f  pow er in Ireland as 

the state attem pted to  increase its control over the Irish population and territory through the 

introduction o f  local bodies under close central supervision.

To date, few  Irish historical geographies or h istories have attem pted to chart the 

developm ent o f  the adm inistrative state in Ireland in the early tw entieth  century. H istorians and 

historical geographers alike have tended to focus m ore on the Irish quest for independence, than on 

the daily running o f  the state. This thesis addresses this gap by provid ing  an account o f  an 

im portant low -level tie r o f  local governm ent, w hich is in grave danger o f  being forgotten.

Irish rural d istrict councils w ere a tier o f  dem ocratically  elected  local governm ent situated 

below  the level o f  the  county  councils. T heir responsibilities included the construction, 

m aintenance and repair o f  the local transport in frastructure, public health  and sanitation, and the 

build ing o f  labourers’ cottages. In addition, they adm inistered a host o f  o ther, albeit subsidiary 

functions, such as enforcing  school attendance, the defence o f  m alicious injury claim s, the 

provision o f  grazing farm s and the introduction o f  public lighting to the sm all tow ns and villages 

around the country. T hey also  carved out a role for them selves as the supporters o f  Irish culture, 

industry and political aspirations.

This thesis has exam ined the m anner in w hich these rural d istric t councils w ere introduced 

to the landscape through the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct o f  1898, investigating the 

im plications o f  the creation  o f  a dem ocratically  elected  tier o f  local governm ent for Irish 

geographies o f  pow er. The introduction o f  the rural d istric t councils changed the balance o f  pow er 

in Ireland forever, m arking the end o f  the dom inance o f  the predom inantly  unionist, protestant, 

landlord class. From  1898, control o f  the local adm inistration w as placed firm ly in the hands o f  the 

entire local population.

The in troduction  o f  the rural district councils as a local body, but w ith close central state 

control in the form  o f  the local governm ent board, has been show n by th is study to have been a 

technique o f  governm entality  used by the British state. In a ttem pting  to  dam pen the nationalist 

aspirations o f  the Irish population the British governm ent in troduced a centrally  controlled m easure 

o f  local self-governm ent. In this w ay the increase o f  pow er in the locality led to an increase in the 

pow er o f  the state, as the surveillance netw orks o f  the state ex tended  across the entire country. 

H ow ever, as this thesis has show n this technique w as u ltim ately  unsuccessful as the rural district 

councils turned against the state, transferring  their loyalties, and therefore their adm inistration, to 

the first Dail governm ent in 1920. D espite this loyalty to  na tionalist ideals the Free State 

governm ent m istrusted  the rural district councils and abolished them  in 1925.

Ill
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Aims
The aim  o f  this thesis is to exam ine the introduction and operation  o f  rural d istric t councils in 

Ireland, as an exam ple o f  a technique o f  governm entality  and o f  relations betw een the centre and 

the local. The Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct o f  1898' changed  the face o f  Irish local governm ent, 

abolish ing the ou tdated  and corrupt grand ju ries , rem oving pow ers from  the boards o f  guardians 

and tow n com m issioners and establishing county councils, and urban and rural d istric t councils, 

creating a stra tified , m ore rationalised  system  o f  local governm ent. The rural d istrict councils were 

responsible for a range o f  functions including housing, public health and sanitation, the 

developm ent and m ain tenance o f  infrastructure, school attendance, public lighting and the defence 

o f  m alicious injuries. The establishm ent o f  rural district councils represented the extension o f  the 

state into every co rner o f  Ireland. The local governm ent board, the central state body w hich 

oversaw  the operation  o f  the rural district councils, rigidly im plem ented the provisions o f  the 1898 

act, ensuring that the w ishes o f  the central state w ere accurately  represented  to  the local councils 

and w ere carried ou t efficiently  by them . This new departure in local governm ent w as short lived, 

as the rural d istric t councils w ere abolished under the Free State governm ent o f  Ireland in 1925. An 

exam ination o f  the rural district council system  in counties D onegal and M eath w ill be utilised to 

situate this study o f  a national adm inistrative structure in its local context.

T raditional historical geography asks one question -  w hat does the countryside look like?^ 

From  this o ther questions are introduced such as ‘W here?’ and ‘W hy th e re? ’"’ in order to  build up a 

m ore detailed p icture  o f  the developm ent o f  past landscapes. Since the 1970s a m ore theoretical 

approach to h istorical geography has developed. Baker argues that the best w ork in historical 

geography ‘has a lw ays situated  specific studies w ithin the ir general co n tex ts’ and that the ‘best 

w ork in historical geography has been theoretically  inform ed and, [is] as a by-product, theoretically  

in f o r m a t iv e .A s  a result, historical geographers in ternationally  have exam ined theories including 

fem inism , co lon ia lism  and post-colonialism , m arxism  and post-m arxism , structuralism  and post

structuralism  to nam e but a few. This trend tow ards a m ore theore tica lly  based study o f  historical 

geography has led to  the location o f  ‘local studies w ithin broader processes operating  at w ider 

spatial sca les’^  w hile  also extending  the range and scope o f  studies w ithin h istorical geography 

from  the purely trad itional areas o f  em pirically  based stud ies to  new  areas encom passing the

' 61&62 Viet, c.36
 ̂ H.C. Darby, T/ie Relations o f  History and Geography; Studies in England, France and the United

States. With explanatory and contextual commentary by Michael Williams, Hugh Clout, Terry Coppock and 
Hugh Prince (Exeter, 2002), p.56
 ̂ A. R. H. Baker, Geography and History: Bridging the Divide (Cambridge, 2003), p.37
 ̂ Ibid, p.212
 ̂ C. Nash & B. Graham, ‘The making of modern historical geographies’, in B. Graham and C. Nash

(eds) Modern Historical Geographies (Essex, 2000), p.l
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interconnected nature o f  historical geography, the  differential experiences o f  m odern ity  and the 

politics o f  the past in the present.^ T his has paved the way for an exam ination  o f  geographies o f  

pow er, as ‘the changing  control o f  people and space or territory  through tim e by the exercise  o f  

d ifferent kinds o f  p o w er’ has com e to be v iew ed as ‘a legitim ate and im portant part o f  historical 

geography.’’

H arris w as an early  advocate  o f  this shift tow ards a b roadening  o f  the m ethodologies o f  

historical geography. In his 1971 paper* he proposes an alternative to  purely em pirical o r purely 

law -building geographies, suggesting  rather the developm ent o f  geographical syn thesis. The 

developm ent o f  this syn thesising  geography, he states, allow s for the location o f  geographical 

studies in a ‘m iddle position ’, w here both trad itional geographical techniques and theory  can be 

used to illustrate the com plex  interrelations betw een culture and environm ent.^ M ore recently 

H arris has elaborated  on this position , h ighlighting  the fact that a com bination  o f  theoretical and 

em pirical approaches, allow s h istorical geography to be at once particu lar and general. The 

challenge as he sees it is to m aintain  ‘our respect for the archives and our steep ing  in the 

com plexities o f  particu lar places w hile  en larg ing  our ability  to situate these stud ies in broader 

contexts o f  ideas’.'® A s a resu lt th is study o f  Irish local governm ent w ill undertake a detailed 

exam ination o f  the ex tan t arch ives o f  the rural d istric t councils o f  D onegal and M eath. In do ing  so, 

it will illustrate the introduction and operation o f  the rural district councils, w hile situating  this 

study o f  the particu lar w ithin the broader theoretical fram ew orks o f  governm ental techniques and 

central-local relations.

This study w ill also exam ine im portant them es in traditional historical geography as it 

analyses the im pact on the Irish landscape, o f  the rural district councils as a form  o f  local 

governm ent, investigating  the roads tha t they built, creating new  transport arteries th roughou t rural 

Ireland; the im provem ent o f  w ater supplies that they instigated, through the provision o f  w ater 

pum ps and w ells in alm ost every sm all tow n and village; and perhaps the m ost strik ing  physical 

feature o f  the w ork o f  the rural d istric t councils, the build ing o f  labourers’ cottages, w hich by 1922 

accounted for 10% o f  the housing  stock  o f  the Free S ta te ."

Very few  aspects o f  h istoric local governm ent in Ireland have been investigated  e ither by 

historians or historical geographers. W hile m uch research has been carried out exam in ing  the 

Ireland o f  the early tw entie th  century , the m ajority  o f  this has been undertaken by h istorians in the 

context o f  the Irish quest for independence and relations betw een Ireland and B ritain. It is only in

C. Nash, ‘Historical Geographies o f Modernity’, in B. Graham and C. Nash (eds) M odem  Historical 
Geographies (Essex, 2000), p.27
’ R. A. Butlin, Historical Geography: Through the gates o f  space and time (London, 1993), p. 147
* C. Harris, ‘Theory and Synthesis in Historical Geography’, in Canadian Geographer, 15(3), 1971,
pp 1 5 7 -1 7 2  
® Ibid, p.l71

C. Harris, ‘Power, Modernity and Historical Geography’, in Annals o f  the Association o f  American 
Geographers, 81(4), 1991, p.681
" T. Fahey, ‘Housing and Local Government’, in M. Daly (ed) County and Town: One Hundred Years
o f  Local Government in Ireland  (Dublin, 2001), p. 123
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recent years tha t a focus has shifted to local governm ent, exam ining  ‘its significance in the 

evolution o f  Irish political thought and its im pact on social, econom ic and cultural life in the 

tw entieth  cen tu ry .’'^ T his shift has occurred w ithin the historical d iscip line through publications by 

county  councils to  m ark the ir centenaries in 1998 and 1999'^ and through m ore general, national 

publications by Daly in 1997 and 2001, Ferriter in 2001 and C allanan and K eogan in 2 0 0 3 '“*, 

although these give only lip-service to the existence o f  a rural d istric t council netw ork. H ow ever, 

the increasing pow er o f  the state in Ireland in the late nineteenth and early  tw entieth  century and 

the tensions betw een state and locality are areas w hich have been largely ignored by historical 

geographers in Ireland, w ho have been slow er to  adopt theoretical based approaches to historical 

geography than  their counterparts elsew here in Europe and A m erica.

G eographers o f  the late n ineteenth and early tw entieth  cen turies in Ireland have generally 

been m ore interested in topics such as changing land holding patterns, the role o f  the church, 

em igration and the effects o f  the fam ine. S tudies have focused on other territorial and 

adm inistrative d iv isions, such as tow nlands, parishes and counties, but the functioning o f  rural 

d istricts as both territorial and adm inistrative div isions has been ignored. Irish historical 

geographers have tended to discard  the role o f  the state, instead focusing on the local landlord as 

the ru ling figure in a locality. W hile this view  is ju stified  in the e ighteenth  and early nineteenth 

century it does not hold true for the later part o f  the nineteenth and early  tw entieth  century w here 

there is an increasing tendency for centralisation and state contro l, occurring  in tandem  w ith the 

d im inishing status, and indeed, num ber o f  landlords, as an indirect consequence o f  the fam ine. 

M atthew  Stout, in a recent article, has draw n attention to  this lack o f  research  into the role o f  state 

bodies in Ireland, nationally  and locally, in the late nineteenth century, stating  that: ‘M ore w ork on 

the geographies o f  the encum bered estates, poor law unions and C ongested  D istricts Board needs to 

be attem pted, alongside the m ore intim ate geographies o f  prison, school and w orkhouse’'^

H ow ever, even in the above quote the rural district councils are conspicuous by their 

absence. To date, no com prehensive study o f  these rural district councils has occurred, effectively 

w riting  out o f  history the existence o f  the only truly local form  o f  local governm ent that existed in 

Ireland. As a resu lt o f  the  lack o f  research by historical geographers in Ireland into the role o f  the 

state, there is a sign ifican t gap in our understanding o f  the role o f  local governm ent and the state in 

the changing geographies o f  pow er in Ireland in the late n ineteenth and early tw entieth  century. 

Thus, this thesis aim s to  provide a fuller picture o f  historic Irish local governm ent, w hilst adding an 

im portant and hitherto  neglected  dim ension to  the historical geography o f  Ireland through engaging

D. Ferriter, ‘Lovers o f  Liberty’? Local Government in twentieth century Ireland  (Dublin, 2001), p.8
These include volumes for Cork, Galway, Kerry, Laois, Leitrim, Limerick, Louth, Meath, Mayo, 

and Offaly.
M. Daly, The Buffer State, The Historical Roots o f  the Department o f  the Environment (Dublin, 

1997); M. Daly (ed). County and Town: One Hundred Years o f  Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 2001); 
D. Ferriter, ‘Lovers o f  L iberty’? Local Government in twentieth century Ireland  (Dublin, 2001); M. Callanan 
& J.F. Keogan (eds) Local Government in Ireland, Inside Out (Dublin, 2003)

M. Stout, ‘Historical Geography’, in L. Geary and M. Kelleher (eds) Nineteenth-century Ireland: a 
guide to recent research (Dublin, 2005), p. 101
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in current theoretical debates on governmentality, the increasing power o f the state and its 

implications for central-local relations.

The remainder o f  this chapter will focus on setting this study o f  Irish rural district councils 

in their historical, theoretical and com parative contexts, through an examination o f the relevant 

literature. Further, it will lay out the objectives through which this thesis hopes to achieve its aims, 

while setting out the them es that will emerge in the course o f this study. The sources that have been 

utilised in order to investigate the workings o f  the rural district councils will be discussed and the 

chapter will end with a description o f the format that the remainder o f  the thesis will take.

1.2 Historical Context

1.2.1 The Increasing Role of the State in the Nineteenth Century

‘Increasingly in the nineteenth century the tentacles o f the British Empire were stretching

deep into the remote corners o f  the Irish countryside, bearing with them schools, barracks,

dispensaries, post offices, and all the other paraphernalia o f the ... state.

With the Act o f Union o f  1 8 0 1 , Ireland became part o f  the United Kingdom o f Great Britain and 

Ireland. The early part o f  the century was overshadowed by the Napoleonic Wars, focusing the 

attention o f the government on defence, but, with the successful end o f  the war in 1815, the 

government’s attention turned to the control o f  their unruly neighbour across the Irish Sea and the 

central government became thoroughly em broiled in Irish affairs. This was embodied in a series o f 

acts passed to reform and reorganise state bodies in Ireland, leading to the formation o f an 

increasingly centralised state. This culm inated in 1898, with the passing o f  the Local Government 

(Ireland) Act, which totally reorganised Irish local government, setting up the rural district councils 

that this thesis will examine, under strict central control in the form o f  the local government board. 

The reform and reorganisation o f the state’s machinery in Ireland occurred against the backdrop o f 

one o f the most tumultuous periods in the history o f relations between Ireland and the United 

Kingdom.

The nineteenth century in Ireland was divided in two by the Great Famine o f the 1840s. It 

was characterised by sporadic, localised famines, and tensions between local populations and the 

agents o f the British state in Ireland. These agents took the form o f  the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(RIC) (the police force), m agistrates and the landed gentry, many o f  whom were still regarded as 

English, despite the many generations o f  their families who had been resident in Ireland. Agrarian 

tensions and political agitation were rife. The early part o f the century saw a rapidly increasing 

rural population, a lowering average age o f  marriage, a decrease in average farm size and the 

dominance o f the landlord class. In contrast, the latter part o f  the century saw the mass emigration

K. Whelan, ‘The Catholic parish, the Catholic chapel and village development in Ireland’, in Irish 
Geography, 16, 1983, pp 4 - 5 

39&40 Geo III c. 67
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o f  a large percentage o f  the population, the increasing average age o f  marriage, decreasing fertility 

rates, and the replacement o f  a large majority o f  the old landed gentry by a new class o f  land 

speculators and ranch owners, who rapidly transformed the agricultural econom y from arable to 

grazing. The fact that

By the end o f  the nineteenth century, ‘the humble farmyard hen and duck were adding 

more to agricultural output than wheat, oats and potatoes com bined, the crops which in the 

early 1840s accounted for more than half o f  output’, tells much o f  the story o f  post-Famine 

agricultural change.'*

Home rule, landownership, the 3 F’s (Fair Rent, Free Sale and Fixity o f  Tenure) and repeated 

attempts to end the endemic agrarian unrest and violence, by both coercion and conciliation, were 

issues that embroiled the parliament in W estminster in lengthy debates on what became known as 

‘The Irish Q uestion’. W hile these issues are not directly relevant to this study, they greatly 

influenced the decisions taken by the state in governing Ireland, to the extent that it is impossible to 

understand the changing role o f  the state, and indeed the significance attached to the introduction o f  

a form o f  democratic local government for Ireland, without bearing them in mind.

Against this unsettled background the British state attempted to exert its authority in 

Ireland. If the nineteenth century was ‘fertile in political ideology, political techniques and 

organisational methods, it was almost as inventive in the field o f  central government and 

regulation’.'  ̂ Despite a growing body o f  support for a laissez-faire approach to econom ic and 

political issues in Britain, at the start o f  the nineteenth century, the political situation in Ireland was 

such that strong state intervention was viewed as a necessary evil. The Act o f  Union was enacted in 

the period between two uprisings by sections o f  the Irish population against the British state: the 

United Irishmen Rebellion, o f  1798, and the rebellion o f  Robert Emmet, in 1803. These, in addition 

to the generally unsettled state o f  the country for almost the entirety o f  the nineteenth century, gave 

rise to the belief that Irish conditions warranted a more stringent approach. A s a result an 

increasingly centralised state began to appear in Ireland. This increase in the centralising tendency 

o f  the state can be seen in the increasing quantity o f  legislation drafted for Ireland, particularly in 

the middle part o f  the century, reforming and restructuring state bodies, removing local, landed 

control and replacing this with centrally controlled boards and com m issions.

In the period before 1830, reform o f  the Irish administration^® was undertaken in a 

piecem eal fashion that involved the establishment o f  numerous com m issions o f  inquiry to examine 

how various aspects o f  the state’s role in Ireland could be improved, and the enactment o f  minor 

legislative changes as a result. The first definitive action, indicating a concerted effort on the part o f  

the state towards increased central control over the Irish administration, emerged within two years

C. 6  Grada, 1984, quoted in M. Turner, ‘Rural Econom ies in Post-Fam ine Ireland, c.1850 -  1914’ 
in B.J. Graham and L.J. Proudfoot (eds) An H istorical Geography o f  Ireland  (London, 1993), p.294

O. M acD onagh, ‘Ideas and Institutions, 1830 -  45 ’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, v. Ireland under the Union, I. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p. 195

The Irish adm inistration is the collective term used to describe all the boards, commissions, 
departments and officials operating on behalf o f  the state in Ireland.
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o f  the ending o f  the N apo leon ic  W ars. The B ritish and Irish exchequers, w hich  had rem ained 

separate entities after the A ct o f  U nion, w ere am algam ated in 1817, granting contro l over the 

m oney expended by Irish state departm ents, to the B ritish treasury. 1817 also saw  the transfer o f  

pow ers to govern lunatic asylum s to  the state, w ith the setting  up o f  a board for th e  superv ision  o f  

district lunatic asylum s w hich provided for the grouping together o f  several coun ties to  form  a 

district, w hich w ould be jo in tly  served by one regional m ental hospital.^' This w as the first reform  

in the fields o f  health  and w elfare , w hich w ere to  experience an alm ost total revo lu tion  over the 

next ha lf century.

A board o f  health  w as constitu ted  in 1820, to  provide the governm ent w ith  inform ation  and 

advice on public health  and to  provide instruction and d irection to  local boards, w hile  the prison 

system  was reform ed in a 142-clause act, laying dow n a uniform  code o f  regulations, to  ensure 

efficient standards o f  prison adm inistra tion , in 1826.^^ The prison inspectors appoin ted  under this 

act were also charged w ith inspecting  m ental hospitals in a further attem pt to reform  the ex isting  

m ental health system  and open  asylum s to  state inspection. In N ovem ber 1830, this inherently  

piecem eal system  o f  reform  w as changed with the com ing  to pow er o f  the W hig (liberal) 

governm ent under Lord G rey, setting  in m otion a decade o f  adm inistrative revolution.

The increasing trend tow ards state centralisation w as also felt in the field  o f  education, 

w here com m issions o f  inquiry w ere held in 1811 and 1825. H ow ever, it w as only under the W hig 

governm ent in 1831, that the perm anen t com m ission o f  education, w hich had been recom m ended, 

was established, thereby p lacing  the supervision o f  education  in the hands o f  a central state body. 

The board o f  w orks w as reconstitu ted  in the sam e year, w ith the new  board com prising  three 

com m issioners appoin ted  directly  by the treasury. The board o f  w orks w as the rec ip ien t o f  m any 

new pow ers th roughout the rem ainder o f  the nineteenth century. It was charged w ith  m ain tain ing  

and building constabulary  offices, custom s houses, inland revenue and post offices and also school 

buildings under the national education  system . It w as em pow ered to issue loans for land 

im provem ent, drainage, farm  build ings, labourers’ cottages, w orking class dw ellings and sanitary 

improvements.^'' In th is  w ay the board o f  w orks w as responsible for the spread o f  the  m achinery  o f  

central governm ent, across Ireland, ensuring  that even localities on the far w estern  periphery  w ere 

aw are o f  the om niscient, om nipoten t, institu tionalising state, w hile sim ultaneously  creating  

aw areness o f  the advantages that could  accrue to the subjects o f  the state as loyal individuals. In 

addition, these buildings introduced into the landscape o f  tow ns and villages by the boards o f  

w orks, acted as sym bols o f  the increasing  pow er o f  the state, com bining w ith the w ave o f  church

0 . MacDonagh, ‘Ideas and Institutions, 1830 -  45’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, v. Ireland under the Union, 1. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), pp 205 -  210

7 Geo. IV c.82; R.B. McDowell, ‘Administration and the Public Services, 1800 -  70’, in W.E. 
Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  Ireland, v. Ireland under the Union, 1. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p.545

One impetus for this change in pace and style of reform came from the passing o f Catholic 
Emancipation, in 1829, necessitating a change in the make-up o f certain boards and authorities to facilitate 
access by Roman Catholics. For more on this see Chapter 2 in V. Crossman, Politics, Law and Order in 
Nineteenth-Century Ireland  (Dublin, 1996)

K .Q .M cDo'ncW, The Irish Administration, I80I -  1914 (London, 1964), pp 204, 205, 212,213
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build ing  occurring  contem poraneously  to  ‘provide Ireland w ith a new  fram ew ork o f  central 

p laces’^̂  du ring  the n ineteenth  century.

The period betw een  1830 and 1845 saw  the im provem ent and rebuild ing o f  many o f  the 

coun try ’s prisons, w hile provisions under grand ju ry  reform  in 1836^^ allow ed for the revision o f  

policing in Ireland, reform ing the D ublin M etropolitan Police and establish ing a centralised, 

national police force, the RIC. The governm ent nom inated the c h ie f  D ublin police m agistrate and 

another tw o th irds o f  his colleagues, thus directly contro lling  a large m ajority  o f  the force. In 1838, 

the m agistracy w as reform ed, rem oving m ore than a third o f  the ju stices  o f  the peace^^ and giving 

the lord lieu tenant pow er to  appoint non-resident m agistrates to oversee the adm inistration o f 

justice  in each county, in an a ttem pt to abolish the corruption  inherent in the autonom ous local 

control o f  state pow er.

The Poor R e lie f (Ireland) Act,^* was also in troduced in 1838, fo llow ing closely on the 

reform ed poor law system  introduced in England and W ales, in 1834, but w ithout the universal 

‘right to  r e l ie f  and provision for outdoor re lie f em bodied in the E nglish act. The Irish poor law 

provided for the bu ild ing  o f  w orkhouses in w hich indoor re lie f  w ould be provided for the destitute 

poor, defined  as the aged, sick, infirm  and w idow s w ith tw o or m ore legitim ate children. This act 

instigated the first form  o f  state-aid for the poor and also  provided the first, locally accessible, 

hospital system.^® T he introduction o f  the poor law involved the creation o f  local boards, 

responsible for the day to day running o f  the w orkhouses. T hese boards w ere supervised by, and 

answ erable to, the poor law com m ission. The poor law com m ission w as based in London, w ith one 

poor law com m issioner stationed in D ublin as resident com m issioner. This com m ission oversaw  

every detail o f  the adm inistration  o f  the poor law. Every m ajor decision  taken by the local boards 

required the sanction o f  the com m issioners, w hile the m inutes o f  each m eeting w ere forw arded on 

to  the com m ission  for approval. In this way, m atters relating to the re lie f  and m edical care o f  the 

poor w ere overseen  and directly  controlled by the state, thoroughly  cen tralising  this new aspect o f  

Irish adm inistration .

The in troduction  o f  the w orkhouse system  to Ireland led to  the creation  o f  new territorial 

units o f  adm inistration  called unions. These unions w ere m ade up o f  groups o f  electoral divisions, 

w hich com prised  several tow nlands, based around a central m arket tow n, in w hich the w orkhouse

T. Jones-H ughes, ‘Village and Town in M id-Nineteenth Century Ireland’, Irish Geography, 14, 
1 9 8 1 ,p .l0 0

Grand ju ry  reform also occurred in 1833. The local governm ent o f  the 1836 act and the 1833 act 
will be further discussed in Section 1.2.2.

O. M acDonagh, ‘Ideas and Institutions, 1830 -  4 5 ’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, v. Ireland  under the Union, 1. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), pp 212 -  214

l& 2 V ic t. c. 56
Prior to this Act, the only hospital treatm ent available was through the County Infirmaries, 

introduced by an act o f  the Irish Parliament in 1765, which set up one county infirmary in each county. 
However the distances that some o f  the population, especially in the larger counties, would have to travel to 
reach the infirmary, made them inaccessible. As a result a network o f  dispensaries, which provided medical 
treatm ent by a doctor, was set up partly funded by the grand ju ry  and partly by local subscriptions, remaining 
in local control until 1851. R. D. Cassell, M edical charities, m edical politics; the Irish Dispensary system  
and  the poor law, 1836 -  1872 (W oodbridge, 1997), pp 2 - 8
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was to be located. Every area o f the union had to be within ten miles o f  the maricet town, thus 

ensuring a local accessibility that was absent from the pre-existing infirmary network. These 

unions, along with the new regions that had been created for the administration o f  the lunacy acts, 

represented a shift away from the traditional boundaries o f county and barony to new 

administrative units that were based on a more rationalised and uniform system o f  territorial 

division, providing for increased administrative efficiency and facilitating the increasing 

centralising tendency o f  the state in nineteenth century Ireland.

With the formation o f  the boards o f guardians all new health legislation and many new 

local government functions, which would have previously been given to the grand juries, were 

instead transferred to the centrally controlled guardians, while the reform o f  existing legislation, 

from 1838 onwards, led to the transfer o f  certain functions from the grand juries to the guardians. 

For example, the 1851 M edical Charities Act,^° which transferred the running o f  the dispensaries 

and infirmaries from the local grand juries to the guardians and by default into central state control.

The major reforms o f  the 1830s set the scene for state involvement in Ireland for the next 

thirty years, with an increasing number o f  powers being given to the bodies set up under the 

legislation o f that period. Naturally, after 1845, much o f the attention o f the state was focused on 

some form o f intervention to com bat the effects o f  the famine, while the period after the famine 

was highly unsettled and the government put much o f their effort into m aintaining law and order in 

the country. Under such circum stances the next major period o f state reorganisation did not occur 

until 1870.^'

The first indication o f  a second wave o f  administrative reform occurred with the formation 

o f the church temporalities commission, in 1871, charged with the administration o f the property 

that had belonged to the recently disestablished Church o f Ireland. This was swiftly followed, in 

1872, with the creation o f  an Irish local government board which subsumed the powers o f  the Irish 

poor law commissioners^^ and the powers o f  the lord lieutenant in relation to public health. A 

prison board was created by an act o f  1877,^^ which vested all prisons in the board and made the 

imperial exchequer responsible for all prison expenditure, leaving control o f  the Irish prison system 

firmly in the hands o f  the central state.^'* The Intermediate Education Act o f  1878^^, created the 

intermediate education board, which had responsibility for promoting secondary level education in 

Ireland. Under the Land Act o f  1881, a land commission was established to fix the fair rent for a 

given plot o f  land, as provided for in the act.^^ In this way the state was now involving itself in the

14&15 Viet. c. 68
Although some legislative reorganisation did continue in the interim, it was m ostly in the context o f 

local government which will be discussed in detail in Section 1.2.2.
A separate Irish poor law com m ission had been established in 1847 to deal with the huge increase in 

the functions o f  the poor law com m ission as a result o f  the famine.
”  40&41 V ic tc . 21

R.B. M cDowell, The Irish Administration, 1801-1914  (London, 1964), p .159
41&42 Viet. c. 66
44&45 Viet. e. 49; R.B. M cDowell, ‘Adm inistration and the public services, 1870 -  1921’, in W.E. 

Vaughan (ed), A New H istory o f  Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 -  1921 (Oxford, 1996), pp 
579 - 585



hitherto private realm  o f  relations betw een landlord and tenant, and in particular in the realm  o f  

private property, through the pow er o f  a central state com m ission.

The hom e rule question overshadow ed the m ajority  o f  parliam entary  d iscussions on the 

Irish question for the rest o f  the 1880s, but w ith the return to pow er o f  the conservatives, at the end 

o f  the decade, a shift in state policy tow ards Ireland occurred. T his sh ift took the form  o f  the 

introduction o f  the policy  o f  constructive unionism  com m only, referred  to as ‘K illing  Hom e Rule 

w ith K indness’. The conservatives believed that by rem oving  the roots o f  social unrest in Ireland 

they could negate the need for hom e rule, and in 1891, they created a congested  districts board for 

Ireland. The board w as established w ith the aim  o f  re liev ing  d istress in the m ost poverty-stricken 

regions in Ireland, w hich w ere also the m ost unsettled and law less. T his new state-controlled body 

had responsibility  for an area stretch ing  from  D onegal to  w est Cork, encom passing  one-ninth o f  the 

country’s population.^’ This period o f  the reform  and reorganisation  o f  the s ta te ’s m achinery in 

Ireland culm inated in the introduction o f  tw o new pieces o f  legislation in the dying years o f  the 

nineteenth century -  an act setting  up the D epartm ent o f  A griculture and T echnical Instruction, in 

1899, and m ore im portantly , for th is thesis, the Local G overnm ent (Ire land) A ct, o f  1898, which 

totally transform ed the face o f  Irish local governm ent, abolish ing  the grand ju rie s  and establishing 

county councils, urban d istrict councils and rural district councils.

1.2.2 Irish Local Government before the Rural District Councils

W ith the introduction o f  the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct, 1898, local governm ent in Ireland 

was revolutionised. Irish local governm ent, prior to the 1898 act, can be divided into three broad 

groups: m unicipal governm ent, the grand ju ries and the relatively  new ly established, boards o f  

guardians. This section outlines the roles o f  these various form s o f  local governm ent in order that 

the introduction o f  the rural district councils may be understood in the context o f  local 

adm inistration in Ireland.

M unicipal governm ent in Ireland in the nineteenth century w as one o f  the areas targeted by 

the centralising  state as corrupt, outdated, sectarian and in need o f  reform . By the early nineteenth 

century, m unicipal corporations w ere seen as the dom ain o f  the p ro testan t ascendancy class who 

‘flagrantly neglect[ed] tow n serv ices’ while concentrating ‘on the im portan t political function o f  

returning m em bers o f  the right persuasion to parliam en t’ and furthering  unionist political 

dominance.^* In o rder to  rectify  this situation the governm ent in troduced a num ber o f  m easures. In 

1828, the L ighting o f  T ow ns Act^® was introduced, allow ing  for the election o f  town 

com m issioners, w ho w ould prim arily , provide lighting in the tow ns, but also provide water

R.B. M cD ow ell, ‘Administration and the public services, 1870 -  1921’, in W .E. Vaughan (ed), A 
New H istory o f  Ireland, vi. Ire lan d  under the Union, II. 1870  -  19 2 1 (Oxford, 1996), p .587

R. Haslam, ‘The origins o f  Irish Local Governm ent’ in M. Callanan & J.F. Keogan (eds) L ocal 
G overnm ent in Ireland, Inside O ut (Dublin, 2003), p. 18 

9 Geo. IV c. 82
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supplies, manage tiie removal o f  sewerage, repair roads, prohibit nuisances, and provide for the 

cleansing and watching o f  the town.'*°

While this provided an alternative body for town government by allowing towns to bypass 

their inactive corporations it did little to address the issue o f  the corrupt corporations themselves. 

As a result a second act was passed in 1840,'" dissolving fifty eight o f  the remaining sixty eight 

town corporations, annulling their charters and replacing them with elected councils. The 

remaining ten were Cork, Dublin, Limerick, Waterford, Belfast, Londonderry, Clonmel, Drogheda, 

Kilkenny and Sligo.'*^ The Towns Im provement Act o f  1854''^ allowed towns with a population as 

low as 1,500 to appoint town com m issioners to provide lighting, water, sewerage systems, roads 

and footpaths for the town. In addition, these new town commissioners could prosecute offenders 

against the peace and the property o f  the tow n’s citizens. These town com m issions had little central 

supervision, initially, but in 1871, the poor law auditors were given powers to audit their accounts 

and, in 1872, they were brought under the central control o f  the local governm ent board. The 

Public Health (Ireland) Act o f  1874,'*'' provided for the creation o f  urban sanitary districts in towns 

with a population o f  over six thousand, while smaller towns could request sim ilar sanitary powers. 

This new legislation was extended further in 1878, by an act, which gave the urban sanitary 

authorities powers in relation to markets, slaughter houses, and inspections o f  common lodging 

houses.''^

While these various forms o f  town government operated solely in the urban areas o f the 

county, there co-existed grand juries which ruled over the county at large. These grand juries had 

been in existence from Norman times and exercised the fiscal, adm inistrative and legal duties o f a 

local authority and a local court. The grand juries were not a permanent body, they were a group o f 

twenty three o f the largest landowners in the county, the magistrates or justices o f  the peace, who 

were summoned by the County Sheriff to attend the biannual meetings o f  the grand jury known as 

the assizes. The composition o f  this body therefore varied depending on the availability o f 

magistrates resident in the county at a given time. Before the assizes, presentm ent sessions were 

held in each o f the county’s baronies; at these proposed works were considered and then submitted 

to the grand jury, at the assizes, for ratification.

The services that the grand jury  provided were financed by a rate payable by occupiers, 

known as the county cess. The administrative duties o f the grand jury  included the construction and 

repair o f local infrastructure such as roads, bridges, footpaths and the erection o f  milestones. They 

were involved in the construction, m aintenance and financial support o f  county infirmaries, lunatic 

asylums, schools, piers, harbours, courthouses, bridewells and the county gaols. They appointed the

P.J. M eghen, ‘The developm ent o f  Irish Local Governm ent’, in A dm in istra tion , V ol. 8, p.336
3&4 Viet. c. 108
R. Hasiam, ‘The origins o f  Irish Local G overnm ent’ in M. Callanan & J.F. Keogan (eds) L ocal 

G overnm ent in Ireland, Inside O ut (D ublin, 2 0 0 3 ), p. 19
17&18 V iet. c. 103
37& 38 V iet. e. 93
41& 42 Viet. e. 52; P.J. M eghen, ‘The developm ent o f  Irish Local G overnm ent’, in Adm inistration, 

8, 1960, p,338
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personnel to these public build ings and paid their w ages. They w ere also responsible for the upkeep 

o f  deserted  ch ildren , and partly  financed the local dispensary  system . The grand ju rie s  were 

au tonom ous bodies and the nature o f  their com position  m eant that the pro testan t dom inated, 

landlord class, and m ore specifically , the larger landlords, had total control over county 

governm ent. W ithout a check  on the decision m aking and spending  o f  these grand ju ries, 

allegations o f  corruption  w ere rife. W ith the reform ing zeal o f  the state, in the n ineteenth century, 

these allegations w ere exam ined and several m easures w ere put in place to m ediate the 

d isadvantages o f  such an independent body.'*^

A n 1833 act"*  ̂ in troduced grand ju ry  reform s, w hich  em pow ered  the lord lieutenant to 

appoin t a county su rveyor w ho w ould advise the grand ju ry  on p lann ing  and public w orks, ensuring 

that the necessary  infrastructural and public w orks w ere perform ed, and preventing, as w as often 

the case, the concentration  o f  these w orks around the estates o f  the local ju stice  o f  the peace. The 

county surveyors w ere to  be appointed through exam ination  by m ilitary  engineers w ho listed the 

suitable appoin tees in o rder o f  m erit. This list w as then given to  the lord lieutenant w ho selected 

surveyors, in the o rder they w ere ranked, for the next available positions.''* T his rem oved the pow er 

o f  appointm ent from  the grand  ju ries , ensuring a fair and equitab le  appoin tm ent system , in an 

attem pt to  erad icate the practice o f  appointing friends and fam ily o f  the m ost pow erful grand juror. 

T he act fu rther prescribed tha t one resident £50 freeholder or £100 leaseholder from  each barony 

should be presen t at the p resen tm ent sessions. In addition , an 1836 reform  created baronial 

com m ittees, com posed  o f  ju s tic e s  o f  the peace and cesspayers to exam ine and sanction plans for 

public w orks before they w ere voted on by the grand jury.''^ These tw o reform s allow ed public 

access to  and, for the first tim e, participation in, the internal running o f  county  governm ent, as well 

as g iv ing non-landlords a say in the spending o f  public m oney. The 1836 reform  also rem oved 

control o f  the police from  the grand ju ries to the governm ent and opened  up the accounts o f  the 

grand ju ry  to public audit.

A ll o f  these reform s led to a m ore transparen t form  o f  local governm ent less open to 

corruption  by self-serv ing  landlords and officials. D espite th is increased state intervention in grand 

ju ry  affairs, the m agistra tes still retained a high degree o f  autonom y, so tha t pow er in the localities 

rem ained firm ly in the hands o f  the landed gentry. T he new ly reform ed grand ju rie s  w ere expected 

to  gain new , if  m ore cen trally  controlled, pow ers as the n ineteen th  century  progressed, but the 

realisation o f  this idea w as halted  w ith the introduction o f  the poor law com m ission  and the boards 

o f  guardians in 1838.

P.J. Meghen, ‘The development of Irish Local Government’, in Administration, 8, 1960, pp 335 -
339

3&4 Will IV c. 78
R.B. McDowell, The Irish Administration, 1801-1914 (London, 1964), p.35 
R.B. McDowell, ‘Administration and the Public Services, 1800 -  70’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New 

History o f  Ireland, v. Ireland under the Union, I. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p.553; R. Haslam, ‘The origins 
o f Irish Local Government’ in M. Callanan & J.F. Keogan (eds) Local Government in Ireland, Inside Out 
(Dublin, 2003), p .16
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The introduction o f  the boards o f  guardians represented a new departure in local 

government, as three quarters (although this was later reduced to half) o f  the board were to be 

democratically elected by the ratepayers o f the union. Rates were to be paid on all properties 

valued at over £4, while the landlords o f properties under the £4 valuation, were com pelled to pay 

the rates for these. In this way it was hoped that local property would pay for local poverty. As 

compensation for paying these rates, the landlords were entitled to accum ulate votes for each o f the 

properties they paid rates on. In this way, the very poor sections o f  the population were excluded 

from voting, while the landlords were given stronger influence over the boards. Despite this 

weighting in favour o f  the landed class, this was the first opportunity given to the catholic, non

landlord, middle classes to participate in local government.

This opportunity increased in significance with the increase o f  functions accrued by the 

boards o f guardians. The M edical Charities Act o f 1851 removed the subsidisation o f  dispensaries 

from the grand juries and placed the creation, maintenance and day to day running o f  these in the 

hands o f the boards o f guardians, with the administration o f fever hospitals. The guardians became 

responsible for the control o f  burial grounds in 1856 and in 1863 they were granted the power to 

register births and deaths.^” In 1872, the Irish poor law commission was reconstituted as the local 

government board in recognition o f  the changing nature and increasing duties o f  the guardians and 

the poor law commissioners. The local government board was to be presided over by the chief 

secretary, but, as this was a political appointment, day to day power rested with the highest ranking 

civil servant, the vice-president, and his assistant the secretary.^' The boards o f  guardians continued 

to accrue a wide range o f functions relating to all aspects o f social life including the building o f 

labourer’s cottages, the supply o f  seed, and the prevention and removal o f  nuisances. They gained 

powers relating to the notification and prevention o f infectious and contagious diseases, in both 

animals and humans, under the Public Health Act o f 1878 which made the board o f  guardians the 

rural sanitary authority in their union, and in 1896 they were made responsible for making 

legislation in relation to the speed and design o f  motor cars.^^

It is clear from the above, that Irish local government was in a process o f  change, not only 

had a new local authority been created in 1838 which now held a much wider range o f  functions 

than the previously, all-encom passing grand juries, but these new functions were in the hands o f 

partially democratic local boards, causing a shift in the balance o f  power from the protestant, 

landlord dominated grand juries to the boards o f  guardians, com prising m em bers o f  the Catholic 

middle classes. The ‘form er recipients o f  fresh functions, the grand juries and the magistracy, made 

no further advances after 1837...[and] within a generation a mass o f  legislation.. .had fallen to 

some degree or other, to the guardians to adm inister’.”  Hence by 1898, there were two local bodies

19&20 Viet. c. 98; 26& 27 Viet, c . 11
W.L. Feingold, The Revolt o f  the Tenantry: The transformation o f  Local Governm ent in Ireland, 

1872 -  1886 (Boston, 1984), p. 17
R.B. M cDowell, The Irish Administration, 1801- 1914 (London, 1964), p .189 

”  O. M acDonagh, ‘Politics, 1830 -  1845’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New H istory o f  Ireland, v. 
Ireland under the Union, 1. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p. 180

12



operating on overlapping  scales, sim ultaneously dealing  w ith in terrelated  issues o f  local 

governm ent, one partially  dem ocratically  elected, one appointed. It w as against this backdrop, in 

1898, that the W estm inster Parliam ent decided, to  reform  Irish local governm ent, rationalising  the 

existing system  o f  local governm ent, to create a highly centralised , yet, to ta lly  dem ocratic form  o f  

local governm ent.

1.3 Theoretical and Comparative Context 

1.3.1 Theoretical Context

This thesis w ill utilise F oucau lt’s theory o f  governm entality  and B ellam y’s theory o f  central-local 

relations to  provide a theoretical background for the exam ination  o f  the creation, operation and 

eventual abolition  o f  rural d istric t councils in Ireland. Theory  in h istorical geography is used as a 

tool, enabling the situation  o f  a study, in this instance, an essentially  local, Irish phenom enon, 

w ithin a broader in ternational context. Theory, as H arris suggests, encom passes ‘broad, interrelated 

sets o f  ideas to be w orked w ith suggestively rather than treated  as candidates for law s’ '̂', 

h ighligh ting  the need to  avoid the forcing o f  theoretical in terpretations onto situations w hich do not 

w arrant such explanations. In this respect, this thesis w ill exam ine the theories o f  Foucault and 

Bellam y in so far as they are relevant and pertinent to  a m ore explicit illustration o f  the role o f  rural 

district councils in Irish local governm ent.

T he decision  to  focus prim arily on the theories o f  Foucault and B ellam y for this analysis 

has stem m ed from  forays into the w ritings o f  o ther theorists and the broad literature available on 

local governm ent and relations betw een state and locality. W hile the issues raised by B ourdieu in 

his exam ination o f  sta tist capital are relevant for an overall study o f  the n ineteenth century his 

rigorous categorisation  o f  the various form s o f  state capital are overly  constrain ing for this 

exam ination o f  a low -tier form  o f  local g o v e r n m e n t .T h e  w orks o f  social theorists such as 

H aberm as, G iddens and M ann, offer interesting insights into m odernity  and pow er and both 

G iddens and M ann, exam ine the territorial arrangem ents o f  state pow er. O f  these three, M ann is 

perhaps the m ost useful for this study, but unfortunately  his w ork, though starting  from  the 

N eolith ic, only exam ines the spatial organisation o f  pow er as far as 1760AD. T herefore, it is to 

Foucault’s theory  o f  governm entality  that this study turns for a theoretical background to the 

organisation o f  pow er w ithin territories, in the n ineteenth  and early tw entie th  century, inform ed by 

the perspective o f  a geographer. Foucault claim ed in an in terview  in 1980 that ‘G eography must 

indeed necessarily  lie at the heart o f  my concerns’^ ,̂ thus, governm entality  is uniquely positioned 

am ong the social theories to  provide a practical theoretical background for this thesis.

C. Harris, ‘Power, Modernity and Historical Geography’, in Annals o f  the Association o f  American 
Geographers, 81(4), 1991, p.671

P. Bourdieu, Practical Reason: on the theory o f  action (Cambridge, 1998)
M. Foucault, 1980, quoted in C. Harris, ‘Power, Modernity and Historical Geography’, in Annals o f  

the Association o f  American Geographers, 81(4), 1991, p.674
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G overnm entality  has been taken  up by a host o f  geographers, political scientists and  sociologists, 

significantly  expanding  on F o u cau lt’s original w ork.”  For the  purpose o f  th is  thesis, these 

posthum ous contribu tions to  F o u cau lt’s theorising  w ill be com bined w ith Foucau lt’s ow n literature 

in order to exam ine Irish local governm ent through a broad foucauldian approach to 

governm entality .

A lthough B ellam y has not the in ternational standing o f  som e o f  the aforem entioned  

theorists, her w ork is nonetheless highly  relevant for this particu lar study. In an excellen t book 

entitled  A dm in istering  C en tra l-L oca l Relations, 1871 -  1919: The L o ca l G overnm ent B o a rd  in  its 

F iscal and  C ultural Context^^, B ellam y exam ined the relations o f  the local governm ent board with 

the local authorities under its control and vice versa. Far from  solely being an h istoric o r econom ic 

account o f  these relations, B ellam y exam ined trends in the developm ent o f  local governm ent in the 

U nited K ingdom , in the late n ineteenth  and early tw entieth  centuries, in particular the  m ediation  o f  

local interests by the sta te-contro lled  local governm ent board. This w ork feeds into larger, 

international debates in the literature concern ing  the conflict engendered betw een the centre and the 

periphery by the perceived increasing  centralisation o f  the state, both in the presen t and in the 

recent past. This thesis w ill utilise B ellam y’s theory o f  central-local relations, w hilst d raw ing  on 

o ther relevant com parative studies, to  expound a w ider and m ore applicable usage o f  her theory.

1.3.2 Governmentality

Foucault defined governm entality  as the ‘conduct o f  conduct’^̂ , exam ining, as he interchangeably  

referred  to  them , the arts, ra tionalities and technologies o f  governm ent, used to exert pow er over 

people and territories. H is ideas on governm entality  em erged during  the course o f  a lecture series 

orig inally  entitled Security, T erritory a n d  Population , w hich, by the end o f  the final lecture, he 

w ished to renam e ‘a history  o f  governm en ta lity ’. The course exam ined the changes that had 

occurred in the style and arts o f  governing populations from  sovereignty , in the six teen th  century, 

as illustrated by M ach iave lli’s The P rince, through political econom y (w hich he also  refers to  as 

discip line), depicted by R o u sseau ’s E ncyclopedia  article, to the developm ent in the n ineteenth  and 

early tw entieth  century  o f  governmentality.^® He dism isses the idea o f  a distinct break betw een  one 

art o f  governm ent and another, ra ther he sees a triangle encom passing  sovereignty, d iscip line and 

governm ent, ‘w hich has as its prim ary target the population and as its essential m echanism  the

Foucault’s death in Paris in June 1984 prevented him elaborating further on his theory, him self 
C. Bellamy, Administering Central-Local Relations, 1871 -  1919: The Local Government Board in 

its fiscal and cultural context (Manchester, 1988)
M. Foucault, 1988 quoted in G. Burchell, ‘Liberal government and techniques o f  the se lf  in A. 

Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f  government (London, 1996), p. 19

M. Foucault, ‘Governmentality’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault E ffect-  
Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991), pp 
87 -  104. This interview is also published in J.D. Faubion (ed) Power/Michel Foucault, in The Essential 
Work o f  Foucault. 1954 -  1984, Vol. 3 (London, 2002) pp 201 - 222

14



apparatuses o f  security’.®' Foucault sees this shift from sovereignty to political economy as pivotal, 

with its re-centring o f  the them e o f economy on a different plane from that o f  the family, making it 

possible to identify problems specific to the population.

Foucault states that there are three types o f government; the art o f  self-government, which 

is linked to morality, the art o f  properly governing a family, which belongs to economy and the 

science o f  ruling a state which concerns politics. Sovereignty is based on the governing o f the 

family, a person who wishes to rule over the state must first learn to govern himself, his 

possessions and his family, while, a good sovereign leads by example, showing the head o f the 

family how to look after his family. Foucault interprets political economy as the search for a means 

to introduce the m eticulous attention o f the father, towards his family, into the management o f the 

state.®^ In order for the state to exercise this attention, a knowledge o f  all the elements o f  the state is 

essential, leading to the developm ent o f ‘statistics’ -  meaning the science o f  the state.

With the developm ent o f  statistical techniques, the population becomes a quantifiable 

object, revealing that populations have their own patterns o f  disease, scarcity, wealth, and poverty 

and that they exert economic effects that are irreducible to the level o f  the family. The family 

becomes, simply, a privileged sector o f the population, privileged, because the collection o f all 

statistics must be obtained through the medium o f the family. In contrast to sovereignty, which is 

seen as the manner o f  ensuring that subjects obey the laws o f  the sovereign, Foucault sees 

government as having as its aim the improvement o f the living conditions and welfare o f the 

population.®^ With the developm ent o f statistics this becomes possible. Foucault describes the 

collection o f statistics as a technique o f government. Populations that are quantifiable are visible 

and therefore amenable to further techniques and arts o f government, which lead in their turn to the 

increased power o f  the state in commanding the people and territory under its control. This idea o f 

the state’s concerning itself with the welfare o f  populations, led Foucault to consider the idea of 

liberalism and notions o f laissez-faire which developed in the eighteenth century and were 

prevalent throughout the nineteenth century in Britain, and by default Ireland.

Liberalism is ‘characterised by the limits it places on the legitimate exercise o f  power by 

political authorities’ on a civil society which was seen as a self-regulating entity, a ‘natural realm 

o f freedoms and activities outside the legitimate sphere o f  politics’.®'* Thus, Foucault examines the 

developm ent o f new arts and rationalities o f  government as the state attempts to govern subjects 

with rights that must not be interfered with by government. As Gordon explains:

M. Foucault, ‘Governmentality’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect -  
Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991, 
p.l02
“  Ibid, p.92

Ibid, pp 94-100
N. Rose and P. Miller ‘Political Power beyond the State: Problematics of Government’ in The 

British Journal o f Sociology, 43(2), 1992, p. 179
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W hat is d is tin c tiv e ...ab o u t F o ucau lt’s perspective here is his concern to  understand 

liberalism  not sim ply as a doctrine, or set o f  doctrines, o f  political and econom ic theory, 

but as a style o f  th ink ing  quintessentially  concerned w ith the art o f  government.®^

This contradictory approach  to  governm ent w as rationalised  by the b e lie f  that in in tervening with 

m easures ensuring security , the governm ent reduced the need for further in tervention and the 

incurring o f  costs in o ther sectors o f  the social order.®® L aissez-faire, as a techn ique o f  liberal 

governm ent provides a useful m eans o f  balancing governm ent and the private sphere, being a way 

o f  acting as well as not acting. F oucault sees laissez-faire as im plying an in tervention  ‘not to 

im pede the course o f  th ings, bu t to  ensure the play o f  natural and necessary  m odes o f  regulation , to 

m ake regulations w hich perm it natural regulations to o p era te .’®̂ In his exam ination  o f  the 

nineteenth and early  tw entie th  century  Foucault exam ines the techn iques and rationalities o f  

governm ent that w ere created to  deal w ith this idea o f  liberalism . It is in this con tex t that F oucau lt’s 

theory o f  governm entality  w ill be u tilised for the purposes o f  this thesis.

Hannah is highly  critical o f  researchers w ho ‘invoke’ Foucault on a regular basis w ithout 

clarifying exactly w hat Foucault did or did not say.®* It is hoped that the above sum m ary o f  the 

developm ent o f  F oucau lt’s theory  o f  governm entality  w ill be suffic ien t to  prevent this thesis 

succum bing to such criticism.®^ A s F oucau lt’s lectures and w ritings have been translated, 

academ ics in the anglophone w orld have w idely utilised and elaborated  on his theories, in some 

cases redefining governm entality  to  su it the ir ow n needs. In their exam ination  o f  the rationalities 

used by the liberal state to govern  B ritish agriculture, M urdoch and W ard, to  use one exam ple, 

coined the now  w idely  used defin ition  w hich states that governm entality  refers to  ‘the m ethods 

em ployed as the state both represen ts and intervenes in the dom ains it seeks to govern

Perhaps som e o f  the m ost im portant w ork on the elaboration o f  F ou cau lt’s theories, from  a 

geographical perspective, has been undertaken by sociologists and political theorists such as 

N ikolas Rose, Peter M iller, C olin  G ordon, M itchell Dean and the freelance w riter and translator, 

G raham  Burchell. R ose and M ille r’s 1992 article develops F oucau lt’s theories o f  liberalism  and 

neo-liberalism  as indeed does w ork  by G ordon in 1991 and B urchell in 1996. Further, the series o f

C. Gordon, ‘Governmental Rationality: an introduction’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller 
(eds) The Foucault Effect — Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with Michel 
Fowcaw//(Chicago, 1991), p. 14
®® T. Osborne, ‘Security and vitality: drains, liberalism and power in the nineteenth century’ in A. 
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f  government {London, 1996), p. 104

M. Foucault (1978) quoted in C. Gordon, ‘Governmental Rationality: an introduction’ in G. 
Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect -  Studies in Governmentality with two lectures 
by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991), p. 17
 ̂ M. G. Hannah, Governmentality and the Mastery o f  Territory in Nineteenth-Century America

(Cambridge, 2000), pp 4 - 5
It should be noted that this research is concerned solely with governmentality as it impacts on the 

technologies o f government in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, and therefore many o f the issues 
raised above, particularly in relation to sovereignty and the development o f political economy, will not be 
critically addressed.
™ J. Murdoch and N. Ward, ‘Governmentality and territoriality: The statistical manufacture of 
Britain’s ‘national farm” , in Political Geography, 16(4), 1997, p.308
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articles that appear in The Foucault Effect and Foucault and  P olitica l Reason  both elaborate on and 

apply F oucault’s theories, by exam ining various spatial and tem poral issues that are m ore fully and 

succinctly  explained using governm entality , than through purely em pirical re se a rc h / ' The 

expanded theory o f  governm entality  put forw ard by these authors has also inform ed the theoretical 

perspective o f  this thesis.

M any studies have been undertaken by academ ics in the various geographic and cognate 

disciplines using a foucauldian  perspective on governm entality . B lake exam ines F oucau lt’s 

theories o f  governm entality  and pastoral pow er in relation  to  the state and the O blates in British 

C olum bia, looking at the d ifferent m ethods adopted by tw o groups attem pting  to control the sam e 

population, w hile H annah uses governm entality  to  exam ine the expansion o f  the activities o f  the 

nation state in the m odernising W est o f  A m erica, defin ing  three cycles o f  social control, 

authoritative observation, norm alisation and regulation /punishm ent, illustrating how  the w orkings 

o f  the nation state are inherently geographical.^^ A irriess uses Foucault to  exam ine contested  spaces 

in Hong K ong’s N ew  Territories exam ining the notions o f  heterotopias o f  deviance (places where 

alternate social ordering  is perform ed) in the context o f  the refugee population  in the N ew  

T erritories.’  ̂ O sborne’s article on sanitary reform s in the n ineteenth  century  and B arry ’s article on 

the developm ent o f  com m unication , in Foucault and  P o litica l Reason, deal w ith infrastructural 

developm ents th roughout the nineteenth and into the tw entieth  century , developm ents w hich were 

aided by the rural d istric t councils in Ireland. S im ilarly, C arro ll’s article on public health in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries utilises governm entality  to  exam ine the evolution o f  

governm ental techniques to control public health, fo rm ulating  argum ents w hich are highly relevant 

to the developm ent o f  public health in Ireland under the rural d istrict councils.’''

A further avenue o f  investigation has concerned the in teractions betw een the state and local 

governm ent. One im portant article in this respect is an article by Jones apply ing  F oucau lt’s theories

N. Rose and P. Miller, ‘Political Power beyond the State: Problematics o f Government’ in The 
British Journal o f  Sociology, 43(2), 1992, pp 173 -  205; C. Gordon, ‘Governmental Rationality: an 
introduction’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect -  Studies in Governmentality 
with two lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991), pp 1 -  51; G. Burchell, ‘Liberal 
government and techniques o f the se lf  in A. Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political 
Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities o f government (London, 1996), pp 19 -  36; M. Dean, 
‘Foucault, government and the enfolding of authority’ in A. Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault 
and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities o f  government (London, 1996), pp 209 -  
231; G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect -  Studies in Governmentality with two 
lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991); A. Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) 
Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities o f  government (London, 1996)

L. Blake, ‘Pastoral Power, governmentality and cultures o f order in nineteenth-century British 
Columbia’, in Transactions o f the Institute o f British Geographers, 24(1), 1999, pp 79 -  93; M. G. Hannah, 
Governmentality and the Mastery o f Territory in Nineteenth-Century America (Cambridge, 2000)

C. Airriess, ‘Governmentality and power in politically contested space: refugee farming in Hong 
Kong’s New Territories, 1945 -  1970, \n Journal o f Historical Geography, 31(4), 2005, pp 763 - 783

T. Osborne, ‘Security and vitality: drains, liberalism and power in the nineteenth century’ in A. 
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f government (London, 1996), pp 99 -  122; A. Barry, ‘Lines o f  communication and spaces of 
rule’ in A. Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism 
and rationalities o f government (London, 1996), pp 123 -  142; P. Carroll, ‘Medical Police and the History of 
Public Health’ in Medical History, 46, 2002, pp 461 - 494
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on, and D ean’s developm ent of, governm entality  in order to illustrate  the  legitim isation o f  the 

English state in early m odern  W a le s .M o r e o v e r ,  studies o f  m odern  local governm ent and local 

governm ent functions using  foucauld ian  analysis provide a vital com parative elem ent for this study 

and include articles re la ting  to  the govern ing  o f  education in South A frica, health  care in N ew  

Zealand and the techniques used by the B ritish  state today, to contro l and  m anage the Scottish 

highlands.^^

How, therefore , does th is theory  o f  governm entality  apply  to  an exam ination  o f  rural 

d istrict councils in Ireland, betw een 1898 and 1925? A s has been illustra ted  above, the  state in the 

late nineteenth and early  tw entie th  cen tury  w as engaged in the p ractice  o f  liberal governm ent. In 

order to govern, w ithout over-govern ing , the state needed to gain know ledge over the population it 

w as attem pting to contro l. In th is w ay, the grow th o f  the co llection  o f  sta tistics th roughout the 

nineteenth century in Ireland can be seen as an attem pt by the sta te  to  becom e thoroughly 

acquainted  w ith every aspect o f  the population  it w as a ttem pting to govern  (attem pting  in the sense 

that the British state in Ireland w as by no m eans an uncontested  entity  in the  period o f  th is study). 

Foucault, argues that the population  becom es m erely an object in the hands o f  the governm ent, 

‘aw are, vis-a-vis the governm ent, o f  w hat it w ants, but ignorant o f  w hat is being done to  it’^̂  and 

th is m ight well be the case, in a country  w here the state w as taken as an a lm ost natural presence, a 

given. In Ireland, how ever, the presence o f  the  British state w as seen by m any o f  the population as 

an alien institution, w hich needed to  be rem oved e ither by constitu tional m eans or by outright 

rebellion , both o f  w hich w ere attem pted during  the lifespan o f  the rural d istric t councils. These 

attem pts to rem ove the B ritish state h igh ligh t the fact that the Irish popu la tion  w as fully  aw are o f  

the actions exerted on it by the state and m any o f  these rationalities o f  governm en t w ere contested 

by segm ents o f  the population.

Foucau lt’s notions o f  how  the state ‘conducts the conduct’ o f  the population is, therefore, 

particularly  in teresting in an Irish con tex t as the  state w as forced into the developm ent o f  various 

techniques and rationalities for the pacification  and control o f  Ire land , w hich sim ultaneously  

conform ed to notions o f  liberal governm ent. T his thesis w ill argue then , th a t the creation  o f  a 

totally  dem ocratic, low -level form  o f  local governm ent, in the guise o f  the rural d istric t councils, 

w as part o f  the sta te ’s rationale  for govern ing  Ireland, an art o f  governm entality . The developm ent 

by the B ritish governm ent o f  a policy  o f  constructive unionism  (S ection  1.2.1) w as designed to

R. Jones, ‘Practising state consolidation in early modern England and Wales’, in Political 
Geography, 23(5), 2004, pp 597 - 624

P. Christie, ‘Changing Regimes: Governmentality and education policy in post-apartheid South 
Africa’, in International Journal o f  Educational Development, 26(4), 2006, pp 373 -  381; R. Prince, R. 
Kearns, and D. Craig, ‘Governmentality discourse and space in the New Zealand health care system, 1991 -  
2003’, in Health and Place, 12(3), pp 253 -  266; D. MacKinnon, ‘Managerialism, governmentality and the 
state: a neo-Foucauldian approach to local economic governance’ in Political Geography, 19(3), 2000, pp 
293 -  314; D. MacKinnon, ‘Rural governance and local involvement: assessing state-community relations in 
the Scottish Highlands’, in Journal o f  Rural Studies, 18(3), 2002, pp 307 - 324
”  M. Foucault, ‘Governmentality’ in G. Burcheli, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect -  
Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991),
p .100
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rem ove the roo t causes o f  Irish unrest, in order to  d im inish the perceived need o f  the Irish 

population fo r hom e rule. T he introduction o f  the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct o f  1898 was in 

this respect a  definite technology  o f  governm entality .

By in troducing  dem ocratic  local governm ent to Ireland, the  governm ent hoped to achieve 

the pacification  o f  Ireland at a national and local level. The appeasing  o f  nationalists, through the 

introduction o f  a form  o f  self-governm ent, albeit at the level o f  local governm ent, w ould, it was 

hoped, silence calls for a parliam ent in D ublin, tem porarily  at least. A t the sam e tim e, the 

em pow erm ent o f  local people to  participate in local governm ent, through an increased franchise 

and reduced qualifications fo r election, aim ed to  appease the population at a local level, rem oving 

one o f  the roo t causes fo r the grievances held against the state. In o rder for this to be successful, 

and to preven t abuse o f  these  new pow ers, the governm ent had to  retain overall control o f  local 

governm ent, but also to  m aintain  the be lie f they intended to  create locally, that the people had been 

given new  pow ers. This they felt could be achieved through the vesting  o f  these new  pow ers in the 

centrally  con tro lled  local governm ent board, w hich w ould have the final decision-m aking pow er 

over the new  local authorities. In th is way the state not only controlled  local governm ent, but it was 

also placed in an im proved position for the gathering o f  inform ation about the population it was 

attem pting to  control. T he creation  o f  rural d istric t councils vastly  increased the s ta te ’s ability to 

collect inform ation relating  to  m uch w ider spheres o f  local life, than had been possible through the 

unions o f  the poor law  system  or from  the county w ide grand ju ry  system . Thereby increasing the 

s ta te ’s know ledge o f  the population  and territories it w as a ttem pting  to control.

T hese issues w ill be exam ined throughout th is thesis, in order to  ju d g e  how  successful this 

rationale o f  governm entality  w as at a local level, for as Foucault explains ‘these program m es d o n ’t 

take effect . . .  in an in tegral m anner; they are sim plified , o r som e are chosen and not others; and 

things never w ork out as p lanned ’’*. A dditionally , the involvem ent o f  the rural district councils in 

national politics, particu larly  betw een 1919 and 1925, w ill also be exam ined  through the lens o f  

governm entality , as the contestation  o f  the idea o f  Ireland as part o f  the U nited  K ingdom  escalated, 

cu lm inating in the sp lit from  Britain and the creation  o f  the Free State, in 1922. The techniques o f  

governm entality  used by the B ritish state in a ttem pting  to  retain  control over an increasingly 

unresponsive secto r o f  local governm ent in Ireland w ill be exam ined , as w ill the im plications for 

local governm ent, o f  the new  Free S tate’s attem pts to  create its ow n arts o f  governm ent, which 

ultim ately led to the  abolition  o f  the rural district council system  in 1925.

1.3.3 Central-Local Relations

As m entioned in the introduction to this section, B ellam y’s theory  o f  central-local relations forms 

the second theoretical basis for this thesis. B ellam y’s exam ination  o f  h istoric central-local relations 

in the U nited K ingdom , led her to exam ine the role played by local possessive p luralist interests in

M. Foucault, ‘Questions of Method’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault 
Effect -  Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 
1991), p.80
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mediating the actions o f  the state. Bellam y’s book details the working o f  the local government 

board in England in the period between 1871 and 1919, examining its role as the central 

department in charge o f  local government. She investigates the board’s relations with the 

government which it represented and with the local authorities it was attempting to control. 

Bellamy debates the existence o f  a ‘historical trend in the United Kingdom from a ‘partnership’ to 

an ‘agency’ model o f  central-local relations’’^  which she investigates in the context o f the fiscal 

relations between central government and local authorities. She dismisses traditional claims which 

state that as central government increases its control over capital expenditure, the dependency o f  

local authorities on central grants is increased, simultaneously increasing the ability o f the central 

department to control these local authorities.*® Rather, she proposes a mediating factor, which she 

terms local possessive pluralism.

Local possessive pluralism, she states, assumes that within a given locality there exists a 

structure o f interests ‘defined by relations to its real or immoveable property ... relations [which] 

reflect its economic and social structures and determine the nature o f  its politics’.*’ By virtue o f 

their composition and the com position o f  the electorate, local authorities could, therefore, be 

viewed as non-neutral entities, having a natural affinity towards the interests o f  the ratepayers who 

were responsible for the re-election o f  the authority members and who comprised the majority of 

the elected members themselves. They were not merely agents o f the .state at a local level. In this 

way, local possessive pluralism placed a check on the ravages o f state centralisation as central 

plans were played out on a local stage, needing the acquiescence o f  the local authority for their 

enforcement and creating conditions rife for increased central-local debate and conflict.

Bellamy examines the role o f  the English local government board as a central department 

charged with the adm inistration o f these local authorities with their strong ideologies o f local 

possessive pluralism. In doing so, she investigates the operation o f the local government board 

from its creation through to the transfer o f  functions from the local governm ent board to the 

Ministry o f  Health in 1919. Her study highlights the negotiations that occurred between the centre 

and the local, through the local government board, as the state attempted to impose its rules and 

regulations on un-cooperative local authorities. The local authorities in question viewed this type of 

state activity as unnecessary interference in their field o f  expertise. The local government board 

was the state’s representative in the field o f  local government, and had considerable discretionary 

powers to enable it to deal with un-cooperative local authorities.

As a result, the final form o f many state dictums were greatly modified from the original 

legislation, with the final outcome falling somewhere between what the state demanded and what 

the local was prepared to accept. This diplomatic-political model o f relations allowed the local 

government board to utilise its discretion as to how far it could enact state aims in a given locality

C. Bellamy, A dm in isterin g  cen tra l-lo ca l relations, 187! -  1919: The L oca l G overnm ent B oard  in its 
f is c a l an d  cu ltural con text (Manchester, 1988), p.2 
“  Ibid, p.2 

Ibid, p . l2
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and led to  the piecem eal introduction o f  supposedly uniform  reform s. The resu lt w as the enactm ent 

o f  central legislation across the country, but w ith a lag period as d iffering  levels of, alternately 

coercion and  persuasion w ere needed, before im plem entation  could  occur in a given locality. By 

the end o f  the period  o f  B ellam y’s study, how ever, this m odel w as no longer sufficient to m eet 

state aim s and a new  form  o f  technocratic authority  em erged to fulfil the perceived need for the 

im position o f  ‘defined , universal standards on localities by the central adm in istra tion’ asserting ‘a 

hierarchical chain  o f  com m and, betw een centre and locality, based on strengthened legal pow ers 

and coercive m echan ism s’*̂ .

B e llam y ’s theory  is particularly  apt as a theoretical basis for this thesis, dealing as it does 

w ith the o rganisation  o f  central-local relations in England at the end o f  the n ineteenth  century and 

the early years o f  the tw entieth  century. The Irish local governm ent board w as based on the basic 

prem ises o f  the E nglish  local governm ent board and w hile the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct o f  

1898 w as a m odified  version o f  the English acts o f  1888 and 1894,*^ the general relationship 

betw een the Irish rural d istric t councils and the Irish local governm ent board bore definite 

sim ilarities to  the relations outlined by Bellam y, above.

T his thesis w ill test B ellam y’s hypothesis o f  central-local relations in an Irish context, 

arguing that m uch m ore stringent controls w ere exerted by the Irish local governm ent board over 

the local au thorities than was the case in England, largely ow ing to  the political situation between 

the tw o countries. T his thesis w ill further argue that w hile the local governm ent board in Britain 

w as a m ediator betw een central governm ent and local authorities, the local governm ent board in 

Ireland w as the guard ian  o f  the s ta te ’s legislative dem ands in Ireland. T he board saw  itse lf as being 

com pelled  to  ensure the uniform  adm inistration o f  the law s re lating  to  local governm ent across 

Ireland, and enacted  th is duty in a m uch m ore determ ined m anner than its English counterparts.

T his is not to say that the Irish local governm ent board  did not m eet w ith conflict in its 

attem pts to  im pose central regulations. R ather it engaged in less m ediation  o f  local possessive 

pluralist interests, and m ore coercion o f  local authorities through financial and other sanctions, than 

its E nglish counterparts. This m ore stringent control over local possessive p luralist interests in 

Ireland w as largely influenced by the varying com position  o f  th is g roup  in the tw o kingdom s. In 

England the local possessive p luralist interests w ere the larger ra tepayers and property owners, 

w hile the L ocal G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct created  a local possessive p lu ralist interest group in 

Ireland com posed  o f  all occupiers, regardless o f  class, creed or gender. D espite these apparent 

d ifferences in the Irish and English system s, B ellam y’s accoun t provides a highly useful 

descrip tion  o f  cen tral-local relations w ithin a system , inherently  sim ilar to  that in w hich the Irish 

rural d istric t councils operated , providing both a theoretical and com parative study on w hich to 

base this thesis.

C. Bellamy, Administering central-local relations, 1871 -  1919: The Local Government Board in its 
fisca l and cultural context, (Manchester, 1988), p.274

51&52 Viet. c. 41; 56&57 Viet. c. 73. The former introduced county councils, while the later 
introduced rural district councils and parish councils.
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While Bellam y’s account o f central-local relations will form the theoretical basis for this 

thesis, other literature which examines the relations between state and locality from a geographical 

perspective has been examined and this will be combined with Bellam y’s work to formulate a 

wider theory o f central-local relations from which to examine the rural district councils o f  Ireland. 

Central-local relations have been the subject o f  much literature, examining the ways in which 

different local bodies react to the imposition o f central state authority, both in a historical and 

modern context.

Following on from and utilising aspects o f  Bellam y’s theories, M iles Ogborn examines 

local power and state regulation in Britain in the nineteenth century.*'* Ogborn, examines the 

relations between state regulation and local power in the period after 1830, ‘in terms o f  the 

administrative power o f the spatial state apparatus and the strategic negotiation between central and 

local agencies which that involved’*̂ . His article questions the usefulness o f  examining central- 

local relations, purely in terms o f  centralisation, which he sees as a ‘zero-sum gam e’, leading to the 

over-simplistic assumption that any increase in state power automatically leads to a decrease in 

local autonomy, providing a ‘th in ’ history o f  central-local relations.*^ He argues that central-local 

relations need to be investigated in the context o f territory, state power and surveillance, in which 

layers o f interaction occur between the various actors involved in the governmental techniques laid 

down by legislation and mediated by the different actors in different localities. He further states 

that governmental apparatuses in the nineteenth century relied on information rather than power; 

information in the form o f  local knowledge, which led to the adjustment o f  governmental policies 

to suit specific local conditions. In order for this to occur, lines o f  com m unication between the 

centre and the periphery had to be established, leading to the widespread development o f 

infrastructure to facilitate the increased speed and efficiency with which information needed to be 

relayed.

This trend was apparent in nineteenth century Ireland, as the British government expended 

large sums o f money in the developm ent o f  the railways, canals, roads and even the telegraph 

system in Ireland, with a view to improving the speed and ease o f  com m unication between the 

constituent parts o f  its territories.*’ This trend was continued throughout the early twentieth century 

under the auspices o f  the rural districts councils. Ogborn sees the need for local information as the 

key factor in the employment o f  local government board inspectors, directly appointed by the 

centre, who would oversee the implementation o f state policy on the ground and inform the centre 

o f its effectiveness or lack thereof at a local level. This technique was utilised by the Irish local 

government board, in its dealings with the rural district councils, as it appointed local government

M. Ogborn, ‘Local power and state regulation in nineteenth century B ritain’ in Transactions o f  the 
Institute o f  British Geographers N ew  Series, 17(2), 1992, pp 215 - 226

Ibid, p.215 
** Ibid, p.216

0 . M acDonagh, ‘Ireland and the Union, 1801 -  70’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, v. Ireland under the Union, I. I8 0 I  -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p.liv; T.W . Freeman, ‘Land and People, 
0.1841’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New H istory o f  Ireland, v. Ireland under the Union, I. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 
1989), p.263
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inspectors with responsibility for specific districts. As a result each inspector could develop a 

familiarity with the area, the population and the local authority members.

Ogborn states that in order to understand the link between central-local relations and social 

policy, the various different fields o f social policy must be examined. He initially challenges the 

relevance o f  Bellam y’s account o f  the mediatory power o f local economic and social factors on 

local relations in his examination o f the 1856 Police Act. However, when examining the poor law 

he accepts the relevance o f local possessive pluralism, stating that it operated in tandem with the 

distribution o f  knowledge and ‘by the administrative rules and resources’ to define ‘the contours o f 

the central-local relation’.** This highlights Ogborn’s assertion that general assumptions about 

central-local relations cannot be made through an examination o f  one aspect o f  social policy alone. 

Therefore, it should be noted that the theory o f central-local relations utilised in this thesis will deal 

specifically with the manner in which relations between the Irish rural district councils and the 

central department*’ developed and evolved during the course o f  their lifetime. Ogborn’s work 

necessitates the modification o f Bellamy’s theory to incorporate the geographic background o f the 

distribution o f  knowledge and power across territories, injecting a definite geographical perspective 

into this theoretical framework.

Further, an examination o f modern central-local relations, while specific to the legislative 

framework o f  the country or area being examined, provides interesting insights into how forms of 

local government, similar to that o f  the rural district councils, interact with the central departments 

who supervise their operation. Woods, for example, examines the shift from local government to 

local governance in the British countryside since 1979, as self-organising networks which embrace 

the state, private and voluntary sectors have emerged forcing elected local government to re- 

imagine itse lf’” In so doing he examines the changing position o f elected local government within 

the state, suggesting that increasingly, in the English context at least, local authorities are allying 

themselves with local populations, representing their interests, rather than acting as representatives 

o f  the state. He applies K irby’s argument in favour o f an ‘interpretation o f the local state as being 

both within and beyond the state’”  to represent this new and, as he sees it, contradictory stance 

being taken by local authorities in their dealings with the central state authority.

Johnston and Pattie examine the conflict that occurred within central-local relations across 

Britain when attempts were made to restructure local government in the 1990s. The reforms in 

Scotland and Wales were decided on and implemented without a consultation process, but in

** M. Ogborn, ‘Local power and state regulation in nineteenth century Britain’ in Transactions o f  the 
Institute o f  British Geographers'^s.vj Series, 17(2), 1992, p.221

For the period between 1898 and 1919/20 this was the local government board, but after 1920 the 
rural district council’s allegiance switched to the local government department o f D iil Eireann, thereby 
introducing a new central body into the discussion o f central-local relations. This switch was not uniform 
across the country and was gradual rather than immediate, resulting in a period where the rural district 
councils were answerable to two central bodies at the same time.

M. Woods, ‘Advocating Rurality? The Repositioning o f Rural Local Government’ in Journal o f  
Rural Studies, 14(1), 1998, p .13

A. Kirby, 1993, quoted in M. Woods, ‘Advocating Rurality? The Repositioning of Rural Local 
Government’ \n Journal o f  Rural Studies, 14 (1), 1998, p .16
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England a consultative com m ission  w as set up to judge  public opinion on the suggested  changes. 

D espite the seem ingly open nature o f  th is process, the com m ission  w as highly  d irected  from  the 

outset by the governm ent, w hich w ould  accept only a com plete rep lacem ent o f  the existing 

structure, or the abolition  o f  the low -tier local governm ent structure, the d istric t councils, retain ing 

only the county council structure.^^ N o t only did this cause conflic t w ithin cen tral-local relations, 

but it also caused conflic t betw een the tw o layers o f  local governm ent, the county  councils and the 

district councils, reflecting  issues w hich w ere played out in the Irish con tex t during  discussions 

relating to the abolition  o f  Irish rural d istric t councils and the retention o f  the county council 

system  in the early 1920s.

In a w ider in ternational contex t, several studies have exam ined local governm ent in 

countries w hich w ere part o f  the B ritish Em pire, and w hose adm inistra tive structures bear 

sim ilarities w ith the Irish  adm inistra tion  in the period o f  this study. W elch exam ines the legitim acy 

o f  local governm ent in tw o rural d istricts, one in N ew  Zealand and one in A ustralia , in order to 

explore the interface betw een the ‘theory  and practice o f  local governm ent in the  governance 

environm ent.’^̂  The study exam ines tw o very d ifferent rural d istricts, w ith greatly  varying levels o f  

state control. The council used as the N ew  Zealand case study receives the m ajority  o f  its funding 

from  local rates, w hile it has a lim ited range o f  functions and has not undergone recent 

restructuring. This has led to  the creation  o f  a distant relationship  betw een centre  and locality in the 

area, w ith the local au thority  acqu iring  an alm ost autonom ous position. In con trast to th is, the 

A ustralian case study council suffers from  a lack o f  decision-m aking  ab ility  due to the  strong 

control exerted on both local governm ent functions and finances by the centre.

M cEw an, on the o ther hand, analyses the role o f  w om en in local governm ent and 

com m unity participation  in South A frica, from  the point o f  v iew  o f  the restructuring  o f  local 

governm ent in the post-apartheid  period. M cE w an illustrates that in the South A frican  contex t the 

central state has retreated  from  the m ajor policy area o f  developm ent, th rough the ‘orchestrated  

delegation o f  pow ers to  local and provincial governm ents’, w ith the aim  o f  increased participation 

in local governm ent by m inority  groups, including the black population , and especially  black 

fem ales. She argues that the state needs the participation o f  all peoples w ith in  its territory  in order 

to m aintain a stable, accepted  democracy.^'* This d iscussion o f  attem pts to  persuade m inority 

groups to participate in local governm ent could be transposed onto the Irish con tex t in the period  o f  

the rural district councils, w here  efforts to reinforce the legitim acy o f  the  B ritish governm ent 

centred on the creation o f  local dem ocratic  councils.

In addition to  these articles dealing  specifically  w ith the them e o f  cen tral-local relations, 

several o f  the articles cited  in Section 1.3.2 relating  to governm entality  include d iscussions o f  the

R.J. Johnston and C.J. Pattie, ‘Intra-local Conflict, Public Opinion and Local Government 
Restructuring in England, 1993 -  1995’ in Geoforum, 27(1), 1996, pp 97 - 114

R. Welch, ‘Legitimacy o f rural local government in the new governance environment’ in Journal o f  
Rural Studies, 18 (4), 2002, pp 443 - 459

C.McEwan, ‘ “Bringing government to the people” : women, local governance and community 
participation in South Africa’ in Geoforum, 34(4), 2003, pp 469 - 481
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governm entality  o f  central-local relations. M acK innon and Jones, in particular, exam ine the 

conflict caused betw een  state and locality as the state attem pts to  increase pow er over local 

authorities and previously  un-governed territories.^^ In fact, it could be argued that the ways in 

w hich the state allow s its directives to  be m odified according to  specifically  local circum stances, is 

a technique o f  governm entality , thus draw ing discussions o f  central-local relations and 

governm entality  into a form  o f  circular reasoning, fu rther suggesting  the aptness o f  em ploying both 

the theories of, and studies utilising, governm entality  and cen tral-local relations to inform  the 

theoretical and com parative background to this thesis.

1.4 Objectives and Themes
H aving laid out the  h istorical, theoretical and com parative contex ts w hich have inform ed this 

study, a m ore detailed  d iscussion o f  the objectives and them es o f  this thesis are necessary. As 

stated in the opening  paragraph (Section 1.1), this thesis aim s to provide an historical geography o f  

the rural d istric t councils in Ireland, in the period from  1898 to  1925, u tilising theories o f  

governm entality  and central-local relations. In order to  do this, th is thesis w ill undertake an 

exam ination o f  how  such a system  o f  local governm ent w as in troduced to Ireland, investigating 

w hat political groups, ideologies or rationales w ere reflected in the argum ents in favour o f  

introducing a form  o f  local self-governm ent to  Ireland. The debates over the specific form the 

legislation w ould take, the reaction o f  people in Ireland to the legislation , and the preparations that 

had to be m ade in Ireland before this system  w as introduced will also be analysed. This thesis will 

argue that the rural district councils w ere the first form  o f  representative local governm ent in 

Ireland, necessita ting  a com parison o f  the franchise, the nom ination  process and the election 

procedure for rural d istric t council elections w ith that o f  the pre-ex isting  boards o f  guardians and 

grand ju ries, w hile also com paring the socio-econom ic and political com position  o f  the first rural 

d istrict councillo rs against that o f  the guardians and the ju ro rs. Further, this thesis will exam ine 

how the political and socio-econom ic com position o f  the rural d istric t councils changed over tim e, 

positing a m ove tow ards younger, m ore revolutionary councillors by the 1920s.

Perhaps one reason for the lack o f  interest in the rural d istric t councils in historical studies 

o f  Irish local governm ent (discussed in Section 1.1) is their perceived inefficiency and lack o f  

decision-m aking pow ers. The rural district councils have been portrayed  as talk ing  shops w here 

corrupt local politicians suggested w orks w hich w ere to  the sole benefit o f  their electorate, and 

w here procrastination  and indecision were rife. They w ere seen as im potent bodies that m erely

D. M acKinnon, ‘M anagerialism , governm entality and the state: a neo-Foucauldian approach to local 
economic governance’ in Political Geography, 19(3), 2000, pp 293 -  314; D. M acKinnon, ‘Rural governance 
and local involvement: assessing state-community relations in the Scottish H ighlands’, in Journal o f  Rural 
Studies, 18(3), 2002, pp 307 -  324; R. Jones, ‘Practising state consolidation in early modern England and 
W ales’, in Political Geography, 23(5), 2004, pp 597 - 624

25



m ade suggestions to  the pow er-w ield ing  county councils.^^ This thesis w ill investigate the validity 

o f  these assertions th rough an exam ination  o f  the pow ers held by the rural d istric t councils, 

analysing their decision-m aking  ab ilities and the ir effectiveness as a form  o f  local governm ent. In 

order to do this, a detailed  descrip tion  o f  the m ain functions o f  the rural d istric t councils w ill be 

given in w hich the transfer o f  functions from  the pre-existing local au thorities to  the  rural district 

councils will be exam ined.

The nature o f  the functions held by the rural d istrict councils and th e ir role in the 

adm inistration o f  these functions w ill be investigated , including an exp lo ration  o f  the extent to 

w hich the county councils had the pow er to control o r curtail these functions. W hile the county 

councils w ould appear to  be the supervisory  body o f  the  rural d istric t councils, ho ld ing  pow ers to 

accept or reject the rural districts annual estim ates, this thesis w ill argue tha t the  local governm ent 

board w as, in fact, the con tro lling  influence. T he interaction betw een the various layers o f  local and 

central actors w ill be d iscussed  in relation to  each o f  the functions held by the rural district 

councils, in order to  estab lish  to  w hom , in reality, the rural d istric t councils w ere directly 

answ erable. This w ill involve an exam ination  o f  the com plex w eb o f  re la tions tha t em erged 

betw een rural d istrict councils, the ir em ployees, the county councils, the local governm ent board 

inspectors and the local governm ent board  th rough the theoretical perspectives o f  governm entality  

and central-local relations.

Throughout the ir lifetim e, the rural d istrict councils acquired an increasing ly  large portfolio 

o f  functions to adm inister, m any o f  w hich  involved m em bers o f  the rural d istric t councils sitting  on 

jo in t com m ittees w ith m em bers o f  the local population , representatives o f  the clergy, or o ther local 

authorities. The decisions o f  these com m ittees w ere sent to the rural d istric t councils for ratification 

and as such they w ill be exam ined  in the course o f  this thesis. The in teraction  betw een  the rural 

d istrict councils and the o ther local and  national bodies w ith w hich they co-opera ted  w ill also be 

investigated.

The early tw entieth  century  in Ireland w as a period o f  relative political calm , characterised  

only by increasing calls for hom e rule for Ireland. H ow ever, from  the F irst W orld W ar onw ards the 

Irish political landscape began to  change. W ith budgetary restrictions p laced on local governm ent 

because o f  the w ar, the trad itional functions o f  the rural district councils all but ceased  and only 

vitally necessary w orks w ere being  carried  out, w hile new  functions in re la tion  to  the w ar effort 

replaced the day to  day w ork  o f  the rural d istrict councils. W ith the tu rn ing  tide in favour o f  the 

1916 m artyrs, the success o f  Sinn Fein in the 1918 parliam entary  elections and the setting  up o f  a 

provisional governm ent in 1919, the rural d istric t councils becam e thoroughly  em bro iled  in 

national politics. The effect o f  the period o f  the W ar o f  Independence, the C ivil W ar and the 

introduction o f  the Free State governm ent on the operation o f  the rural d istric t councils w ill also be 

exam ined.

See the pro-abolition arguments o f  the TDs during the debates on the Local Government Act, 1925. 
Dail Eireann Debates, Vol. 7, 3'̂ '* June 1924 provides an example of this.
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From  the above, certa in  icey them es for th is study em erge. T he first is the relationship 

betw een the rural d istric t councils and the o ther actors in the local governm ent netw ork. N ot only 

are relations betw een centre and  local crucial to  this exam ination , but also the relations betw een the 

local and the local. These intra-local relations took  the form  o f  in teractions betw een the rural 

d istrict councils and a range o f  local actors: the population  they represented; the sta ff  and 

contractors o f  the councils; the o ther rural and urban d istric t councils w ith w hom  they shared 

boundaries; and the county councils to  whom  they w ere, partially  a t least, answ erableo. It is only 

through a com prehensive exam ination  o f  these in addition to the  interaction betw een the rural 

district councils and the local governm ent board, as w ell as officials from  other state departm ents, 

that a true picture o f  cen tral-local and intra-local relations can be form ulated . In so doing it will be 

possible to illustrate the tensions, o f  both central and local origin tha t affected  the adm inistration o f  

Irish local governm ent th roughou t the lifetim e o f  the rural d istric t councils.

A second them e is the  governm ental arts and rationalities used to  control the rural district 

councils and through the rural d istricts, local populations. G overnm entality  is a key issue running 

through the lifetim e o f  the rural district councils, as the ir very in troduction was an act o f  

governm entality . Further, as the central state, w hether it w as the B ritish, provisional or Free State 

governm ent, sought to  garner inform ation about the populations it w as attem pting  to control, it did 

so increasingly th rough the m edium  o f  the rural d istrict councils. Both the B ritish and Irish states 

used this form o f  heavily  cen tralised  local governm ent to enforce governm ent decisions at a local 

level, thereby a ttem pting  to  ensure the uniform  and accepted adm inistration  o f  their rules and 

rationalities th roughout their territories. In this w ay, the lifetim e o f  the rural district councils in 

Ireland portray the changing arts o f  governm entality  em ployed by tw o states as they attem pted to 

‘conduct the co n d u c t’ o f  the Irish population.

The changing  balance o f  pow er arising from  the in troduction o f  the rural district councils 

and the dem ocratic  nature o f  their elections is the th ird  them e w hich w ill be investigated 

th roughout this thesis. The in troduction  o f  rural d istrict councils saw  the abolition  o f  the landlord 

dom inated grand ju rie s  and the introduction o f  the first form  o f  dem ocratically  elected local 

governm ent to  Ireland. In so doing, the privileged position  o f  the landlord ascendancy w as ended 

forever. This thesis w ill exam ine the shifting balance o f  pow er, from  the landlords to the local 

populations, exam ining  w ho the local people chose to  elect and how  the changing  political situation 

in Ireland from  1918 onw ards affected  these decisions.
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1.5 Choice of Study Area

1.5.1 Criteria for Case Study Location

‘D elim iting a study in historical geography both in tim e and space is often d ifficu lt and

som etim es arbitrary.

The date boundaries o f  th is thesis are easily  set and cover the period betw een 1898 and 1925. These 

dates are delim ited by the introduction  to  parliam ent o f  the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) Bill in 

1898 and by the abolition  o f  the rural district councils under the Local G overnm ent Act, 1925^®. 

W hile many aspects o f  th is study could  form  a thesis in their ow n right, the lack o f  a general 

h istorical geography o r even historical account o f  the lifetim e o f  the rural d istric t councils has 

necessitated that th is research take the form  o f  a broad overview  o f  the rural d istric t councils. In 

doing so, it is hoped to provide an overall illustration o f  this particu lar form  o f  state adm inistration , 

w hile situating it in a w ider theoretical context. This w ill allow  m ore specific  research  relating  to 

particular aspects o f  the rural d istric t councils to be carried out in the future.

H ow ever, the spatial boundaries o f  this thesis w ere not so easily  defined. The Local 

G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct, 1898, set up 214 rural district councils in Ireland.^^ Each o f  these rural 

district councils held fortn ightly  m eetings (reduced to  m onthly m eetings in som e districts), 

accounts o f  w hich are contained in the rural district council m inute books, resu lting  in a large body 

o f  hitherto neglected archives re la ting  to  the  operation o f  the rural d istrict councils. It w as decided 

at an early stage in this research  tha t a thorough exam ination o f  all the rural districts in Ireland 

w ould be unfeasible, due to the ir huge num ber and the quantity  o f  records w hich they produced. As 

a result, a num ber o f  considerations have inform ed the spatial boundaries set for this study.

M any studies o f  the state institutions introduced to the adm inistra tive landscape have 

confined them selves to  an exam ination  o f  the legislation introduced, the  con tex t o f  its introduction 

and the national level reports o f  governm ent officials, rather than investigating  the daily  operation 

o f  these institutions. These m acro-level approaches, w hile offering  a broad overv iew  o f  how  state 

m achinery was su p p o sed  to operate, hide the m any variations that occur once legislation becom es 

operative at a local level. Such studies often fail to  consider the possib ility  tha t state m achinery  is 

m oulded by the initiative o f  local actors, by pow er structures in the locality  and indeed by the 

variety o f  territory it encounters. This precludes any possibility  that cen tral-local relations can 

operate in an atm osphere o f  com prom ise, allow ing for legislative evolution so that state directives 

can be m ade acceptable to and therefore operable in localities across the s ta te ’s territories.

M icro-level stud ies on the o ther hand, are equally  guilty  o f  m aking generalised  statem ents 

about the operation o f  an adm inistra tive structure nationally, having exam ined  ju s t one locality. 

T his can lead to factual inaccuracies and thin accounts o f  com plex adm inistra tive netw orks that can 

be shaped in part by outside influences. Thus, the challenge facing  the developm ent o f  th is thesis

A. Baker, Geography and History, Bridging the Divide (Cambridge, 2003), p. 177
A ctN o .5 o fl9 2 5
M. Daly, The Buffer State, The Historical Roots o f  the Department o f  the Environment (Dublin, 

1997), p. 25. For more information on the setting up o f the rural district council network see Section 2.3.
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was the setting up o f  spatial boundaries w hich allow ed for a com prehensive exam ination o f  the 

w orkings o f  the rural d istric t councils in their local settings, w hile enabling  the relevant legislation, 

governm ental reports and directives at a national level to  be analysed. By delim iting  the spatial 

boundaries o f  the presen t study in this fashion, it is hoped to  produce a clear picture o f  the lifetim e 

o f  the Irish rural d istric t councils w ithin the natural tim e constra in ts o f  postgraduate research.

M any geographic  stud ies o f  late nineteenth and early  tw entie th  century Ireland recognise 

the division o f  the island into tw o hum an regions. ‘O ne o f  poverty w est o f  a line roughly from 

Derry to C ork and one in happier if  hardly fortunate circum stances east o f  th is line .’' ”'’ W hile, other 

research has defin itively  show n that there w ere local divergences from  the c lear line suggested by 

the above au tho r,’®' the com m ent provides a useful starting  poin t from  w hich to begin to select case 

study areas. If  the d ifferences betw een the areas east and w est o f  th is line w ere sufficient to drive 

some geographers to  create a regional division o f  Ireland along this boundary , then this research is 

obliged to exam ine the im pact that the varying socio-econom ic and cultural factors o f  these 

‘reg ions’ had on the operation o f  the m achinery o f  the state.

A s rural d istric t councils operated at a sub-county level it is necessary  to exam ine all the 

rural district councils w ith in  a county in order to understand how , i f  at all, the county council as a 

supervisory body im pacted  on and interacted w ith the rural d istrict councils under its control. In 

addition, by exam in ing  an entire county, local peculiarities can be taken  into account w ithout 

unduly biasing the  overall outcom e o f  the research, as m ight occur if  only a sm aller area is 

exam ined. This approach is also useful in identifying cases w here there w as a discernable 

difference in the treatm en t o f  certain rural districts w ith in  a county. As a result o f  these 

considerations and also the large num ber o f  rural district councils w ithin each county, this research 

undertakes a com parative study o f  tw o counties, one east and one w est o f  the d ivid ing line betw een 

C ork and Derry. T his allow s for coverage o f  a sufficient num ber o f  rural d istricts to  provide details 

about the local varia tions in the operation o f  the rural d istrict council system , w hile the num ber o f  

councils is sm all enough to  allow  for a thorough and detailed study w ith in  the aforem entioned tim e 

constraints.

Several o ther factors inform  the selection o f  these tw o counties. W ith the division o f  

Ireland into N orth  and South after 1920, local governm ent in the  tw o kingdom s, w hich had hitherto 

been identical, d iverged. The variance in the local governm ent o f  N orthern  Ireland in the later 

portion o f  this study  precludes the inclusion o f  one o f  the six counties o f  the N orth  as a case study. 

As a result this issue has been left for future research. H ow ever, an analysis o f  a county with a 

strong Protestant population  is vital in order to exam ine the effects o f  relig ious d ifferences on the

T.W . Freeman, ‘Land and People, c .1 8 4 1 ’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A N ew  H istory o f  Ireland, v. 
Ire lan d  under the Union, I. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p.248

J.H. Johnston, ‘The T w o ‘Irelands’ at the beginning o f  the nineteenth century’, in N . Stephens and 
R.E. G lassock (eds) Irish G eograph ica l S tudies in honour o f  E. Estyn E vans (B elfast, 1970), pp 224 -  243. 
This work illustrates the local variations from the ideal o f  ‘tw o Irelands’, d iscussing sources o f  income not 
normally considered. T hese include profits from illicit distillation, w ages from seasonal migration, m oney  
being sent home from emigrants abroad, and small cottage industries.
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manner in which local government operated, suggesting that one o f the counties bordering 

Northern Ireland should be considered. It is also important to examine the effect that a strong urban 

influence had on the operation o f  the rural district councils. In this way a county in the hinterland 

o f Dublin provides an excellent contrast to a county from the West o f  Ireland with little urban 

influence.

Regardless o f these considerations, however, it is impossible to study the rural district 

councils in a county where the minutes o f the rural districts are no longer extant. As a result, 

contact has been established with County Archives and County Libraries across the country in 

order to ascertain how much o f  the rural district council collection survives in each county, what 

condition it is in and how accessible it is. From this, two counties em erge as fulfilling the 

geographic criteria and having an outstanding collection o f rural district council records preserved, 

catalogued and available for study, Donegal and Meath.

1.5.2 Comparisons and Contrasts

Donegal and Meath provide good opportunities for comparison, both because o f their similarities 

and their contrasts. Firstly, they are located on either side o f  the regional divide defined by 

Freeman, and their respective geographic size places them in the larger category o f counties. 

Secondly, both counties were composed o f  a relatively large number o f  rural districts, Donegal had 

ten and Meath had eight, while each county also had three urban districts, suggesting that a similar 

amount o f urban-rural politics might have occurred in both counties. When the rural district 

councils were being established, local government reverted to a county model, with the result that 

where poor law unions transgressed county boundaries, the various portions o f  the union in each 

county became a new rural district. These new rural districts were cut-off from the market centre o f 

the union, as it was located on the other side o f the county divide. It is hypothesised that the 

creation o f these administrative areas, without a central place or market centre may have affected 

administrative efficiency. The lack o f  an urban area and the smaller population inherent in these 

smaller districts would have decreased the rates base o f the district, reducing the funds available for 

administration. In this respect, both Donegal and Meath are suitable study candidates as Donegal 

had two and Meath three o f  these un-centred rural districts.

The regional divides within both Donegal and Meath highlight the fact that Irish counties 

are based on historical rather than geographic or rational divisions o f  the country. Both counties 

can be divided into a num ber o f  sub-regions which have little in common with the other regions 

within the county. Donegal can be roughly divided into four regions defined by the changing 

topography o f the county from the mountainous, rocky, western seaboard to the more gently 

sloping, fertile area in the east. The Inishowen peninsula in the north with Lough Swilly to the west 

and Lough Foyle to the east forms another region while the south o f  the county, separated from the 

rest by the Bluestack m ountains, has often been regarded as having more in common, both 

physically and culturally, with Sligo and Leitrim than Donegal. These regional differences are
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further illustrated  by the geographical distribution o f  areas w here the Irish  language is spo k en .'”  ̂

As the Irish language cam e under th reat from  A nglicisation  and m odern isation  it retreated further 

w est into the less accessib le parts o f  D onegal, w hile the eastern parts o f  the  county becam e largely 

English speaking.'®^

M eath, on the o ther hand can be divided into roughly three regions. Even at the start o f  the 

tw entieth  century , the east and southeast o f  the county, encom passing  the coastal region and the 

area o f  D unshaughlin  R ural D istrict, had closer links to  the D ublin m etropolis than the rest o f  

M eath, m ainly due to  infrastructural factors. The north o f  M eath form s ano ther region. This region 

is m ore akin to  the counties o f  Cavan and M onaghan, w hich it borders, in term s o f  topography and 

land quality. The centre and southw est o f  M eath form s the third reg ion , w ith  its relatively flat, rich, 

fertile, grasslands. The fact tha t it is possible to d ivide both counties into regions each based on 

topographical d ifference allow s for interesting com parisons, betw een  the operation  o f  the rural 

district councils in the poorer and richer divisions w ith in  the tw o counties.

Both counties also have contrasting  characteristics w hich should  h ighligh t any variations 

apparent in the operation o f  rural district councils on a local level. A s already m entioned, the 

counties are located on e ither side o f  proposed regional divide. M ea th ’s location, partially on the 

Eastern Seaboard  and ad jacent to D ublin, the centre o f  British rule in Ireland, w as close to the 

influence o f  the central state in the early tw entieth  century. Further, M eath  is in the hinterland o f  

the biggest city in the country. D onegal, on the o ther hand, located in the far north-w est, was at the 

farthest periphery  o f  British rule, w ith little m ajor urban influence. M eath  has a long history o f  

English influence, having been located inside the Pale since A nglo-N orm an tim es, while Donegal 

was one o f  the last strongholds o f  the G aelic Irish C hiefta ins and parts o f  the county rem ained 

untouched by state influence until the m id-nineteenth century.

A lthough both counties exhibit m arked topographical varia tions, internally, the overall 

topography and land quality  o f  both counties could  scarcely be m ore different. Large tracts o f  the 

D onegal topography is characterised  by m ountainous, boggy, in fertile  land, m aking for som e o f  the 

poorest agricu ltural land in the  country. M eath, how ever, is characterised  by rich, relatively flat 

fertile land, g radually  rising to  rolling  hillside in the north. T his county  encom passes som e o f  the 

best agricultural land in Ireland. The average size o f  land-holdings at the start o f  the tw entieth 

century w as betw een fifty and  sixty acres, in com parison  to  D onegal w here ten and tw enty acre 

holdings w ere the n o rm .''’'* M eath  w as a reasonably w ealthy , w ell-developed  county at the end o f  

the nineteenth century, helped  by its proxim ity to  D ublin m arkets and its excellent transport 

connections to  the centre. H ow ever, large parts o f  D onegal in the sam e period had been classified 

as ‘congested’ and given over to the care o f  the congested  districts boards. I f  differences were to

A. Crampsie, The Creation o f  the Donegal Workhouses, 1838 -  1845: A historical geography 
(Unpublished BA dissertation. University of Dublin, 2003), p. 10

L. Kennedy (et als), Mapping the Great Irish Famine, A survey o f  the Famine Decades (Dublin, 
1999), p. 102 

Ibid
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em erge in the operation  o f  the rural d istrict councils based on geographic location, proxim ity to  the 

centre, topography, land quality , urban influence or h istorical trad ition  they w ould be likely to 

em erge through a com parison o f  these  contrasting  counties.

1.5.3 Uniformity of Operation

A t this point it is necessary  b riefly  to refer to one o f  the results o f  this research, in order to 

dem onstrate the form at that the case study m ethodology used here w ill follow . It becam e apparent, 

at an early stage in th is research that, in the case o f  the Irish rural d istrict councils, d istinct regional 

variations did not em erge until 1919. The level o f  central control exercised  on the rural d istric t 

councils and indeed county  councils by the local governm ent board, w as o f  such an extent that this 

really was the introduction  o f  a uniform  system  o f  local governm ent to  Ireland. In the first year o f  

their operation alone, the local governm ent board issued seventy tw o thousand  circulars w ith 

instructions to the local au thorities on the im plem entation  o f  the new  act.'°^ In order to ensure that 

this was not ju s t  an anom aly  in the  M eath and D onegal records, a sam ple o f  records in C ork and 

Kerry, in the far south o f  the  country  w as undertaken and pre-ex isting  stud ies on the N orth  

T ipperary rural d istric t councils and T hom astow n Rural D istrict in Co. K ilkenny w ere also 

examined.'®^

The situation w as the sam e, rural district councils w ere in troduced and operated  uniform ly 

throughout the country. The only real d ifferences that em erged w ere in relation to locally specific  

issues which cropped up from  tim e to  tim e and these varied across districts w ithin a county. The 

regional d ifferences w hich did em erge in the operation o f  the rural d istric t council system  arose 

w ith the political turm oil o f  the period 1919 -  1922. A gain these w ere not differences at a county 

level, but w ere rather the product o f  local circum stances w ithin a d istric t and depended on the local 

actors w ho w ere involved in local governm ent and the ir political, socio-econom ic and religious 

backgrounds. As a result, it w as decided  that a purely com parative study o f  counties D onegal and 

M eath w ould be unhelpful. By com paring  both counties individually , the sam e points about the 

operation o f  the rural d istrict councils w ould be m ade in each until 1919. A fter that date the w ealth 

o f  variations w ithin each d istric t w ould preclude any m aterial conclusions being derived from  a 

com parative study o f  the councils at a county level. Therefore, it w as decided  that a study o f  the 

Irish rural district councils w ould  be undertaken, u tilising D onegal and M eath  as case studies to 

provide w orking exam ples o f  th is form  o f  local governm ent in its local context.

M. Daly, The Buffer State, The Historical Roots o f  the Department o f  the Environment (Dublin, 
1997), p.26

D.A. Murphy, Blazing Tar Barrels and Standing Orders, N. Tipperary's First County and District 
Councils, 1899 -  1902 (Nenagh, 1999); M. Silverman & P.H. Gulliver, “ Common Sense’ and 
‘governmentality’ local government in southeastern Ireland, 1850 -  1922’ in Journal o f  the Royal 
Anthropological Institute, 12(1), pp 109 -  127. These two studies are the only two accounts found in the 
course o f this research that have examined Irish rural district councils.
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1.6 Sources
In his discussion o f  sources used in the reproduction o f  past urban geographies, D ennis claim s that 

historical geographers should be ‘eclectic in the sources they use and the approaches they adopt, 

that both quantita tive  and qualitative sources are essential, that every  source, literary or num erical, 

is a socially constructed  represen tation’'®’. This is a hypothesis that th is thesis adopts as, given the 

lack o f  secondary  source m aterial on the topic o f  rural district councils, this thesis has focused on 

the exam ination o f  a w ide array o f  prim ary sources to  establish exactly  w hat happened w here, why 

there, w hen and by whom .

1.6.1 Local Authority Archives

The m ain prim ary sources utilised in this research are the actual m inute books and other records 

created by the rural d istrict councils, held in D onegal C ounty  A rchives and M eath County Library 

respectively. T he m inute  books o f  the rural district councils detail each decision m ade by the rural 

district councillo rs at the ir m eetings. The m inute books include accounts o f  the argum ents for and 

against a decision  and record how  m any people voted in favour or against a m otion, in som e cases 

listing the councillo rs on each side o f  the d e b a t e . T h e  m inute books are generally  (but not 

alw ays) sub-d iv ided  into three m ain sections: m iscellaneous or general including financial 

accounts; public health  and sanitation and labourers cottages. Som e m inute books contain a fourth 

section for m inutes relating to the rural district co uncils’ operation as burial boards. M eetings in 

relation to  the m ain tenance o f  the transport infrastructure are m ost com m only found in a separate 

m inute book o f  Q uarterly  M eetings, as this function o f  the councils necessitated  a separate m eeting 

at w hich the county  surveyor w as present.

The m inutes also contain sum m aries o f  letters or circulars sent to the councils by the local 

governm ent board, records o f  the decisions m ade by the local governm ent board in relation to the 

council’s activ ities, and general correspondence from  m em bers o f  the  local population, generally 

requesting  the councils attention to  a certain m atter o r berating the council for lack o f  appropriate 

o r tim ely a ttention. The am ount o f  detail provided in these sum m aries is totally  dependent on the 

interest, or lack thereof, o f  the council clerk. Som e clerks provided a detailed synopsis o f  the 

correspondence and relevant background inform ation, w hile others sim ply stated who the 

correspondence w as from  and a one-line heading describ ing  w hat it pertained to. W here this 

occurs, the researcher is left w ithout the voice o f  the local people and often w ithout much 

background inform ation about the topic under discussion.

R. Dennis, ‘Historical Geographies of Urbanism’, in B. Graham and C. Nash (eds) Modern 
Historical Geographies (Essex, 2000), p.242

One trend that emerged in the course of this study, which should be noted here, is that when two or 
more opposing resolutions (or proposals) were suggested an initial vote was taken to establish the most 
favoured option, and this was then put to the council where the decision whether to accept or reject it was 
voted on separately. In this way controversial issues, which engaged the councillors for much of the meeting 
are eventually passed or carried ‘unanimously’, hiding the true nature o f the councillors feelings. In the 
course of this thesis, an effort will be made to clarify decisions made by the council, with only decisions that 
were passed unanimously from the outset being referred to as such.
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Other extant records o f  the rural district councils include financial material, registers of 

mortgages and leases, a num ber o f  letter books containing copies o f  letters from the Clerk, and in 

the case o f Donegal, plans and specifications as well as agreements on the labourers’ cottages built 

during the lifetime o f  the councils.

This thesis has also examined records belonging to other local authorities in order to 

establish the interconnections between the various forms o f Irish local government, the disputes 

which arose and indeed the reaction to the introduction o f rural district councils by the local 

authorities which pre-dated them. This necessitated the examination o f  the minute books and 

correspondence o f  the grand juries, county councils, town commissioners, harbour commissioners, 

boards o f guardians and urban district councils in Donegal and M eath, throughout the period o f this 

research.

1.6.2 The 1901 and 1911 Censuses

The nineteenth century in Ireland saw dramatic increases ‘in state involvement in all aspects o f 

social and economic life in Ireland, paralleled in most cases by a huge amount o f  data collection 

through censuses and government com m issions o f  enqui ry’ a trend which continued into the 

twentieth century and one for which this thesis owes a great debt. Part o f  this thesis examines who 

the rural district councillors were, an objective which would have been impossible without the aid 

o f the 1901 and 1911 censuses which detail the age, gender, religion, marital status, literacy and 

language skills o f  every person within a townland, as well as their status as a property owner or 

occupier. It also gathered information about the type o f  house occupied by a family, its size and 

class. This has proved an invaluable source o f information for illustrating the material, socio

economic and religious background o f  the councillors.

1.6.3 Newspapers

Newspapers also provide a very useful source for this study. Despite the use o f the best preserved 

archival collections available, there were still gaps in the records, which necessitated an 

examination o f the local, contem porary newspapers for relevant information. Local politics have a 

pressing claim on the attention o f  local populations. As a result, journalists o f  the early twentieth 

century provided accounts o f  the meetings o f the various rural district councils for inclusion in 

local newspapers, presenting an excellent alternative source o f  information where the archival 

records have been lost. However, bias and exaggeration are omnipresent in newspaper accounts o f 

events and as a result caution must be used when assessing the reliability o f the accounts provided 

therein.

The Derry Journal, provided accounts o f local meetings in Donegal while the Meath 

Chronicle was the main local newspaper in Meath. These papers also provided the lists o f  names o f

P. J. Duffy, ‘Nineteenth and twentieth century settlement’ in T. Barry, (ed), A History of Settlement 
in Ireland (London, 2000), pp 206 - 228
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people nom inated  for and elected to the position o f  d istrict councillo rs, in som e cases providing 

details o f  the ir tow niands and occupations, details that w ere vital in the quest to locate the rural 

district councillo rs on the 1901 and 1911 censuses m entioned above. U nfortunately  the extent o f  

these lists varies betw een  papers and betw een elections (See Section 3.1).

1.6.4 Parliamentary Records

The national p icture o f  the rural district councils em erged from  an analysis o f  both m anuscrip t and 

printed parliam entary  papers from  both Britain and Ireland. T hese include the official 

parliam entary  debates on the introduction o f  legislation pertain ing to  the rural d istrict councils and 

the final form  th is legislation assum ed, as provided in the statu tes o f  the B ritish parliam ent and the 

public statu tes o f  the O ireachtas. The annual reports o f  the local governm ent board to parliam ent 

have been particu larly  useful in providing statistics and returns re la ting  to  the operation  o f  the rural 

district councils a t a national level, w hile their d iscussion o f  the m ost significant issues in a given 

year h ighlights the chang ing  concerns facing the day to day running  o f  the rural district council 

system  in Ireland. T hese reports w ritten from  the perspective o f  the local governm ent board also 

em phasise the m anner in w hich the central authority  v iew ed its position and progress in relation to 

the local au thorities, w hose operation  it supervised.

A rchives re la ting  to  the operation o f  the rural d istrict council have survived in various 

governm ent departm en t collections in the Public Records O ffice in K ew , London and in the 

N ational A rchives in D ublin. These have been exam ined for additional relevant m aterial. Perhaps 

the m ost in teresting  o f  these have been the B alfour Papers in the Public R ecords O ffice, which 

contain the personal notes o f  G erard B alfour, the c h ie f  secretary  who penned the Local 

G overnm ent (Ire land) B ill, 1898. It should be noted how ever, that the m ost relevant m aterial found 

in the governm ent departm ent collections generally  found its w ay into the o ther sources, via the 

local governm ent board reports, or circulars from  the local governm ent board to  the rural district 

councils.

1.6.5 Some Considerations

The m ain problem  w ith the above range o f  sources is the lack o f  inform ation about the ordinary 

people w ho lived th e ir lives under the rural district councils. B ias, is an ever present issue in the 

analysis o f  prim ary sources. A s w ith m ost historical sources the pow erful are represented  w hile the 

pow erless are silent. Every researcher m ust ensure the ir aw areness o f  the unavoidably, one-sided 

nature o f  adm inistra tive sources, in order to provide an accurate account o f  adm inistrative 

operation. A ttem pts w ere m ade in the course o f  this research  to uncover any m aterial w hich could 

be o f  use in exam in ing  local reaction to the introduction, operation and eventual abolition o f  the 

rural d istrict councils, but, unfortunately none o f  the original correspondence betw een the rural 

d istrict councils and m em bers o f  the public has survived.
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Having said that, the rural district council minutes are unique as they contain snippets, at 

least, o f  the letters sent to the rural district councils, whether com plimentary or condemning, 

allowing this research the possibility o f  gaining a balanced picture o f  local feelings and opinions. In 

addition, this research, has taken into consideration the fact that the recorded minutes o f  the rural 

district councils are not as critical o f  the local government board as the councillors may have been 

in the actual meetings, as they were aware that the official minutes were sent to the local 

government board for their approval.

The above section illustrates the range o f sources utilised by this study, offering a 

description o f their content and highlighting the advantages and disadvantages o f the sources. A 

vital part o f this research has been the analysis o f  the bias contained in the above sources in an 

attempt to present as objective an account as possible o f the lifetime and operations o f  the rural 

district council system in Ireland.

1.7 Layout
The remainder o f this thesis deals specifically with the rural district councils in Ireland between 

1898 and 1925. Chapter two details the manner in which the rural district council system was 

created, examining its introduction into the Irish landscape, the reaction o f  the Irish population to 

its introduction, and the manner in which the first elections were conducted. It also examines how 

the rural district councils interacted with the county councils, who were their direct overseers. 

Chapter three investigates who the district councillors were, and com bined with chapter two 

provides the background and context to the operation o f the rural district councils, setting the scene 

for the remainder o f the thesis. The next three chapters deal with the day to day operation o f the 

rural district councils examining their main functions, those relating to roads and infrastructure, 

public health and sanitation and labourers’ cottages, in separate chapters. Chapter seven details the 

range o f miscellaneous functions held by the rural district councils and how these functions 

accumulated over time. Chapter eight concludes this thesis with a general discussion o f the insights 

that have been gained from this study o f  low-level local government in Ireland throughout the 

period 1898 to 1925.
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CHAPTER TWO 

SETTING UP THE RURAL DISTRICT COUNCILS

2.1 The Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898

2.1.1 The Argument for Local Government Reform

‘I th ink  tha t everybody is conscious that the existing system  has becom e inadequate -  it is 

no longer in the spirit o f  the age, and it cannot be very m uch longer m aintained ... 

Personally , I believe that the reform  o f  Local G overnm ent in Ireland is not only inevitable 

it is in itse lf desirab le .’'

The introduction o f  the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct o f  1898 represents the single biggest 

innovation in the  British adm inistration o f  Irish local governm ent; build ing, as it did, on the initial 

groundw ork laid dow n by the creation o f  the partially  dem ocratic  boards o f  guardians to produce 

an entirely dem ocratic , representative form  o f  self-governm ent at a local level. The forces that led 

to this unique departure in Irish adm inistration did not fo llow  the usual trends o f  Irish legislation. 

There was no w idespread  cam paign for representative local governm ent sw eeping  the country, no 

groundsw ell o f  public opinion in favour o f  revolutionary  local governm ent and no pro local 

governm ent propaganda encouraging unrest and rebellion  in Ireland. This w as not a m easure 

introduced in reaction  to any an ti-state activity or explicitly  stated  desire by the bulk o f  the Irish 

population. In fact, it was an act that had not ‘excited m uch passion or excitem ent in Ire land’ .̂ It 

was, rather, part o f  the policy o f  constructive unionism  being utilised  by the conservative 

governm ent in the last tw o decades o f  the nineteenth and the early  years o f  the tw entieth  century.

This policy is m ote com m only referred to, albeit som ew hat incorrectly , as ‘K illing Home 

Rule W ith K in d n ess’.̂  W hile constructive unionism  m ay be the correct term  to describe the policy 

o f  the conservative governm ent in the period, there is little doub t that the form er phrase more 

explicitly stated  the ir aspirations. An Ireland that no longer fought against the state for 

independence, or at the very least self-governm ent, w ould  at last becom e a fully integrated part o f

' G. Balfour, Chief Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, Authorised Parliamentary Debates, 4*
Series, 53, 21^'Feb 1898, p.l227
 ̂ H ansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 1898, p .1330. The official title o f the 4* Series is

the Authorised Parliamentary Debates, however, given the fact that this title could lead to some confusion 
Hansard’s will be used throughout.
 ̂ A. Gailey, ‘Unionist rhetoric and Irish local government reform, 1895-9’, in Irish Historical Studies,

24(93), 1984, pp 52 -  68. This article provides an interesting account o f  unionist policy in the run-up to the 
introduction o f the Local Government (Ireland) Act, emphasising that the tag name for constructive unionism 
-  Killing Home Rule With Kindness -  used by Gerald Balfour in his first major policy speech resulted from a 
quote of Balfour’s that was widely misconstrued by contemporaries. He stated that the conservatives would 
‘be glad enough, no doubt, to kill home rule with kindness if we could but, whatever may be the result o f our 
efforts, our intention is do our utmost to introduce and pass such measures as will really promote the interests 
o f the material prosperity o f Ireland’ (The Times, quoted by Ibid, p.58). The promotion of this idea of killing 
home rule resulted in the dilution of the intricacies of Conservative policy towards Ireland, which stood 
independent o f this aim. For the purposes of this thesis the more precise and accepted phrase constructive 
unionism will be utilised. This article provides the only detailed study o f the motives of Balfour in the 
introduction o f  this act and for this reason it is the main source utilised in the remainder of this section.
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the United Kingdom, thus ensuring a place in history for the conservative government which 

finally managed to pacify Ireland. Perhaps more importantly this would have allowed the 

government to turn its attention away from home affairs to affairs o f  the Empire.

The policy o f  constructive unionism espoused by the unionist party first came to 

prominence in the 1880s, under the then chief secretary, Arthur Balfour. Balfour successfully 

utilised policies o f coercion and conciliation, combining the ‘stern enforcem ent o f  the law with 

land purchase acts, light railways schemes and the creation o f the Congested District Boards’''. 

These policies were continued and built on by his brother Gerald Balfour, who assumed the 

position o f chief secretary in 1895. Gerald not only developed A rthur’s policies, but introduced 

several o f his own including the Land Act o f 1896, the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act o f 1898 

and an act establishing the Departm ent o f  Agriculture and Technical Instruction o f 1899.^ At first 

glance this continuity o f  policy appears merely as a seamless transition o f  power and politics from 

one political figure to another, suggesting that the local government reform o f  1898 was merely 

another logical step in the improvement o f  Irish society to remove the incessant demands for home 

rule. A more detailed examination o f the intricacies o f the period, however, poses several questions 

concerning the real reasons for the hurried introduction o f local government reform in 1898.

If these three innovations introduced by Gerald Balfour were a continuation o f his 

brother’s attempts to forever remove home rule, then one would presume that there was an active 

home rule movement to remove, but by 1895, there was no urgent home rule threat. Home rule 

supporters had divided with the fall o f Parnell and his death did little to reunify the movement. As a 

result there was no unified Irish nationalist party with enough power to lobby the government in 

Westminster successfully. In addition, the general election o f 1895 saw a conservative victory 

which, coupled with the retirem ent o f  liberal leader and home rule champion Gladstone, saw the 

annihilation o f any remaining opportunity for the introduction o f  another home rule bill, for the 

immediate future at least. Had there been strong demands for home rule on the ground in Ireland, 

or had there been calls on the British side for the settling o f Irish affairs for once and for all, then 

some logic for the continuation o f  the constructive unionism policy would be clear. There was not. 

On the contrary Gerald Balfour was frequently heckled by his constituents to ‘Give us a little of 

England and never mind Ireland ’̂ .

Nor was there a huge groundswell o f public opinion in Ireland in favour o f  local 

government reform. It had been mooted by parliamentary representatives and Irish landlords on 

various occasions and these demands had increased with the sweeping reform o f British local 

government in 1888.^ But there was no major campaign, constitutional or revolutionary, that

A. Gailey, ‘Unionist rhetoric and Irish local government reform, 1895-9’, in Irish Historical Studies, 
24(93), 1984, p.53.
 ̂ 59&60 Viet. c. 47; 61&62 Viet. c. 37; 62&63 Viet. c. 50. Though several studies have mistakenly

credited all these developments to Arthur.
 ̂ A. Gailey, ‘Unionist rhetoric and Irish local government reform, 1895-9’, in Irish Historical Studies,

24(93), 1984, p.55 
’ Ibid, p.60
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demanded the rights o f the Irish people to a reformed system o f local government. Land agitation 

had decreased but was never far from the surface o f Irish concerns. Hence, the Land Act o f  1896 

and the act establishing the Department o f  Agriculture and Technical Instruction can both be 

viewed as preventative, pre-emptive measures, while the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 

sits as an anomaly, appearing into legislation neither in response to long-held grievances nor as a 

solution to a pressing and ubiquitous problem. Could it be then that this piece o f legislation was, as 

Horace Plunkett suggested, ‘“ a masterstroke o f state-craft’ . . . . ‘a purely English necessity’ for an 

English crisis”*?

Given the apparent rush with which the Local Government (Ireland) Bill’ was introduced 

to parliament and its absence from previous policy statem ents by the government, the above 

statem ent would indeed appear to have some relevance. The fact that such a reform o f Irish local 

government was imminent was not alluded to in the Q ueen’s Speech in January 1897, but by June 

1897 preparations were ongoing for the bill that was introduced to parliament in February 1898. 

The suddenness with which this policy became part o f  the governm ent’s plan is suggested by the 

fact that Henry Robinson, head o f the Irish local government board learnt only o f this new 

government proposal days before Balfour announced his intention to introduce such an act.’”

Rather, this sudden policy swing towards reforming Irish local government had its origins 

in the imminent failure o f  a pet project o f Gerald’s, that o f  the creation o f an agricultural board for 

Ireland. It is safe to assume that Gerald foresaw few problems with the legislation establishing the 

agricultural board, given that it was designed to improve Irish conditions through a rejuvenation o f 

the Irish economy. However, as he was introducing this act, Irish politicians and the public alike 

were becoming increasingly concerned by information com ing to light proving an often suspected, 

but previously unproven point in relation to the inequitable system o f  financial relations between 

Ireland and the rest o f  the United Kingdom.

It had become apparent through the Childers Commission o f  1896 that Ireland had been 

overtaxed since the Act o f U nion” to the tune o f around £2.5 million per annum '^ a figure which 

incensed the Irish population and parliamentary representatives, nationalists and unionists, alike. 

An All-Ireland Committee was established comprising members from all political persuasions in 

Ireland to decide on what remedial action could be demanded from parliament, but no agreement

* Letter from Plunkett to Cadogan, 12* Sept 1899 quoted in A. Gailey, ‘Unionist rhetoric and Irish
local government reform, 1895-9’, in Irish Historical Studies, 24(93), 1984, p.63
’ Throughout this thesis ‘bill’ will refer to the period o f time during which legislation was debated
and modified, while ‘act’ will only be used to describe the finalised form the legislation took, when it was 
passed by parliament.

H. Robinson quoted in A. Gailey, ‘Unionist rhetoric and Irish local government reform, 1895-9’, in 
Irish Historical Studies, 24(93), 1984, p.62
"  F.S.L. Lyons, ‘The aftermath of Parnell, 1891 -  1903’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 -  1921 (Oxford, 1996), p.89

For this figure, how it was calculated and how such an inequity came about see two papers by N.J. 
Synott -  ‘Some features o f the Over-taxation of Ireland’ in Journal o f  the Statistical and Social Inquiry 
Society o f  Ireland, 10(77), 1897, pp 251 -2 6 8  and ‘Over-taxation and Expenditure in Ireland’ m Journal o f  
the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society o f  Ireland, 10(79), 1899, pp 404 - 432
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was forthcoming, allowing the government to shelve consideration o f  the i s s u e . A s  a result, the 

Irish MPs were understandably obstructive towards Balfour’s latest policy, which Roche suggests 

was also seen by them as a ‘reward to Chamberlain and the other liberal Unionists, for their help in 

defeating G ladstone’s (and Parnell’s) first Home Rule Bill in 1886’'''. This, coupled with the 

apathy o f English M Ps towards the economic condition o f an apparently peaceful Ireland and the 

refusal o f the unionist MPs to vote for an agricultural bill until the agricultural rating grant had 

been extended to Ireland, forced the government to drop the bill, tem porarily at least. Instead it was 

announced that a measure o f  local government for Ireland would be introduced in the 1898 

session.'^

The introduction o f  the local government bill at this point then, served two purposes. First 

it provided an opportunity for the removal o f unionist grievances in relation to the agricultural 

rating grant, while sim uhaneously offering the government a chance to place Irish local 

government on a more equitable footing with the system in England. Second, it would appease the 

various obstructionists, thereby allowing the smooth passage o f the agricultural bill when it would 

be re-introduced, as indeed it was, in 1899. The issue o f  the subsidisation o f  the agricultural rating 

grant was a thorny issue in Ireland. The conservative government had granted funds to alleviate 

agricultural distress across the Union, upon taking over power in 1895. By 1898, however, it had 

still not been applied to Ireland, causing further unrest amongst Irish landlords who were already 

reeling from the results o f  the Childers Commission. The reason given by the government for this 

neglect o f the Irish portion o f  the subsidy was the lack o f  proper local governm ent machinery. This 

galled the Irish landlords even more, as they had been requesting a form o f  local government 

similar to that in Britain since the reform o f  local government there was enacted in 1888.'®

Thus, through the introduction o f  the local government bill the conservative government 

could legitimately claim that while it was providing a system through which to administer the 

agricultural rating grant, it was attem pting to achieve a much more worthy aim, that o f redressing 

the imbalance between Ireland and the rest o f  Great Britain. This w ould place Irish local 

government on a footing similar to that o f  the rest o f  the state, while simultaneously attempting to 

alleviate the tensions caused by the over-taxation o f Ireland. This idea was reinforced by Gerald 

Balfour himself, in his introductory speech on the local government bill, when he stated: ‘I for one 

firmly believe that the changes we now propose will carry with them a healing power rich in 

blessings for the future o f  Ireland’'^. Such ideologies, impressive as they sound, were not accepted

F.S.L. Lyons, ‘The aftermath o f Parnell, 1891 -  1903’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 -  1921 (Oxford, 1996), p.89

D. Roche, Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 1982), p.46
A. Galley, ‘Unionist rhetoric and Irish local government reform, 1895-9’, in Irish Historical Studies,

24(93), 1984, p.61
It should be noted here that Arthur Balfour had attempted to introduce an act in 1892 which based 

Irish local government on a similar basis to that o f Britain and Scotland, however, it was so full o f safeguards 
that the nationalists attacked it as insulting and humiliating. See R.B. McDowell, ‘Administration and the 
public services, 1870 -  1921’ in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union,
II. 1870 -  I92I  (Oxford, 1996), pp 571 - 605

Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 53, 21®‘ Feb 1898, p .1249
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at face value by nationalist, or indeed unionist, politicians. They were well aware o f  the underlying 

m otives for the introduction o f  this act, as illustrated by the remark o f  Plunkett quoted above. 

However, they were also w ise enough not to refuse such a generous measure o f  self-government 

purely on principle and therefore gave the government their full support for the bill.

The reasons for the introduction o f  the local government bill in 1898, as illustrated in this 

section, are not meant to negate the claim that this bill was part o f  the conservative policy o f  

constructive unionism; rather it aims to illustrate the opportunism o f  the conservative government. 

There is no doubt that the conservatives believed that a system  o f  local self-governm ent in Ireland 

would help to reduce the Irish need for home rule. The fact that this formed part o f  the 

Conservative party’s long-term policy towards Ireland is evident in the attempt to introduce a 

similar form o f  local government for Ireland by Arthur Balfour in 1892. H owever, its revival at the 

end o f  1897, as the means to circumvent a political impasse, suggests that this particular arm o f  

constructive unionism was being held in reserve to be utilised only when its introduction would 

further the aims and requirements o f  the conservative government, and not solely for the betterment 

o f  Ireland.

The introduction o f  the Local Government (Ireland) B ill, therefore, not only provided a 

means for Balfour to avoid a political stalemate, it paved the way for the introduction o f  the 

legislation that caused the stalemate with the creation o f  the Department o f  Agriculture and 

Technical Instruction in 1899, albeit after a short delay. Further, through the introduction o f  local 

self-governm ent for Ireland, the conservatives did intend to reduce the clamour among the Irish 

population for home rule, aiming to redress imbalances in the legislation between Ireland and the 

rest o f  the Britain allow ing for the further pacification o f  a country that had up to now responded 

w ell to the policy o f  constructive unionism. Balfour and his cabinet, then, were not only attempting 

to ‘conduct the conduct’'* o f  the Irish population, but also the conduct o f  the British and Irish MPs 

who were preventing them attaining their legislative goals. Further, an examination o f  the 

provisions o f  this local government legislation clearly illustrates the fact that this legislation, while 

apparently liberal in its grants o f  freedom to the Irish population, actually provided for the setting 

up o f  a network o f  bodies that would lead to an increase in the power and control o f  the state across 

Ireland.

2.1.2 Overview of the Legislation

‘An Act for amending the Law relating to Local Government in Ireland, and for the other purposes 

connected therewith’ ®̂ was signed into law on the 12* August 1898, providing for the complete

M. Foucault, 1988 quoted in G. Burchell, ‘Liberal governm ent and techniques o f  the s e lf  in A. 
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism  and  
rationalities o f  governm ent (London, 1996), p. 19

This section is intended as an introduction to topics discussed in more detail in various later sections 
o f  the chapter. All the inform ation in this section, unless otherwise stated is taken from the Local 
Governm ent (Ireland) Act, 1898, 6I& 62 Viet, c. 37.
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reform o f Irish local administration. The new act was based largely on the legislation introduced in 

1888 and 1894^’ to reform local government in England, Scotland and Wales, with slight 

modifications necessitated by the idiosyncrasies o f  the Irish situation. As the provisions o f this 

legislation had been debated at length by parliament and approved o f  as a sound basis from which 

to administer English local affairs, the conservative government envisioned little objection being 

made to the adoption o f  the majority o f  the clauses o f that act, in their entirety, for the new Irish 

bill. The fact that much o f  the Irish bill had been approved in principle as the best practice in local 

administration, before it was ever subsumed into the Irish legislation, accounts for much o f the 

speed with which the bill passed through the various legislative stages.

The bill provided for the creation o f a two tier-system o f  local government in Ireland 

setting up county councils, urban district and rural district councils. As the name suggests county 

councils operated at a county level. Their introduction resulted in the abolition o f  the landlord 

dominated grand juries as agents o f  the fiscal and local administrative functions o f the state.^^ The 

rural and urban district councils created by the act were to operate below the level o f  the county 

council on a more local basis. The urban district councils operated in towns previously designated 

as urban sanitary authorities. Towns where the population within the town boundary was too small 

to merit an urban sanitary authority or where the extant town com m issioners had not taken on (or 

been granted) a role as an urban sanitary authority retained their com m issioners; a system which 

remained in place until 2001 with the re-branding o f all forms o f  town governance as town 

councils.

The rural district councils were to administer areas generally coterm inous with the poor 

law unions and assumed the functions exercised by the boards o f guardians in their capacity as 

rural sanitary authorities. This removed all non-curative healthcare functions from the boards o f 

guardians, who had been accruing local government functions at a rapid rate, albeit in a piecemeal 

fashion since their inception in 1838 and more particularly from the end o f  the famine onwards. 

This two-tiered system o f  local administration differed slightly from the com position o f  the local 

authority network in England where a three tier system had been instituted com prising county and 

district councils with an additional tier o f parish councils. Gerald Balfour, explained this 

discrepancy as arising from the fact that as state administration had never been carried out at parish 

level in Ireland, this extra tier would ‘add a superfluous difficulty to our schem e’^̂ .

These new local authorities were the first form o f truly dem ocratic local government 

introduced to Ireland, extending the principle o f  universal suffrage to Ireland, giving all occupiers

This is the full title o f the act, commonly referred to as the Local Government (Ireland) Act, which 
was passed into legislation as 61&62 Viet., c. 37.

51 &52 Viet. c. 4 1; 56&57 Viet. c. 73
The grand juries retained their legal functions right up to the creation o f the free state in 1922, 

although they were ignored as an organ o f law and order from the foundation o f the Sinn Fein courts during 
the War of Independence.

Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 53, 21'" Feb 1898, p. 1228
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and qualified  w om en a vote.^'' W om en w ere also entitled to  stand for election to  district councils, 

though it w as no t until 1911 that this was extended to the  county  councils and borough councils, 

through the Local A uthorities (Ireland) (Q ualification o f  W om en) Act.^^ T he local governm ent bill 

further abolished all property qualifications w hich had hitherto  prevented  m em bers o f  the lower 

classes o f  the population  standing  for election to local authorities. The sole requirem ent to stand for 

election to the new ly created councils was that a candidate had to be a local governm ent elector in 

the electoral d iv ision  in w hich he was standing. This m ove opened  the field o f  local governm ent to 

the w ider population , for the first time.

There w ere, how ever, circum scrip tions to this new  found form  o f  self-governm ent, in the 

form  o f  conservative safeguards such as the com pulsory inclusion o f  three ex-grand ju ry  m em bers 

for the first th ree years o f  the  council’s existence and m ore im portantly  the reconstitution o f  the 

local governm ent board as the superin tending and con tro lling  au thority  over the county, urban 

district and rural district councils. The local governm ent board  had been the representative o f  the 

central state in poor law adm inistration, overseeing the function ing  o f  the boards o f  guardians, thus 

ensuring that central state directives w ere applied at a local level. W ith the ever-increasing load o f  

local governm ent functions bestow ed on the boards o f  guardians and the local governm ent board in 

the period before 1898 it w as natural that the conservative governm ent turned to the local 

governm ent board to establish and supervise the new local authorities.

The rural d istric t councils constituted by the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct were given 

responsibility  for a range o f  functions. In conjunction w ith the county  councils, the rural district 

councils w ere given pow ers relating to  the creation, repair and general m aintenance o f  transport 

infrastructure, w hile they w ere given direct decision m aking pow ers in relation to the provision o f 

services related to public health and sanitation at a local level. The pow ers o f  the boards o f  

guardians in relation to the building o f  labourers’ cottages w ere transferred  to  the rural district 

councils. Further, the rural d istrict councils were em pow ered to  form  jo in t com m ittees betw een 

their elected  m em bers and local ratepayers in m atters o f  particu lar in terest to  specific electoral 

d iv isions or even to one parish, village or tow nland, including com m ittees for the provision o f 

public lighting. The rural d istric t councils w ere also given pow ers by the act to liaise with national 

authorities in o rder to  provide local services. These included the congested  districts boards and the 

com m issioners for education. The rural district councils continued  to  am ass new  functions 

th roughout th e ir lifetim es, as each new piece o f  local governm ent legislation w hich passed through 

parliam ent w as presented  to the local governm ent board to enforce at a local level, through the 

m achinery o f  the county or d istrict councils.

T his legislation also altered the constitution o f  the boards o f  guardians. The boards o f  

guardians w ould  still retain the ir title, but the m em bership  w ould  th ereafter be com posed o f  the 

councillors elected  to the rural district councils. This resulted in the  form ation  o f  tw o apparently

These terms and the significance o f these changes will be discussed fully in Section 2.1.4. 
I&2 Geo. V c. 35; D. Roche, Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 1982), p.47

43



different bodies with very different functions composed o f the same elected members. There was 

an opportunity to co-opt additional members, but few boards o f guardians availed o f this 

opportunity^^, leaving the membership o f both bodies and groups o f  functions in the same, or at 

least very similar, hands. Despite this continuity o f  personnel the functions o f  both local authorities 

were inherently separate and through the strict supervision o f the local government board issues 

effecting one body were not discussed in meetings o f the other (or if  they were they were not 

minuted). As a result, the simultaneous operation o f the rural district councils as boards o f 

guardians will not be dealt with in this thesis, but rather left for future research.

The above section has attempted to sketch the general premises o f  the Local Government 

(Ireland) Act, 1898, described by contem poraries as:

‘a model o f  accuracy, fullness and clearness when compared with many o f a much less 

ambitious scope. The whole o f  Ireland -  topographical, m unicipal, rural, judicial, political 

and social seems to have been clearly and constantly before the m ind’s eye o f the 

draftsman, and the various clauses display a minute and accurate knowledge o f every phase 

o f Irish life.’ ’̂

The remainder o f this chapter will focus on these clauses, examining in detail the provisions laid 

down in the act for the practical operation o f the functions and alterations outlined above, as well as 

the manner in which this act was implemented at a local level.

2.1.3 Financing the Rural District Councils

Previous to the introduction o f  the Local Government (Ireland) Act, local government functions 

were administered jointly  by the grand juries and the boards o f  guardians. The areas covered by 

these two bodies were not coterminous; the grand juries were based on the county, while boards of 

guardians were based on poor law unions (See Section 1.2.1). These two bodies dealt with separate 

strands o f local government functions, and as a result they levied separate taxes on the occupiers 

within their respective territories. The grand juries levied the county cess and the boards o f  

guardians the poor rate. From 1847 onwards, the poor rate, which covered the costs o f  the steadily 

accreting local government functions o f  the boards o f guardians as well as the maintenance o f the 

poor both inside and outside the workhouse, was levied only on occupiers o f  property valued at £4 

and over. The landlords who owned the plots o f  land valued at less than this amount were 

responsible for the payment o f  rates on these properties and were compensated by both cumulative 

voting (See Section 2.1.4) and ex-officio representation on the boards o f guardians.^* This 

compensation for the policy o f  local property paying for local poverty m eant that half o f  the total 

membership o f every board o f  guardians was to be composed o f  ex-officio landed members,

M. Daly, The Buffer State: The H istorical Roots o f  the Departm ent o f  the Environment (Dublin, 
1997), p.26

W.J. Johnston Esq., ‘The Com ing Changes in Irish Local G overnm ent’ in Journal o f  the Statistical 
and Social Inquiry Society, 10(78), 1898, p.368

W.L. Feingoid, The Revolt o f  the Tenantry: The transformation o f  Local Government in Ireland, 
1 8 7 2 -  1886 (^osXon, 1984)
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allow ing  those that paid the brunt o f  the costs o f  local functions a clear and d istinct say in relation 

to  how  that m oney w ould  be expended?^

The introduction  o f  new  dem ocratic  local authorities, encom passing  the pow ers o f  both the 

boards o f  guard ians and the grand ju ries , raised the issue o f  financing  local governm ent functions. 

The abolition  o f  the local governm ent functions o f  the grand ju rie s  heralded not only the end o f  

local authorities com posed solely o f  the landed classes, bu t it also rem oved the autom atic right o f  

the landlords to  influence decisions relating to the expenditure  o f  the local rates. In addition 

landlords feared  that these new dem ocratic local authorities w ould result in the packing o f  local 

bodies w ith m em bers o f  the local low er- and m iddle-class, catho lic  population , w ho paid little if  

any o f  the rates and w ho w ould  take great jo y  in the unbrid led  increasing o f  rates to m eet the costs 

o f  local public w orks and house build ing schem es; for w hich the landlord class w ould be alm ost 

w holly responsible. This view  w as also held by a large m ajority  o f  the B ritish and Irish M Ps, 

including the ch ie f  secretary, and led to the introduction o f  a new  system  for the financing o f  local 

authority  spending. T his system  w as designed to com pensate the landlords for the ir loss o f  pow er 

and represen tation  and also to act as a safeguard  against the poten tia l w him s and desires o f  the new 

non-rate paying  local authority  m em bers.

W ith the in troduction o f  the act in 1898 the bias o f  the rates tow ards the landlords and 

aw ay from  the unprofitable, poor landholdings o f  the low er classes w as redressed. The county cess 

and poor rate w ere am algam ated into one county rate, w hich ex tended  the duty o f  rate paying to 

every occup ier regardless o f  the valuation o f  their property. This w as seen by contem poraries as a 

vital safeguard  against the ravages o f  the new  councils. The ex tension  o f  the rates to every 

occupier, therefore, forced all m em bers o f  a com m unity to  pay for the services required by that 

com m unity. T his, it w as hoped w ould instil ideas o f  frugality  and econom y into the m inds o f  the 

soon to  be elected  councillo rs in the preparation o f  their plans for local governm ent expenditure. 

This hope w as fu rther reinforced by the fact that all ratepayers w ere local governm ent electors and 

m em bers o f  a council w ho forced an unjustified or unw arranted rate increase in a district w ould be 

certain  o f  losing office in the next election. The act also  provided one further safeguard, the 

principle o f  d istric t o r union rating  as opposed to  the ex isting  system  o f  electoral division rating.

U nion rating  w ould  allow  for all local governm ent expenditure  incurred in a district to be 

charged o ff  the entire district, ensuring that no one electoral division w ould  have to  bear the cost o f  

im provem ents. An attem pt to  introduce union rating  fo r Ireland occurred  in 1869, but was 

vehem ently  opposed  in W estm inster by Irish M Ps, including A rthur M acM orrough K avanagh who

There were difficulties in some unions finding a sufficient number o f resident landowners who were 
willing to act as ex-officio guardian resulting in instances where the ratio fell short o f the 50% ideal. This 
situation became more commonplace towards the end o f the nineteenth century with the number of resident 
landlords declining nationally, representing a slip in the landlords hold of local government power prior to 
the introduction o f  the 1898 act, which decidedly and finally wrenched control o f local functions from the 
grasp o f the landed class.
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argued that it would ‘tend to increase the indiscriminate granting o f  outdoor re lie f^”, and lead to a 

rise in the poor rate. As a result the system o f rating by electoral division had remained in place 

until 1898, with the inclusion o f union rating by Gerald Balfour as one o f  the provisions o f the new 

act. Balfour firmly believed ‘union rating, so far from leading to extravagance on the part o f  the 

Guardians, tends on the contrary, to econom y’^'. Some allowances were made for the special 

charging o f rates to one particular electoral district, due to costs incurred in the provision o f 

specifically local functions, however, that was the exception rather than the norm. The cost o f  

functions provided specifically by the county council which operated over the entire county 

became county at large charges and com prised expenditure on main roads, as well as the salaries o f 

county officials, such as the county secretary and the county surveyor. The county council became 

the sole rating authority with responsibility for setting and collecting rates which were then 

redistributed between the various local authorities within the county (See Section 2.6 for more 

details).

It was recognised that the shifting o f  the burden o f rates o ff the landlords and onto the 

poorer segments o f  the Irish population would be prohibitive for local government as it would lead, 

either to increased local poverty, as local people were forced to pay more than they could afford for 

local services, or the non-payment o f  rates. These rates would have to be written o ff as 

irrecoverable resulting in the creation o f a deficit in the budget o f  afflicted local authorities. As a 

preventative measure the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act provided for the creation o f  an 

agricultural grant for Ireland, a grant which was to compensate the newly created rate-paying 

agricultural occupier for the loss o f the rates formerly paid by the landlords o f the district. It would 

cover half the amount o f  rates certified as ‘having been raised ... o ff  agricultural land in respect o f 

county at large, and union and district charges when added together, and ... certified 

accordingly’^̂ . The term agricultural land was defined in the act as ‘every hereditament entered as 

land in the valuation list ... which is not part o f  a railway or canal’ and not part o f any urban 

sanitary district.^^

The amount so certified for each county was based on half the amount o f the poor rate and 

county cess levied in a standard financial year, and anticipated by the chief secretary to amount to 

approximately £730,000 annually.^'* The amount to be certified in the standard year would be 

compiled by the Com missioner o f Valuation in accordance with set rules, taking account o f  any 

boundary changes that would occur through the introduction o f  the Local Governm ent (Ireland) 

Act and also considering extraordinary circumstances within counties and unions which would 

have caused the rate in the standard year to be substantially higher or lower than an average rate. 

The commissioner was instructed to deduct any extraordinary charges on the rates in the standard

S.L. Steele, The right honourable Arthur MacMurrough Kavanagh, A biography (London, 1891),
p.181

H ansard’s Parliam entary D ebates, 4* Series, 53, 21*‘ Feb 1898, p .1240
Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 49 (3)

”  Ibid, Clause 48 (4)
H ansard’s Parliam entary D ebates, 4* Series, 53, 21*‘ Feb 1898, p .1241
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year levied  to cover  costs such as the stationing o f  additional constabulary in a particular area to 

deal w ith  public unrest or the costs borne by the rates for the com p en sation  o f  crim inal injuries.^^

A s w ith  the functions provided by the form er local authorities, the financial years within  

w hich  the grand ju ries and the boards o f  guardians operated w ere not based on the standard 

calendar year and d iffered  substantially betw een  the tw o b odies. T his n ecessitated  the utilisation o f  

tw o  different dates to represent the standard financial year. T he standard financial year for the poor 

rate w as set as the year end ing on the 30*  Septem ber 1897 and for the county ce ss  as the year 

ending 30'*' June 1897.^^ The local governm ent board w as on ly  too  aware o f  the d ifficu lties facing  

the C om m issioner o f  V aluation  in the determ ination o f  excep tional circum stances in the various 

districts. In order to aid the process and to facilitate cla im s from  the general population that to pick  

one year a lone w as unfair, they produced an average for the three years includ ing and preceding the 

standard financial year o f  1897. If the am ount for the standard year as reported by the 

C om m issioner o f  V aluation  did not vary more than tw o  and a h a lf  per cent from the average 

am ount, then the sum  certified  by the com m ission er w as accepted; i f  the d ifferen ce w as greater the 

am ount certified  w as am ended accordingly.^’ In A pril 1898, the am ount o f  the agricultural grant 

and the share accruing to each county and district w as produced sh ow in g  the full total o f  the annual 

agricultural grant for Ireland as £72 7 ,6 5 5 . T his w as d iv id ed  into £ 1 3 9 ,1 0 0  for county at large 

charges, £ 3 1 6 ,7 3 0  10s for union charges and £ 2 7 1 ,8 2 4  10s for d istrict charges. O f  this C ounty  

D onegal w as to rece ive  a total o f  £ 2 0 ,9 3 8 , com prising £ 5 ,6 9 9  for county at large charges; £6 ,313  

10s for union charges and £ 8 ,955  10s for district charges, w h ile  C ounty M eath w as to receive a 

slightly  higher total o f  £ 2 9 ,5 5 5  10s, com prising £ 5 ,4 0 9  10s for county at large charges, £ 1 7 ,5 3 6  for 

union charges and £ 6 ,6 1 0  for district charges.^*

The ab ove figures illustrate an important point: the costs exp ected  to arise from the 

operation o f  the rural district cou n cils  w ithin each county w ere greater than th ose expected  to 

accrue from  the operation o f  the county cou n cils . I f  this is used as an indication o f  the scope o f  the 

functions controlled  by the rural district cou n cils it clearly sh o w s that in term s o f  the provisions o f  

local serv ices, the rural district cou n cils w ere as, i f  not m ore, im portant than the county cou n cils , a 

fact lost in current literature, w here the rural districts are cast aside as a m ere talking shop for local 

issues w ithout any tangib le functions in, or benefits to, the areas under their control.^’

Twenty Seventh Annual Report under "The Local Government B oard (Ireland) A c t”, 35 and 36 Vic. 
C.69, Year Ending 31'“ March 1899 (hereafter 27'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB), p .15. The Annual Reports o f  
the Local Government Board for Ireland are available in several different formats: on microfiche copies o f  
the parliamentary papers, as individually bound reports in local archives and more recently online (See 
www.eppi.ac.uk). As a result the House o f  Commons, Sessional Paper reference is included in the 
bibliography but the page numbers quoted throughout this thesis are the page numbers o f  the actual report.
36 2  7"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p. 15

Ibid, pp 1 6 - 1 7
Ibid, p.633. See Appendix I for the breakdown by rural district o f  the district charges.
Exceptions include works already mentioned by D. Roche, Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 

1982); M. Daly, The Buffer State, The Historical Roots o f  the Department o f  the Environment (Dublin, 
1997); D. Ferriter, 'Lovers o f  Liberty'? Local Government in twentieth century Ireland  (Dublin, 2001); R. 
Haslam, ‘The origins o f  Irish Local Government’ in M. Callanan & J.F. Keogan (eds) Local Government in 
Ireland, Inside Out (Dublin, 2003), pp 14 -  40. These works at least discuss the functions operated by the
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This allocation  o f  an agricu ltural gran t to  Ireland w as m et w ith cau tious enthusiasm  and 

sizeable m isgivings by som e sectors o f  the population . The agricultural grant, as outlined in Section 

2.1 above, finally  put Ire land  on a level foo ting  w ith the rest o f  B ritain  w here the grant had been 

instituted in 1895 to help  allev iate  agricultural distress. H ow ever, as it w as introduced to Ireland to 

com pensate for the sh ift in the burden o f  the rates from  the landlord to  the occupier, it w as felt by 

m any that it should have been ex tended  to  urban as w ell as rural populations given that the £4 

valuation qualification  had ex isted  in urban as w ell as rural areas. A s Johnston  pointed out ‘Ireland 

is alm ost entirely an agricu ltu ra l country , and all rates are paid indirectly , i f  not directly, out o f  the 

fruit o f  ag ricu lture’'*®.

The fact that the agricu ltural gran t w as intended as com pensation for the over-taxation o f  

Ireland since the A ct o f  U nion , led to dem ands by Irish M Ps for a larger sum  to be provided in the 

local governm ent bill. T he E nglish  M Ps, on the o ther hand, w ere outraged  that Ireland w as being 

granted such a sizeable sum  in perpetuity  and not w ith the five year review  period attached to the 

English and Scottish grants."" In Ireland the provision o f  the agricu ltu ral grant as a set sum  in 

perpetuity also led to calls for a review  period, but in this case it w as dem anded that the grant 

should m atch increases (and decreases) in Irish expenditure. T his, it w as felt, w ould prove a much 

fairer system , rep licating  m ore accurately  the previous input by the landed classes to  the rates, 

w hich were based on the annual expenditure  needs o f  the local authorities. Proponents o f  this 

argum ent used B alfou r’s ow n optim istic  op inions relative to the th riftiness o f  the new boards, 

stating that if  they w ould  as B alfour claim ed be ‘m ore parsim onious than the o ld ’ then any 

reduction in their expenditure  w ould  ‘result in a proportionate redu c tio n ’ in the am ount o f  the grant 

allocated to Ireland on an annual basis."*^ T h is w ould represent a d irect gain by the T reasury in 

prosperous years.

A further argum ent pu t forw ard by Irish M Ps and local people alike w as in relation to the 

use o f  the standard year to  a llocate  the agricultural grant, given the variations in the rate levied o ff  

areas over tim e, and the often  stated argum ent tha t the county cess w as far below  the average in the 

standard year. This had been caused by factors such as unexpended balances in the hands o f  many 

o f  the boards o f  guard ians from  the financial year o f  1896, resu lting  in a low er rate being struck in 

1897.

Finally, m uch parliam entary  tim e w as expended on the question  o f  w hether or not the 

landlords should receive the m ajor benefits from  the agricultural ra ting  gran t and not the tenants. 

This opinion, com m only held  by politicians at the tim e, w as based on the perception that the sole

rural district councils rather than the more standard version which gives the date o f introduction and abolition 
of the rural district councils and the fact that they were subordinate to the powers o f the county councils. 
Such works are too numerous to mention, and selecting a few would be unfair to those authors as it is a 
general state of affairs.

W.J. Johnston Esq., ‘The Coming Changes in Irish Local Government’ in Journal o f  the Statistical 
and Social Inquiry Society, 10(78), 1898, p.375

Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 57, pp 1390 - 1406
W.J. Johnston Esq., ‘The Coming Changes in Irish Local Government’ in Journal o f  the Statistical 

and Social Inquiry Society, 10(78), 1898, p.375
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beneficiaries o f the agricultural grant were the landlords who no longer had to pay rates on the 

unprofitable poor holdings that they owned, but which they had rented out to the peasant, tenant 

class. Many MPs therefore saw this grant not as relieving the tenants o f part of their new found 

burden, but rather as compensation for the loss of landlord power, a principle highly unpalatable to 

many Westminster MPs who represented the workmen and occupiers. Balfour, however, refuted 

any arguments in favour of a change in the bias, claiming that the support of the local landlords 

was imperative for the smooth running o f the new boards, without which the act would be 

inoperable."*^ He saw the provision of the agricultural grant, covering half the cost of the rates, as a 

vital step in the acceptance by the landed classes of this new form of democratic local government, 

in which they would have no significant input, but to which they were nonetheless expected to 

contribute. Without the acquiescence of the landlords to their continued rate-paying, despite their 

loss of power, the new democratic local bodies would soon become bankrupt and the revolution in 

local government would become more akin to a short-lived insurrection.

2.1.4 A Democratic Franchise

Having ascertained the manner in which local government functions would be financed, it is 

necessary to examine the assertion of Chief Secretary Balfour that the establishment of these new 

local authorities represented the introduction to Ireland of a system of local government based on a 

‘broad and democratic foundation’'*''. The Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 provided that the 

franchise should be ‘the parliamentary franchise with the addition o f peers and women’‘'^ This 

simple sentence, taken by itself, suggests a measure more designed to remedy gender inequalities 

than to create the aforementioned broad democratic franchise. However a detailed examination of 

the intricacies o f the act and the contemporary laws relating to the parliamentary franchise illustrate 

the huge shift towards democratic local government provided by this innocuous statement.

In order to understand the monumental change that was set in place by this simple 

statement, it is first necessary to examine the franchise for board of guardian elections, before the 

Local Government (Ireland) Act of The £4 property valuation which exempted poorer

occupiers from paying rates also disenfranchised them, as only owners or occupiers of property 

with a valuation higher than £4 were entitled to vote in board o f guardian elections. Cumulative 

voting was permitted so that a person who was both owner and occupier had a vote for each. The 

higher the valuation of a property, the more votes accrued to the owner or occupier, up to a 

maximum of six votes for a property valued at over £200. Votes could also be garnered if a person 

was in possession of more than one property in an electoral division. A maximum of twelve votes 

could be acquired from the valuation o f properties, while one additional vote was added to the total

H an sard’s Parliam entary Debates, 4* Series, 57, pp 1419 - 1446 
H an sard’s Parliam entary Debates, 4* Series, 53, p .1246 
Ibid, p. 1229
Grand Juries are here conspicuous by their absence, but only because their members were 

nominated not elected.
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allow ed, for each o ther property , held in the electoral division. For exam ple, an ow ner w ith tw o 

large properties valued at over £200 each w ould  have 12 votes and w ould then  receive a vote for 

each o ther property w ith in  the electoral d iv ision  for w hich he paid rates.'*’ This w as a m ost extrem e 

m anifestation o f  representation com pensating  fo r taxation.

The Local G overnm ent (Ire land) A ct, 1898, w as, then, a d irect contrast to  the previous 

electoral system , in that it to ta lly  abolished  all principles o f  cum ulative voting , replacing it w ith a 

system  o f  one person, one vote. Further, ra ther than being based on lists o f  ra tepayers, it w as based 

on the parliam entary  franchise including qualified  w om en and peers. The question  is then posed as 

to exactly  w hat sectors o f  the population  w ere included in this parliam entary  franchise. The 

parliam entary franchise system  in the U nited  K ingdom , and by default, Ireland , prior to  1898 w as 

described as being ‘so replete w ith techn icalities, com plications, and anom alies, that every obstacle 

is put in the way o f  getting  on, and every  facility  exists for getting  struck  off, the reg ister’'**. Tw o 

separate factors w ere at play w hich led to  th is dam ning statem ent; one w as the m yriad o f  d ifferent 

franchises in existence and the o ther w as the registration system , w hich at best could be described 

as outdated and unw ieldy. L ike m ost o f  the local governm ent legislation o f  the n ineteenth  century, 

the laws relating to  franchise w ere an accum ulation  o f  piecem eal legislation  aim ed at reform , but 

w hich in reality served only to  fu rther confuse the existing ju m b le  o f  legislation . A ccording to one 

M P there w ere seventeen  w ell know n franchises in existence, w hile ano ther claim ed to  have 

discovered eleven w ith n ineteen d ifferen t variations.'*^

B lew ett, d iv ides the franchises into seven distinct categories: p roperty ; freem en; university; 

occupation; household; lodger and service. Each o f  these had their ow n specific , clearly  defined, 

qualification requirem ents, m ost im portantly  that a person be a ra tepayer in their constituency. In 

addition each franchise had its ow n peculiar laws relating to  reg istra tion , generally  based on 

duration o f  residence w ithin an electoral d iv ision. For occupiers, householders, lodgers and service 

w orkers tw elve m onths residence w ith in  a borough or county  w as the m inim um  qualification 

before registration w as possible. This w as fu rther com plicated for the unfortunate  lodger franchise, 

who w ere only perm itted to  m ove betw een the room s in the house they w ere registered in, if  they 

m oved to  a neighbouring house they w ere im m ediately d isenfranchised. I f  a person fu lfilled  both 

the property /occupancy qualification  and the residence period to m ake it onto the electoral register, 

there w as still a gap o f  six  m onths from  the date o f  registration to the publication  o f  the register^”.

W.L. Feingold, The Revolt o f  the Tenantry: The transformation o f  Local Government in Ireland, 
7572 -  (Boston, 1994)

Buxton, 1892, quoted in N. Blewett, ‘The franchise in the United Kingdom 1885 -  1918’, in Past 
and Present, 32,1965, p.28. This article provides an excellent insight into the complex web o f qualification 
and registration in Britain and Ireland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.

Ibid,p.31
This can be accounted for by the period allowed for objections to people being on the register, 

inspection periods and the formulation o f the final register.
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resulting in a minimum o f  an eighteen month lag period from first taking up residence in a 

constituency to actually being entitled to vote.^'

W hat the above highlights is that while the franchise was being extended to all Irish 

parliamentary electors^^, claiming to follow the principle o f universal suffrage, there were many 

obstacles between enfranchisement in principle and the reality o f  entitlem ent to vote. Further, that 

while universal suffrage was being widely advocated by all parliamentary parties there was no sign 

o f a reduction in the occupancy and rate-paying qualifications. Thus, while the new legislation 

extended the franchise to all parliamentary electors it also provided that these electors would be 

rate-payers, resident in the area in which they wished to vote.

Taken at face value, all the above criteria, qualifications, and hurdles placed in the way o f 

the politically minded occupiers who wished to exercise their right to vote, would appear to be a far 

cry from universal suffrage and the broad democratic franchise promised by Balfour for the Irish 

population. However, there is no denying that the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act created a 

democratic revolution in Ireland. Within the terms o f  the act, all occupiers became entitled to vote 

on the basis that rates had to be paid on every property regardless o f value. The inclusion of 

qualified women signified the end o f franchise discrimination on gender lines, as all women, 

otherwise entitled to vote, but prohibited because o f their sex were enfranchised, whilst peers who 

had traditionally been barred from elections were also enfranchised. As a result the provisions o f 

the act extended the franchise to every person in occupation o f  a property on which rates were paid, 

meaning every person in an area who managed to overcome the mass o f  registration hurdles 

outlined above.

The Registration (Ireland) Act, 1898”  became law on 29* M arch 1898, to smooth the way 

for the operation o f  the principles o f the local government bill then being debated in parliament. 

This act allowed the local government board to initiate plans for the preparation o f  a new register 

o f electors, based on the parliamentary register, but including the new enfranchised small holders, 

women and peers. As a result the new register was completed in time for the first county and 

district council elections early in 1899.

The introduction o f  the Local Government (Ireland) Act, did, therefore, establish the first 

Irish local bodies which were elected on a truly democratic basis, without any preferential 

treatment towards the landed classes. It should be noted that while this change has been discussed 

in terms o f  the extension o f the franchise, the parliamentary franchise remained unchanged. The 

enfranchisement o f  the Irish population occurred as a result o f  their being made ratepayers, 

therefore it was not so much an extension o f the franchise as an extension o f  the burden o f the rates

All o f the above information is taken from N. Blewett, ‘The franchise in the United Kingdom 1885 
-  1918’, in Past and Present, 32,1965, pp 27 -  56

Balfour had to fight hard in the debates on the local government bill to gain acceptance for his desire 
that the local government franchise be the same as that for the Parliamentary Franchise. Debates on this issue 
continued for two sittings of parliament and objections were made to the inclusion of each of the minority 
franchises categorised by Blewett above, i.e. everything but the household and occupation qualification. For 
these debates see Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 26*-27* April 1898, pp 1241 - 1286 
”  61&62 Viet. c. 2
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that resulted in the democratisation o f Irish local government. This does not detract from the fact 

that these democratic local authorities would never have been created if it had not been for the 

provisions which were contained within Balfour’s carefully crafted Local Government (Ireland) 

Act, which was to pave the way for the election o f the first truly representative, democratic local 

authorities in Ireland.

2.1.5 Criteria for District Council Membership

The creation o f these truly representative local authorities required one other set o f  criteria to be 

relaxed, that relating to the qualifications which had to be fulfilled by a person wishing to stand for 

election to the new local authorities. The grand jury  membership had been totally composed o f  the 

largest landlords in an area, selected by the County Sheriff, while the ex-officio portion o f the 

boards o f guardians comprised local landlords who had been appointed justices o f  the peace. Even 

in the elected element o f  the boards o f  guardians a property qualification had been instituted so that 

in all forms o f local government, prior to 1898, the landed class was the only class represented. 

Having said this, the property qualification was not too prohibitive for the elected members o f the 

boards o f guardians. In order to stand for election to the board, a person had to be a male landlord 

o f  full age who paid ten shillings county cess per annum or was in receipt o f  ten pounds rent per 

a n n u m . W h i l e  this undoubtedly prevented the lower classes from standing for election, it did 

allow for the election o f  members o f  the middle and higher class catholic populations. This was an 

opportunity which few members o f  this class accepted until the 1880s when there was somewhat o f 

a revolution on the boards with nationalists making a concerted attempt to wrest control o f the 

boards from the protestant ascendancy. Despite this, local authority membership did remain the 

preserve o f the landed, upper-middle and upper classes o f  Irish society, with a strong protestant, 

unionist bias, thanks to a com bination o f the property qualification and cumulative voting, up until 

the introduction o f the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act o f 1898.

The Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act provided for the complete reformation o f the 

composition o f local authorities, stating that ‘no person shall be qualified to be elected ... unless he 

is a local government elector’^̂ , which now included all males and females who occupied a 

property on which rates were paid. The clause prescribing the qualifications necessary for election 

to a rural district council was even more lenient than that for the county councils, stating that a 

person could stand for election if  they were a local government elector for the district or if they had 

been resident in the district for the twelve months preceding the election and continued to reside 

t h e r e . T h e r e  was no additional property qualification and no statem ent that the amount o f  rates

Sixth Annual Report o f  the Poor Law Commissioners fo r  England and Wales with Appendices, 1840, 
HC1840[245]xvii.397, (hereafter Sixth Annual Report o f  the PLC) p .l 18. The full age referred to is twenty 
one.

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 2 (5)
“  Ibid, Clause 23 (4)
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paid had to exceed a set am ount. This was a m easure designed to allow  all sectors o f  the population 

to stand for election  to represent their locality .”

D espite the all-inclusive nature o f  this legislation there w as one group w hich w as quite 

defin itely  excluded  -  the clergy. The Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct clearly stated that ‘a person 

being in holy orders or being a regular m inister o f  any re lig ious denom ination  shall not be eligible 

as a county or d istric t councillo r’.̂ * This was in d irect con trast to  E nglish local governm ent 

legislation, but, as B alfour argued, there w as no precedent for the inclusion o f  religious m inisters 

on adm inistrative bodies.^^ This clause led to som e debate w ith various M Ps arguing the 

advantages o f  the inclusion and exclusion o f  the clergy, but the final decision may be sum m arised 

in the  w ords o f  the M P for St. Pancras: ‘I have every respect for clergym en o f  all religious 

denom inations, but I do th ink  that the priest in politics is in his w rong p lace’^°. The clause also 

excited som e in terest in Ireland, but given the lack o f  concern  dem onstrated  by the clergy 

them selves in relation to their d isqualification from  m em bership , the response by the average 

citizen appears to  have been accurately sum m ed by Joh n sto n ’s assertion  that it w as an issue ‘o f  

very little real im portance’^’. M ore im portant than the c le rgy ’s exclusion  from  m em bership o f  the 

local authorities w as the influence that they exerted on both nom ination  procedures and on the 

functioning o f  the local authorities once they w ere set up, issues w hich  w ill be d iscussed m ore fully 

in Section 2.3.2 and w here relevant later in this thesis.

Each rural d istric t w as divided into district electoral d iv isions, each o f  w hich elected two 

d istric t councillo rs to represent the populations in those areas, except in areas w here the division 

encom passed the en tire ty  or a part o f  a tow n in w hich the population  necessitated  the inclusion o f  

extra councillors. T he councillors who w ould represent each d iv ision  w ere to be elected only by the 

local governm ent e lectors w ithin that division.®^ Initially , B alfour had provided that only one 

councillo r w ould  be elected  from  each electoral division. H ow ever, he expressed his w illingness, 

despite his ow n reservations based on the unw ieldy nature o f  d istrict councils com prised o f  such 

large num bers, to  change th is to  tw o, if  there w ere suffic ien t strength  o f  public opinion in Ireland in 

favour o f  tw o m em ber constituencies. A case illustrating B a lfo u r’s concern  is provided by the 

largest rural d istric t in the study area for this thesis, G lenties R ural D istrict Council in County 

D onegal w here, i f  a tw o m em ber constituency w ere created , the  population w ould  be entitled to 

elect a total o f  six ty  councillors.®^

As discussed earlier women were prohibited from acting as County Councillors until 1911, see D. 
Roche, Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 1982), p.47

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 94 (1). In spite o f this claim the 
clergy had been involved in municipal government in Ireland.

Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 53, 21®' Feb 1898, p. 1230 
“  Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, 4*'’ Series, 56, 26'*’ April 1898, p. 1262

W.J. Johnston Esq., ‘The Coming Changes in Irish Local Government’ in Journal o f  the Statistical 
and Social Inquiry Society, 10(78), 1898, p.370
“  Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 23 (3)

Two councillors for each o f 28 electoral divisions and one extra councillor for the towns of 
Dungloe, Glenties, Glencolumbcille and Killybegs.
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In parliament, however, opinion was divided, not along party lines, but refreshingly over 

which would be the most beneficial arrangement. Ideological issues and hypothetical questions 

necessitating the intimate knowledge o f  the future voting patterns o f  the Irish population as a whole 

were discussed and debated in W estm inster in the typical fashion o f the all-knowing and all-seeing 

politician.

The proposal in favour o f  amending the wording o f  the local government bill, so that two 

member electoral divisions would be created, was raised by Mr. Vesey Knox o f  Londonderry and 

seconded by Colonel Saunderson o f  Armagh. The debates on this proposed amendment are 

noteworthy in themselves, in that they are one o f the few clauses to be debated almost entirely by 

various members o f  the Irish representatives, without significant input from English members. This 

reinforced Balfour’s point that this was not a question ‘in which a vital principle in our judgem ent 

was involved’ '̂*, while it also provided an interesting insight into the nationalist/unionist divide in 

Irish politics. The unionist cause propounded by Knox and Saunderson suggested that a two 

member constituency would increase the chance o f minority representation on the district councils, 

allowing the ex-grand jury  and board o f guardians members (the landed classes) a chance of 

election. This argument was based on their hope that the local populations would be satisfied in 

voting for one o f  their own, new, nationalist members and would then tend to vote for the 

previously elected, experienced and highly respected protestant, landlord candidate.

Interestingly, this view was repudiated by one o f  their own political party. Dr. Rentoul o f  

Down East, who initiated his speech by commenting on the novelty o f  objecting to a proposal from 

his own party. He highlighted the futility o f appointing two directly opposing candidates, who 

would then negate each other in the council chamber, leaving an electoral division to all intents and 

purposes unrepresented, while asserting that the Irish population would not be so foolish. He 

further refuted the suggestion that two candidates o f different parties would be appointed, offering 

the example o f London County Council where two member constituencies operated and where two 

candidates from the same party were generally elected in a constituency where that party held a 

majority. In this he echoed the words o f  the nationalist MP for M ayo, John Dillon, who had earlier 

castigated the, as he saw it, blatant attem pt by the unionists ‘to retain as a political minority their 

hold on the county representation’^̂ . Rentoul concluded his rather damning commentary on his 

colleague’s amendment by confirming the view o f the Irish nationalist politicians that no amount o f 

modification o f  the number o f  seats in an electoral division would prevent the local population 

from voting in favour o f  the candidates that best represented their political views and ideals, and 

who they felt would do the best job.

The Irish nationalist politicians, likewise, were content with the provisions o f the bill as 

they argued, as Balfour had, that councils with large memberships would be unwieldy and would 

pose problems, particularly, in relation to finding meeting rooms, in rural areas o f  the country.

Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 27* April 1898, p. 1297 
Ibid, p. 1290
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large enough to  hold the entire m em bership o f  the new  councils. T hey also feared that large 

councils w ould be p lagued by problem s o f  non-attendance, w ith feelings o f  apathy am ongst the 

councillors, c reated  by a conviction that w ith such large num bers, one person w ould not be 

missed.®^

D espite th is apparent general satisfaction w ith the one m em ber constituency  advocated by 

B alfour, w ithin the nationalist and indeed som e sectors o f  the unionist cam p, the H ouse o f  Lords 

insisted in am ending  the legislation to provide for the creation o f  tw o m em ber constituencies. A 

clause, proposed by Lord C lonbrock was passed by the large m ajority  o f  seventy eight against 

fifteen.®^ The fact that th is clause w as inserted by the landlord dom inated  H ouse o f  Lords suggests 

that they believed the argum ents propounded by K nox and Saunderson, w hereby the creation o f 

tw o m em ber constituencies w ould lead to som e form o f  represen tation  for the m inority landed 

classes w ho w ere being  stripped o f  their local governm ent functions by the bill. As w ill be seen 

later (Section 2 .4) this w as a vain hope, w hich bore little relation  to the reality o f  Irish voting 

patterns.

In add ition  to th is optim istic  attem pt to  allow  the landed classes representation on the new 

local authorities, there was one o ther provision w hich specifically  allow ed for their ex-officio 

inclusion on the new  authorities. This provision was incorporated  in tw o separate sub-clauses o f  

transito ry  provisions, one relating  to the county council, one relating to  the district councils, both 

designed to m ediate the w orst effects o f  the new, inexperienced, uneducated , nationalist local 

authorities. The rural d istric t council m em bership w ould include three ex-officio  m em bers w ho had 

acted as ex-officio  guardians for the portion o f  a poor law  union, w holly  or partly encom passed by 

the new  rural d istric t unit, for the previous three years. These ex-officio  m em bers w ere to be 

chosen by the new ly elected  rural district councillors at the ir first m eeting. If  the rural district 

council failed to appoin t the relevant num ber, then the county  council w ould appoin t the ex-officio 

guardians on the rural d istrict co uncil’s behalf.®*

The m ain argum ents put forw ard in favour o f  the inclusion o f  these provisions centred on 

the fact that the m ajority  o f  the Irish population had been disqualified  from  local governm ent for so 

long tha t it w as necessary  to include experienced m em bers w ho w ould teach the new, 

inexperienced m em bers the procedures and best practices o f  local adm inistration. The w idespread 

b e lie f that there w as little chance o f  these people being re-elected  on the ir ow n m erits led to  the 

general acceptance o f  th is clause, w ith the proviso that the  practice w ould  be d iscontinued after the 

first term  o f  office. H aving said that, it is undoubted tha t these provisions w ere included in an 

attem pt to appease the landed classes and reassure them  that the ir m oney w ould be spent in a 

rational m anner for the  good o f  all and not ju s t  for the new ly, em pow ered  and enfranchised 

m ajority  class.

All the above material relating to the debates over this proposed amendment is taken from 
Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 27* April 1898 , pp 1287 - 1298 

The Derry Journal, 27'^ July 1898, p.7
Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 113 (3)
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Under the new act, there was one other provision for the co-option o f  unelected members 

by the district councils. Clause 25 allowed for the members o f the rural district councils to co-opt 

an additional three members who held the requisite qualifications to act as councillors for the 

district. These members were also to become guardians, as if  they had been directly elected in the 

same manner as the rest o f  the councillors.^^ During the course o f  the debates on this provision, 

there is little explanation given for the insertion o f  such a clause, but several Irish MPs did voice 

their reservations relating to the principle o f co-option generally, as one which tended to the 

reduction o f the democratic principles on which these new bodies were founded. Further, they 

expressed concerns regarding the fact that it would be possible for these non-elected councillors to 

act as chairmen and vice-chairm en o f  supposedly democratic local authorities.’® However, there 

does not appear to have been any strenuous campaign mounted to persuade the ch ief secretary, 

against his proposal, which suggests that it was not an issue o f great importance to the majority o f 

Irish MPs.

One further clause in the Local Government (Ireland) Act, relating to ex-officio positions is 

o f  note, and this was in relation to the chairmen o f the rural district councils. Each councillor 

appointed as chair o f  the rural district council would automatically be made a justice o f the peace 

and would become an ex-officio member o f  the county council. In this way, Balfour was ensuring 

that the views o f the districts would be represented at county level, ensuring that the voice and 

opinions o f the districts would be heard in relation to matters directly affecting them. M atters such 

as the budgets o f the district councils, the rates set in a district, the dates o f  quarterly meetings o f 

the rural districts, the road expenditure o f  a district as well as proposals for non-standard 

expenditure o f the rates were all to be approved by the county council. As such, Balfour believed 

that it was vital that the rural districts would have ex-officio representation on the county councils 

to ensure that their needs were dealt with efficiently and fairly.’ ’ Other speakers in favour o f this 

arrangement congratulated Balfour on introducing a measure which would, at last, lead to the co

ordination o f the various branches o f  local administration.’  ̂ Few arguments against the provision 

were raised, with the main problem discussed being the fact that a sim ilar provision was not being 

extended to the chairmen o f  the urban district councils, but as the urban district councils were their 

own rating authority, it was decided that this would be an unnecessary and cumbersome addition to 

the already large county councils.

The county, urban district and rural district councils were all appointed for a period o f  three 

years at which point every m em ber was compelled to resign from office. A councillor seeking re- 

election had to then follow the same procedure as a first time candidate (See Section 2.3). 

According to the act, elections for the county and urban councils were to be held on the 25"’ March 

1899, or a date fourteen days before or after this appointed day. Due to the Easter holidays the

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 25 
Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4'*' Series, 56, 28* April 1898, pp 1428 - 1437 
Ibid, 4* Series, 53, 2 P ‘ Feb 1898, pp 1232 - 1233 
Ibid, 4* Series, 53, 21*‘ Feb 1898, p.l279
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actual election date was finally set as the 6* April 1899, on which day over four thousand elections 

‘were conducted without the slightest hitch or disturbance o f  any kind’7^ Before this stage was 

reached, and the provisions outlined above put into practice, much groundwork was necessary to 

create the territorial entity o f a rural district and set the electoral machinery in motion.

The above section has aimed to outline the reasons for the introduction o f the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act in 1898 and describe the main legislative features introduced. What 

follows in the remainder o f this chapter is an examination o f  the manner in which these provisions 

were made a reality within the study area o f this thesis, investigating the people behind the new 

local authorities and the formative stages o f rural district council life.

2.2 Creating Rural Districts

2.2.1 The Role of the Local Government Board

As mentioned in Section 2.1.2 the Local Government (Ireland) Act provided for the reconstitution 

o f  the Irish local government board as the superintending authority o f  all the new local bodies 

created by the act. The local government board had been created in 1871 out o f  the poor law 

commission in recognition o f the increasing local government functions accreting to the boards o f 

guardians o f the poor law unions. It was only natural, therefore, that control and supervision o f the 

new bodies created in 1898 would be handed over to this long-established and experienced body.’'' 

Having said this, there were serious reservations expressed in the course o f  the 

parliamentary debates as to the suitability o f  the local government board to act as a superintending 

authority over the newly democratised and nationalist councils. More than one Irish MP alleged 

that the local government board would attempt the gerrym andering o f  the political balance to allow 

for the representation o f the minority landlord class if  they were given autocratic powers in the 

definition o f rural district boundaries.’  ̂ However, in debates on the lunacy provisions within the 

bill (which were the remit o f  the county councils and will therefore not be discussed in this study) 

the Irish MPs actively campaigned to change the wording o f  the bill so that the local government 

board and not the Lord Lieutenant would be made responsible for the administration o f the lunatic 

asylums. They claimed that it was better to have a board that was answerable to the House of 

Commons than a person who was a member o f  the House o f  Lords, and therefore above 

investigation and examination by the elected m embers.’  ̂ This suggests that despite serious 

reservations about the biased nature o f the local government board, it was nonetheless viewed as 

the lesser o f  two evils.

These fears in relation to the gerrymandering o f  the electoral divisions within rural districts 

proved unfounded (Section 2.2.2) and the position o f  the local government board was further

73 27''' Annual Report o f the LGB, p.\2
For a discussion of the composition of the local government board see Section 1.2.2 
Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 27* April 1898, pp 1299 - 1308 
Ibid, p.57,2"‘‘ May 1898, pp 95 - 123
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improved in the eyes o f  Irish MPs with the inclusion o f  the highly respected m em ber o f  the 

congested districts board, W. L. M icks, as an additional com m issioner in May 1898.’’ This 

decision was not to the taste o f  some o f  the more prominent members o f  parliament. Lord Cadogan, 

the then lord lieutenant wrote to Balfour confirming that he had agreed to M icks’ appointm ent but 

conveying his disappointment at B alfour’s decision stating:

I have signed the appointm ent as you wish. I am sorry about Micks, as he is I believe [?] a 

Home Ruler and a Radical and I do not think it is a good policy offending the loyalists in 

Ireland. However the thing is done and the less we say about it the better. As to the extra 

commissioners you propose to appoint I hope he will be a Unionist and to some extent 

agreeable to the Landlords.’*

This quote emphasises B alfour’s attempts to appease the nationalist population, acting on their 

concerns about nationalist, democratic local authorities being totally controlled by an entirely 

protestant, unionist board. The inclusion o f Micks was a masterstroke by Balfour, negating 

arguments from the Irish M Ps in relation to the biased composition o f the local government board, 

while simultaneously appeasing public opinion relating to the board through the inclusion o f a 

well-known and respected official. In so doing, Balfour ensured that the decisions made by the 

local government board in relation to the establishment o f the provisions o f  the Local Government 

(Ireland) Act would not be marred by allegations relating to the protection o f  the loyalist minority 

or the aforementioned gerrym andering o f  administrative areas.

The local government board, as the central government authority directly answerable to 

parliament, was to superintend every minute detail o f  the day to day running o f the new local 

authorities, to ensure that the provisions o f the act were applied uniformly and in their entirety 

across the island o f Ireland. Such an undertaking would have been impossible for the small core of 

five commissioners and, as a result, inspectors were appointed to oversee various portions o f  the 

country.’  ̂ These inspectors often attended meetings o f the rural district councils to ensure that 

procedures were accurately adhered to, or at the request o f the district councillors them selves, when 

an inspector’s opinion was required, or in order to gain advice about a specific project. In general, 

however, these questions were answered through the vast swathes o f  correspondence that were 

relayed between the district councils and the local government board.

The local government board issued circulars, practically on a daily basis, to the rural 

district councils, particularly in the initial stages, clarifying the more frequently queried issues 

relevant to all local authorities, while specific questions received an alm ost instantaneous reply. In 

addition, the new local authorities and the pre-existing boards o f guardians (who remained under 

the control o f the local government board), were compelled to send minutes o f  all their meetings to

Micks to G. Balfour, 2"‘* May 1898, (NA, Balfour Papers, PRO/30/60/24)
Cadogan to G. Balfour, 30* April 1898, (NA, Balfour Papers, PRO/30/60/24). Cadogan’s request 

was duly granted as the next appointee to the local government board was Robert Bagwell, D.L., a member 
of a leading Dublin unionist family. 27'* Annual Report o f the LGB, p. 75
™ There had been inspectors appointed pre-1898 to supervise the working of the boards of guardians, 
but this was the first time that they were charged with overseeing local government in its entirety.
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the local government board for ratification. This action tended to generate further correspondence 

this time from the local government board, querying decisions made, and often issues neglected by 

the local authorities, which they felt needed to be addressed. Orders issued by the local government 

board, which were not immediately complied with, resulted in further correspondence between the 

local government board and the offending authority, until a solution compatible with the ideals o f 

the local government board had been reached.

The local government board had the power to compel local authorities to take action on 

any issue it saw fit and to veto proposals that were inappropriate and against the provisions o f the 

act, overly burdensome on the ratepayers, or beyond the remit o f  the local authority in question. 

Uncooperative local authorities, which refused to accept the decision o f  the local government board 

or did not comply with its orders, were subject to sanctions in the form o f  fines, while in the most 

extreme cases councils could be dissolved, being replaced with boards appointed directly by the 

local government board.*®

An important point is that despite being commonly*' referred to as a tier o f  local 

government under the county councils, there was little control by the county council over the vast 

majority o f  matters relating to the daily operation o f the rural district councils. This was the remit 

o f the local government board. The county council operated as the sole rating authority and, as 

such, the budgets o f the district councils were sent to the county councils for approval along with 

requests for increased road expenditure, and matters relating to roads generally. Further, the county 

councils set the dates for the quarterly meetings o f the rural district councils where these matters 

were discussed. If  the rural district councils disagreed with the decisions o f the county council in 

relation to their budget allocation or to the amount allowed for road expenditure they were entitled 

to appeal them to the local government board, whose decision was final. As regards the other 

functions o f the rural district councils, such as public health and sanitation, the building o f 

labourers’ cottages and the new functions they acquired through time, the supervisory power in 

relation to these was the preserve o f the local government board and negotiations occurred solely 

between the local government board and the rural district councils.*^

The manner in which this new system o f local government was set up, with one supreme 

central authority, directly answerable to the parliament, overseeing the operation o f  a host o f local 

bodies on a local level suggests the continuation o f the trend, which became apparent during the 

nineteenth century, towards increasing state centralisation. W hile Ogborn argues that this provides

This was a provision used rather more frequently in the pre-1898 period when boards of guardians 
who regularly failed to collect or set sufficient rates were dissolved. Its occurrence lessened as Ireland’s 
prosperity increased and there was no instance of a district council being dissolved in the counties of Donegal 
or Meath which form the study area for this research.

Any literature which refers to the rural district councils discusses them as a subordinate of the 
county councils, wholly influenced by the wishes and requirements of the county councils and without any 
decision making powers of their own.

This information has been compiled from a detailed examination of a range of rural district council 
and county council minute books were the minutiae of the decision making process comes to light. As a 
result not one reference can be given for the above.
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a ‘th in ’ account o f  cen tral-local relations*^ there is little doubt that one o f  the m otives o f  the Local 

G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct, w as to  ensure that the new ly created , dem ocratic  local councils w ere 

tightly  controlled by agents o f  the state. A t first glance the creation o f  such dem ocratic bodies 

w ould appear to be rem oving  pow er from  the state, as they resulted  in the rem oval o f  the loyal, 

landed classes from  local adm inistra tion , replacing them  w ith nationalist, hom e rule, tenant classes. 

H ow ever, this fails to take into accoun t the increasing role tha t w ould be played by the local 

governm ent board, w hich w ould  now  have com plete control over all aspects o f  local governm ent, 

the functions o f  the now  defunct grand ju rie s , w hich had never been under central control, as well 

as those that had been held  by the boards o f  guardians. The creation o f  local authorities, com pletely  

supervised by the local governm ent board , m eant that the arm s o f  the state w ere encroaching into 

every corner o f  Ireland, on a  scale never know n before.

This increasing cen tralisation  by the state w as aided by the creation o f  the position o f  local 

governm ent board inspectors. These officials, spread as they w ere across the territo ries o f  Ireland, 

w ere in a prim e position  to  survey the m achinery o f  the state instituted by the 1898 act, gathering 

intelligence relating  to  the people w ho w ere being governed by th is m achinery . This inform ation 

w as then fed back into the local governm ent board, v ia  the reports o f  the inspectors, ensuring tha t 

the state was aw are o f  every aspect o f  the  operation o f  the new  local authorities. This know ledge o f  

local governm ent and as a resu lt know ledge o f  the people controlled  by the state allow ed for the 

m easured consideration o f  the  tactics to be em ployed as the state a ttem pted to  control the unruliest 

o f  its constituent parts -  Ireland.

2.2.2 Reinstating Historic Boundaries*'*

A fter com pleting the exhaustive overhaul o f  the electoral register, initiated through  the pre-em ptive 

passing o f  the R egistration  (Ireland) A ct in 1898, the next stage in the local governm ent b o ard ’s 

preparations for the full operation  o f  the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct involved the form ulation  

o f  boundaries for the areas tha t w ould  becom e rural districts, county  electoral d iv isions and d istrict 

electoral divisions. This section  considers the m anner in w hich the rural d istric ts w ere created and 

the m odifications that their creation  necessitated  w ithin the ex isting  adm inistra tive structure. The 

county electoral d iv isions w ere created  as the area from  w hich m em bers o f  the county councils 

w ould be elected and, as such, are outside the scope o f  this thesis.*^

A t the tim e o f  the in troduction  o f  the act, there w as, as one au thor described  it, ‘a ju m b le  o f  

local au thorities’*̂ . A t the  top  o f  this pile, and the o ldest o f  the Irish local authorities, having 

existed since N orm an tim es, w ere the grand ju ries, one covering each county  in the country, w hich

M. Ogborn, ‘Local power and state regulation in nineteenth century Britain’ in Transactions o f  the 
Institute o f  British Geographers New Series, 17(2), 1992, p.216

Up to now the discussion has considered the general provisions o f  the Local Government (Ireland) 
Act, because it would be impossible to examine the rural district councils without examining the context in 
which they were created. From this point on the discussion will focus solely on the legislation and events 
relating to the rural district councils, their operation and their interaction with other local and national bodies. 

Although they become important again in 1919 with the advent o f proportional representation.
D. Roche, Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 1982), p.45
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for operational purposes, had caused the division o f every county into a number o f baronies, of 

sufficient size to allow for the collation o f presentments. The introduction o f the poor law system to 

Ireland saw the division o f Ireland into rational units called poor law unions. These were based, not 

on the archaic and irrational units o f the county and barony, which made no attempt at uniformity 

in relation to either the size o f the territory they encompassed or the population they included, but 

on areas based around a central market town, comprising an area with a radius o f  ten statute miles 

from the m arket town. This optimistic aim had to be modified on a practical level as evidenced by 

the fact that the size o f  poor law unions in Ireland tend to decrease with proximity to the east 

coast.*’ These poor law unions were further subdivided into electoral divisions composed o f groups 

o f townlands. The poor law commissioners wished to make these electoral divisions as nearly as 

possible uniform in terms o f population density and area, with a maximum o f twenty in each union, 

while the drawing up o f their boundaries was to avoid, as much as possible, the division o f 

estates.**

In addition to these main administrative divisions, there was the territorial unit o f  the 

townland, which up until the 1898 act could not be modified in the creation o f administrative 

territories. Groups o f  electoral divisions within each union had been amalgamated for the operation 

o f the M edical Charities Act, 1851, into dispensary districts, while Harbour Authorities and the 

various urban authorities had their own areas o f authority which were specific to those localities. 

Further com plicating this picture was the administration o f  the lunacy acts,*^ which in 1817 had led 

to the grouping o f  several counties together to form units o f  a size sufficient to support a regional 

mental hospital. Onto this jum ble o f administrative units, some o f  which followed county 

boundaries, some o f which had utilised the rational division o f the country’s territory into units o f 

uniform size, were placed the county, urban district and rural district councils.

The county councils took over the territories previously controlled by the grand juries, the 

areas within the centuries old boundaries o f the counties, while the urban districts covered the 

larger o f  the country’s towns, areas that had acted as urban sanitary authorities. The areas covered 

by town com m issioners, those that had not been made sanitary authorities, would now come under 

the remit o f  the rural district councils but maintain their privileged status as town commissions with 

all the rights and functions they had previously enjoyed. The rural districts were to be formed from 

the areas covered by the old rural sanitary authorities, created at the same time as the urban sanitary 

authorities, under the Public Health Act o f  1878, but with one major difference: the territorial 

extent o f  the rural districts was not to extend across a county boundary. The Local Government 

(Ireland) Act was thus providing for the repositioning o f the county at the heart o f administrative 

affairs, through the creation o f  territorial units which would conform to the county boundary and 

the abolition o f  units which did not.

C. Kinealy, The introduction o f  the P oor Law to Ire lan d  (unpublished PhD, Dublin, 1984), p.20 
Sixth A nnual R eport o f  the PLC  
57 Geo. IIIc. 106
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This apparently simple step o f  returning to a county basis o f  government necessitated the 

utilisation o f many intricate manoeuvres by the local government board in order to both get 

agreement from the existing local authorities as to the best method o f  carving up their territories 

and to have the new boundaries established in time for the initiation o f the election process for the 

new rural district councils. Under the provisions o f  the act, the local government board was 

empowered to divide any territorial units, so that counties, baronies, unions, electoral divisions and 

even townlands could be broken up in order to allow for the creation o f  county government. The 

local government board was only too aware o f  the task facing them in setting this new system up 

and while it was unable to begin the laying out o f these areas until the passing o f the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act, it started to gather the requisite information. Two letters were addressed 

from the local government board to the boards o f  guardians in the country asking for their 

preference for one o f  two possible courses. The first option was that the local government board 

would transfer any electoral divisions cut o ff from the main body o f  a union by a county boundary 

to a union in the other county, or it could alter the county boundary so as to bring the electoral 

divisions outside the county boundary inside it.^° Regardless o f  which course was preferred by the 

majority o f the boards o f  guardians within a county, the result had to lead to the formation o f  an 

area ‘o f sufficient size and rateable value’̂ ' to form a viable rural district.

The result was that by October the local government board was able to issue orders making 

sixteen alterations to union boundaries, affecting twenty four unions and six alterations o f  county 

boundaries affecting seven counties in order to form satisfactory rural districts.’  ̂ In this way, the 

N o .l, No.2 and N o.3 annotations appear in the names o f  many o f  the country’s rural district 

councils. When a union cut across one or more county boundaries and the constituent parts were 

large enough to form a viable rural district, then each part was made a separate rural district. Each 

o f these parts retained the original union name, with the portion containing the market town on 

which the old union was based, and therefore situated within the initial county boundary, becoming 

the No.l district, while the next largest, where there were more than two parts became the N o.2 

district and the smallest the N o.3 district.”  In this way three o f  the rural districts in County 

Donegal are denoted by number, Ballyshannon N o.l Rural District (hereafter RD when used as part 

o f  the name o f a district), being the original part o f  Ballyshannon Union, while the other parts 

formed Belleek N o.2 RD in Fermanagh and Kinlough N o.3 RD in Leitrim. Similarly, Strabane 

No.2 RD was the portion o f  Strabane Union belonging to County Donegal with Londonderry N o.2 

RD comprising the portion o f  Londonderry Union within the county boundaries o f Donegal (See 

Plate 2.1). In Meath, the portion o f  Oldcastle union within the county became Oldcastle N o.l RD, 

while the portions o f Ardee and Drogheda union that crossed the county divide from Louth into 

Meath became No.2 rural districts and the portion o f  Edenderry union within County Meath

90 2 7 '* Annual R eport o f  the LGB, p .6
Ibid, p.5
Ibid, p.6
There were no N o .4  rural districts created, presumably because o f  their unviable size
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Plate 2.1: The Rural District Councils o f  County Donegal, 1913 (Source: DCA, Ordnance Survey Collection, OS/1/13)
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Plate 2.2: The Rural District Councils o f County Meath, 1913 (Source: DCA, Ordnance Survey Collection, OS/I/13)



becam e E denderry N o .3 R D , w ith the N o .l portion o f  E denderry being in O ffaly and the N o .2 

portion being in K ildare (See Plate 2.2).

In th is w ay local adm inistration  w as once m ore returned to  the longstanding, traditional 

territorial entity o f  the county  w hich, although not based on any rational or uniform  division o f  the 

country, w as the unit w ith w hich the m ajority  o f  the population identified. The poor law unions 

w hich had been estab lished  since 1838 had never really taken the place o f  the county, m ost likely 

as a result o f  the negative connotations associated  w ith the w orkhouse and its inhabitants, as well 

as its relatively  recent appearance, in com parison to  the county, as a territorial division.^'' This 

reversion to h istoric boundaries sits as an anom aly in the  policy pursued by successive 

governm ents th roughou t the nineteenth century, w hich had attem pted  to extend the control o f  the 

state in Ireland through the creation o f  rationalised territories, such as the poor law  union. Such 

territories w ere based on the rational division o f  the country into units, relatively uniform  in size, 

allow ing for the even d istribu tion  o f  governm ent resources and personnel, w hile also being small 

enough to allow  for the detailed  surveillance o f  the population by the personnel o f  the state. This 

apparent regression  in governm ent policy , returning to  the county as the m ain adm inistrative 

division after a break o f  a lm ost sixty years can be seen as an a ttem pt by B alfour and his 

governm ent to garner public support for the new  bodies, w hile retain ing enough o f  the rational 

units o f  the poor law unions, and the electoral divisions o f  w hich they w ere com posed, to allow  for 

the continuation o f  the surveillance o f  local populations and the exertion o f  sufficient central 

control to d irect the new  local authorities in the direction desired by the state.

As regards the county  councils, th is attem pt w as undoubtedly successful, considering that 

alm ost 110 years later they  are still the m ain unit o f  local adm inistration; how ever, the portions o f  

the rational, uniform  bodies o f  the unions w hich becam e the rural d istricts, w ere one o f  the first 

adm inistrative en tities to  be abolished after the accession o f  the Irish Free State governm ent. 

Regardless o f  the success or otherw ise o f  the adm inistrative div isions created  by the Local 

G overnm ent (Ire land) A ct, their inception as part o f  constructive unionist policy suggests an 

attem pt by the conservative governm ent to  influence, sublim inally , the opinions and reactions o f  

the ordinary Irish person at a local level to  the new ly estab lished  territorial units, w hile retaining 

the benefits for govern ing  the territory that arose from  the earlier estab lishm ent o f  rational, uniform  

divisions.

2.2.3 Changes in Donegal and Meath

The creation  o f  several rural districts resulted in the d ivision o f  unions w hose areas crossed county 

boundaries and w hile this w as sim ply a m atter o f  creating N o .l ,  N o .2 and N o .3 districts, there were

Where a poor law union crossed a county boundary the old union was retained for the administration 
of the poor law, the rural district councillors elected for the various parts o f the old union, the N o.l, No.2 and 
No.3 district portions, acted together as the board of guardians for the union. This explains why in certain 
cases the 3 different districts may have had the same clerk and he would also have been the clerk of the board 
of guardians.
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some unions where the portion o f  that union outside one or other county boundary was too small to 

create a viable rural district. This was not an issue in Donegal, but in M eath modifications were 

necessitated in two unions, Dunshaughlin and Kells, to allow for the creation o f rural districts o f  a 

substantial size. Only one o f  the electoral divisions o f Celbridge Union, Rodanstown Electoral 

Division (ED), was within the county boundary o f Meath and, as such, was too small to function by 

itself necessitating its removal from Celbridge Union to Dunshaughlin and while Dunshaughlin 

gained Rodanstown ED it lost one o f  its own original electoral divisions, that o f Garristown, as it 

was situated within the Dublin county boundary. The other union within this study area to feel the 

effects o f this policy was Kells Union where the electoral division o f M ullagh was transferred to 

Bailieboro Union, in County Cavan.’^

In its report, the local government board stated that in situations like those outlined above it 

had petitioned the relevant boards o f  guardians in order to ascertain the solution most favourable to 

them and, while this suggests that they accommodated the boards where possible, an examination 

o f local sources highlights a slight discrepancy in this account. The minutes o f the board o f 

guardians o f Kells Union provide a detailed account o f their correspondence with the local 

government board in this matter, suggesting that while the local government board allowed the 

boards o f guardians to pick one o f  two possible options for the alteration o f  county boundaries, 

their opinions in matters relating to the re-organisation o f  the remaining electoral divisions and 

townlands within a union, subsequent to these alterations, were not sought or welcomed.

While the Kells Board o f  Guardians actually requested that M ullagh ED be amalgamated 

with Bailiboro Union, its further suggestions in relation to the creation o f  functional dispensary 

districts were swept aside. At a meeting held on the 26* Novem ber 1898, correspondence from the 

local government board was read stating that it had prepared an order constituting the remaining 

electoral divisions o f Moynalty Dispensary District (DD), without Mullagh, as the new territory o f 

Moynalty DD, but that before it was finalised they would be glad to have the guardians’ opinions.^^ 

The guardians convened a special ‘Local Government C om m ittee’ to discuss the issue. They 

concluded that the best option was not to simply reconstitute the rem aining portion o f the old 

dispensary district as the new, but rather to transfer some o f  the townlands from the adjacent 

Kilmainham ED to equalise the population in M oynalty DD with the adjoining dispensary district 

o f Nobber and thus better serve the poor people o f  both areas.^’ The local government board 

immediately refused on the grounds that it went against existing legislation, prohibiting the carving 

up o f electoral divisions in the formation o f  dispensary districts, a stance which it maintained, 

despite being informed by the guardians that the only other solution would involve the alteration o f 

county electoral areas, which would be detrimental to the workings o f  the Local Government

27'* Annual R eport o f  the LGB, pp 187 - 229
Minutes o f  K ells Board o f  Guardians, 26 *  N ov  1898 (M eath County Library and A rchive (hereafter 

M CA), Board o f  Guardian C ollection , B G /99/A /83)
Ibid, D e c !  898
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(Ireland) Act.’* Further, while the local government board claimed that existing legislation 

prohibited the division o f electoral divisions, the new act expressly provided that nothing would 

affect the power o f  the board to ‘combine, divide or otherwise alter district electoral divisions’’ .̂

This suggests that while the local government board was content to accept comments of 

which it approved, the comments which challenged its ideas, plans and opinions were 

unceremoniously ignored. One explanation for this lack o f  consideration o f  the wishes o f the board 

o f guardians is that the local government board did not see the need to deviate from its initial 

proposals to accede to the wishes o f a board whose co-operation and goodwill the local government 

board no longer needed to cultivate to implement its plans, given that the dissolution o f the boards 

o f guardians was imminent. However, the apathy shown by the local government board to the 

claim that other solutions would be detrimental to the working o f  the legislation suggests an 

alternative and equally likely possibility; that at this early stage in the establishment o f the rural 

district council system, the local government board was more concerned with the preservation of 

the network o f  electoral divisions that its predecessors, the poor law commissioners, had taken such 

pains to create and that they themselves had gone to such lengths to protect, than in ensuring the 

successful establishm ent and operation o f the new local administrative bodies.

Further, this new policy o f Balfour’s would result in the total reformation o f the system 

that they had m aintained so efficiently since 1871. It would cause the severance o f long-standing 

ties between the local government board and the local possessive pluralist interests with which it 

had negotiated, while sim ultaneously necessitating the formulation o f  new policies and strategies to 

deal with the new bodies and their newly empowered constituents, representing an entirely new 

dynamic o f local possessive pluralist interests. This suggests the possibility that, initially, the local 

government board was not as enthusiastic in its support o f this new constructive unionist policy as 

would have been expected, and as has widely been presumed.

W hatever the reasons behind this total disregard o f local opinion shown by the local 

government board and whatever personal opinions were held by the local government board 

commissioners, the fact remains that they successfully established a workable network o f rural 

district councils in Ireland, based on the historic and locally acceptable boundary o f the county, in 

time to prepare for the first elections o f the new local bodies. Their work resulted in the creation of 

ten rural district councils in County Donegal: Ballyshannon N o .l, Donegal,'®® Dunfanaghy, 

Glenties, Inishowen, Letterkenny, Londonderry N o.2, M ilford, Strabane N o.2 and Stranorlar; and 

eight rural district councils in County Meath: Ardee N o.2, Drogheda N o.2 (referred to

M inutes o f  K ells Board o f  Guardians, 17* D ec 1898 (M C A , Board o f  Guardian Collection, 
B G /99/A /83)

Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61& 62 V iet. c. 37, Clause 68 (6)(b)
The officia l title o f  this rural district is D onegal RD, but it w ill be referred to as D onegal Town  

throughout to avoid confusion  with the county name. In the sam e w ay Drogheda N o .2 w ill be used 
throughout, rather than the alternative o f  Meath RD. A lso , in order to sim plify the text the N o .l w ill be 
dropped from Ballyshannon N o .l  and Oldcastle N o .l R Ds, w hich w ill hereafter be referred to as 
Ballyshannon and O ldcastle R Ds.
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interchangeably as M eath RD), Dunshaughlin, Edenderry N o.3, Kells, Navan, Oldcastle N o.l and 

Trim.

2.3 The Election Trail 

2.3.1 Electoral Procedure

Having comprehensively defined the geographic extent o f  the administrative territories o f the rural 

districts, the next step for the local government board was the setting in progress o f  the electoral 

machine. As the act had provided for the creation o f  totally new bodies the local government board 

were charged with the creation o f  an electoral procedure ‘wholly different from any that existed 

before’, based on the system sim ilar to, but more complicated than that utilised in parliamentary 

elections.’®' As mentioned earlier, the local government board had developed the new electoral 

register, as soon as the Registration (Ireland) Act had become law in M arch 1898, leaving it free to 

begin the organisation o f  the electoral procedure as soon as it had defined the new electoral areas.

The first and most important step in the initiation o f elections for the new bodies was the 

appointing o f a suitable person in each county to co-ordinate all the different elections which would 

occur within the district and county electoral divisions o f  that county. This official would be termed 

the returning officer for the county. After much consideration the local government board 

determined that the under-sheriff o f each county would be the most appropriate person for the 

position, given their experience o f  operating over large areas, and their acquaintance with people 

who would have an intimate knowledge o f  the various localities who could act as deputy returning 

officers. Having entered into correspondence with the under-sheriffs’ association to determine their 

views, the local government board was satisfied with the response; all but two o f the country’s 

under-sheriffs would accept the position o f  returning officer, the under-sheriffs o f Cork and 

Kilkenny being the exceptions and in these instances the local government board appointed another 

official.'”̂  Having thus filled the vacancy o f  returning officer, the local government board then 

looked to the clerks o f the poor law unions to act as deputy returning officers within the rural 

districts.'®^ This ensured that the elections in each rural district would be supervised by someone 

with a very particular knowledge o f  all the idiosyncrasies o f the area, while it also guaranteed the 

involvement o f  officials who had previous experience both o f local government and liaising with 

the local government board. So satisfied were the local government board with the work performed 

by the officials they had selected that they ‘strayed’ beyond the limits o f  their annual report for the 

year ending in M arch 1899, to record their ‘sense o f  the energy and efficiency displayed by those to 

whom the conduct o f  them [the elections] had been entrusted’.

' 27'’’ A nnual Report o f the LGB, p. 10
Ibid, p. 11 
Ibid, p. 11
Ibid, p. 12. The ‘limits of the report’ refers to the dates included in the report. Annual reports of the 

local government board followed the financial year and as such included the year from the April to 31*‘
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This encom passed  every detail o f  the election procedure, including the collation o f  lists o f  

candidates nom inated  in each electoral division, the reissu ing  o f  these lists once the final date for 

w ithdraw al had passed, the overseeing  o f  the elections in each contested  electoral division and the 

issuing o f  the final results. For the purposes o f  the uniform  adm in istra tion  o f  election laws across 

the country the local governm ent board issued orders detailing  the exact lag periods betw een each 

o f  the above steps. N otice o f  election was to be issued by the local governm ent board thirty five 

days before the election. In the case o f  the first elections th is w as the 25"' February 1899, given that 

the election w as to  be held on the 6* April. In order for a person to  be nom inated , it w as necessary 

that a nom ination  paper be filled out, including details such as the perso n ’s nam e and place o f  

residence, w hile c larify ing  w hat qualification the person had a llow ing  them  to stand for election. In 

the case o f  the rural d istrict councils qualification m eant being e ither a local governm ent elector for 

the rural d istric t or hav ing  been in residence in the d istrict for the previous year. For a nom ination 

paper to  be valid  it had to be signed by tw o local governm ent electors, resident w ithin the district 

electoral d iv ision  the candidate w ished to represent.

O nly the first valid  nom ination  paper received by the re turn ing  or deputy returning officer 

w ould be accepted  and all nom inations had to be received by the re tu rn ing  officer not later than 

5pm on the seventh  day after the issue o f  the notice o f  election. T he returning officer w ould then 

collate all the nom ination  papers and issue a notice declaring  the ir decision  as to the validity o f  

nom inations, not m ore than three days after the receipt o f  the nom ination papers, w ith a statem ent 

o f  persons nom inating  being issued a day later. There then follow ed a period o f  three days allow ing 

for people to w ithdraw  their nam es from  the list o f  prospective candidates, resulting  in the final list 

o f  candidates for the first election o f  district councillors being com piled  by the 13”' M arch 1899.'°^ 

O nce the final list o f  candidates w as draw n up, it becam e clear how  many contested 

electoral d iv isions there w ere, and how  m any elections w ould have to be arranged by the returning 

officer. The period betw een the 13"' M arch 1899, o r the date on w hich the final list o f  candidates 

w as com piled , and the actual day o f  election w as one o f  preparation for the returning officer and 

their deputies, during  w hich arrangem ents w ere m ade for the locating o f  a suitable polling station. 

There w as a strict proviso  that no prem ises ‘licenced for the sale o f  intoxicating liquor’ w ould be 

used'°^, although any school w hich w as receiving a grant o f  parliam ent w as com pelled  to allow  the 

returning o fficer to use any room  as a polling station, free o f  charge.'®’

Each ballo t paper was to have been branded w ith a secre t m ark, know n only to the 

returning officer o r the  deputy, in order to ensure that the ballo ts being counted w ere legitim ate 

ballo t papers and not som e attem pt by an unscrupulous candidate or e lector to  alter the outcom e o f  

the election. A ll m aterial accum ulated  during the course o f  the election  w as to be m aintained by the

March. The elections were held in April and as such this information should have been reserved for the 
following year’s report.

27"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, pp 411; 447 - 449 
Ibid, p.451
Ibid, p.468; Schoolrooms still being used as polling stations today.
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returning officer for six months after the date o f election.'®* W here an election did occur the 

opening hours o f  the poll were from 10am to 8pm. At the close o f poll the ballot boxes were to 

forwarded to the workhouse or other place designated by the returning officer, where the counting 

o f votes was to be carried out as soon as practically possible.'”  ̂ In a case that two candidates 

acquired equal votes the returning officer was enabled to determine the outcom e by lot."° The one 

other duty pertaining to the role o f  the returning officer was in cases o f personation, whereby the 

returning officer was em powered to institute a prosecution o f  persons he suspected were guilty o f 

the offence.” '

The above highlights the vitally important role played by the returning officer in the 

coordination and facilitation o f  the entire election procedure. Indeed without a team o f returning 

officers all equally dedicated to the smooth and efficient running o f  the election system it has to be 

presumed that there would have been widespread cries o f  bias, favouritism and foul-play, from the 

public and unsuccessful candidates, and also that regional and local divergences would have 

replaced this perfectly uniform, national system. Little wonder then that the local government 

board were so eager to express their sincere gratitude to the returning officers who facilitated the 

smooth and glitch-free operation o f  more than four thousand elections on the 6"' o f  April 1899"^.

2.3.2 Local Selection Meetings, Local Economy and a Role for the Clergy

While the local government board boasted about the smooth running o f  more than four thousand 

elections on one day, there is an important point which it neglected to take into account, the large 

number o f districts where the need for an election was negated by the energetic operation o f  local 

selection meetings, in electoral divisions across the country. This is one particular point which 

highlights the necessity o f  utilising both local and national sources. From an examination o f  only 

the local government board reports it would be presumed that elections were held in each electoral 

division o f the country, while an examination o f  local newspaper reports from early 1899, 

exclusively, would lead to the presumption that an election occurring was a rare occurrence. The 

reality is somewhere in the middle. O f the 146 electoral divisions in County Donegal there were 

contests in eighty-four"^ or 58%, illustrating that, for the 1899 election at least, ju s t under half of 

the electoral divisions did not require elections. Although the records in M eath are not as 

comprehensive, the four rural districts whose details are provided show a slightly higher contest 

rate, with 67% o f electoral divisions holding contests. These figures reduce the local government

108 2 7 '* Annual Report o f  the LGB,, pp 471; 475
Ibid, pp 410-411  
Ibid,p.453 
Ibid,p.470 
Ib id ,p .l2
The Derry Journal, 8* March 1899, p.8
In fact the details in the Meath Chronicle for this period are quite poor and as a result many o f the 

examples here are taken from The Derry Journal, the only paper covering Donegal in the period in question, 
that is still extant.
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board’s total by almost a third, somewhere over 2,400 elections, an impressive feat for one day 

nonetheless.

So what exactly were these local selection meetings and why were they not mentioned in 

the local government board’s annual reports? The answer is simply, that they were nothing to do 

with the local government board. These were meetings held by the local government electors in an 

electoral division, to attempt to arrive at an agreement, locally, as to the best candidate, without 

putting them selves, the inhabitants o f  the division, to the cost o f an election. All election costs in an 

area were to be borne by the rates o f  an area, therefore, the fewer elections held, the less expense 

would be put on the newly rateable classes. It was, thus, in the interest o f every ratepayer to take 

every measure possible to prevent a contested election in their division, a point reiterated by the 

chairman at the start o f every local selection meeting held. The accounts o f these meetings o f local 

electors give more detail than any local government board report as to the opinions o f  the local 

populations and their hopes for this new form o f local government.

A set procedure was followed at each o f these selection meetings, with the election o f a 

chairperson o f note, either a well known and respected local or the local clergyman, as the first 

order o f business. The role o f the chairperson, in addition to keeping order, was to outline the 

purpose o f  the meeting, invite nominations, introduce the various candidates and then oversee the 

voting o f the electors present. While the provisions laid out in the Local Government (Ireland) Act 

legislated for electoral procedure, there was no legislation governing these local meetings. In fact 

the idea behind, and the only legislation laid down for, the operation o f these selection conventions 

seems to have em erged from the nationalist party machine, who specified two rules for the running 

o f the meetings. The first was that each candidate would swear to abide by the majority decision o f 

the local government electors present, otherwise they could not be included for consideration."^ 

Secondly, a pledge o f  loyalty to the nationalist party was to be taken by each candidate, upon being 

chosen by the local government electors stating that

We hereby agree to attend, sit, act and vote at Council meetings with the Nationalist party 

on all occasions on which a party vote is taken, or otherwise resign our seat if called upon 

to do so by a majority o f  the electors. And further, that we will adopt and by every 

legitimate means promote the principles o f the United Irish League."^

W hile oaths such as these would have bound the candidates to the decision o f the local 

selection meetings it would not have directly impacted on the election o f  candidates in an electoral 

division, had the composition o f these local selection meetings not encompassed all sections of 

society. M ost o f the newspaper reports from Donegal, at least, claimed that large and representative 

meetings o f  the ratepayers were held in each electoral division, with some reports referring to the 

distances people travelled to attend the meetings, and the trouble o f accom m odating such large 

numbers o f  people in local halls. A case in point was a district in Inishowen where over one

The Derry Journal, 6* Jan 1899, p.3 
Ibid, V' Feb 1899, p.3
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thousand electors attended such a m eeting ."’ The chairmen o f  these meetings were quick to 

highlight just how representative the m eeting in their particular electoral division was and it seems 

to have been a m atter o f  local pride to have been able to gather people from all political groupings 

together in order to decide on suitable candidates to represent them, especially where a diverse 

group agreed to the selection o f  nationalist candidates.

However it should not be assum ed that nationalist candidates were all catholics or that they 

were the only candidates selected by local meetings. M eetings were held which did not appear to 

hold such a nationalist party bias and where a declaration by the candidates agreeing to abide by 

the majority decision o f the electors was sufficient. This accounts for the fact that a number o f 

protestant candidates were selected by the local government electors within the various rural 

districts in 1899, albeit protestant hom e rulers. This is evidenced by one com m ent passed by a 

parish priest chairing a meeting in Donegal, claiming that only a few weeks previously

the Catholics o f Gartan Electoral Division, who had a large majority on the register, 

selected as one o f their District Councillor’s Mr. Armour, a P ro testan t... simply because in 

addition to his always being a Home Ruler, and a man o f  the people, Mr. A rm our was the 

best and most capable man they could find in the district."*

Further, it should not be forgotten that the Ireland under discussion at this point in time was still 

united and that there would have been electoral divisions and entire rural districts, in Ulster, which 

were composed o f protestant, unionist majorities. East Donegal, particularly Londonderry N o.2 RD 

and Strabane N o.2 RD are cases in point. In these districts unionist candidates were elected to the 

councils and in some cases formed the majority group o f these councils. Local selection meetings 

were held in these electoral divisions in the same manner as those with nationalist majorities; the 

lessening o f the burden o f the rates, it would seem, was an aim, which crossed the religious and 

political boundaries o f  Ireland.

The above quotation celebrating the selection o f  Mr. Armour in Gartan ED is in direct 

contrast to the contemporary situation in M eath, reported in the M eath Chronicle, where at a 

meeting in Oldcastle a protestant and ex-grand ju ro r was selected by the crowds, but was 

‘vehemently opposed’ by a Father Smith, who swore that he would canvass the catholics against 

him ."^ These two directly contrasting examples highlight not only the divergence o f  public opinion 

in relation to the inclusion o f  religious minorities on the new councils but, more importantly, how 

heavily involved the clergy were in the electoral procedure despite being, as one clergyman put it, 

‘under a disqualification’, but, as he continued with certain accuracy, ‘it would take more than a 

mere Act o f Parliament to separate the priests and the people o f  I reland’. W h i l e  the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act had prohibited the election o f  members o f  the clergy to the new councils, 

the state had no power over these local selection conventions and as such there was nothing

The Derry Journal, 15* Feb 1899, p.6 
Ibid, p.20* Feb 1899, p.3 
Meath Chronicle, 4* Feb 1899 
The Derry Journal, 15* Feb 1899, p.2

72



preventing the clergy playing an active and influential part, which they willingly and determinedly 

did.

At the majority o f these meetings the local clergyman was elected as chairman and as such 

was in a prime position to influence proceedings by the manner o f  his introduction o f the aims o f 

the new legislation and o f  the candidates themselves. The clergy, normally in the form o f the local 

curate or parish priest, appear to have been wholly supportive o f the reformed system o f local 

government, initiating selection proceedings with prophesies o f  the great opportunities that lay 

ahead for Ireland resulting from this new form o f  local government, which was paving the way 

towards home rule.'^' One clergyman, in Lettermore ED went so far as to encourage a spirit of 

patriotism among the m eeting attendees, claiming that they should all have a strong desire to do 

‘what is best and most expedient in turning this weapon, which the parliament o f Britain had placed 

in their hands to the best a d v a n t a g e I n  Killybegs, the local priest, Rev. Sweeney, summed up 

the hopes and expectations for this new form o f local government, in his capacity as chair o f a 

selection meeting. A ttem pting to instil pride and good intentions into both the prospective 

candidates and the local electors he claimed:

The county ... was on its trial and was about to undertake a great responsibility. ... The 

whole people were to be empowered with the administration o f  their own local and county 

business ... in the manner in which they acquitted themselves depended in a great measure 

their own future and the future o f their country. If  they made the working o f the new Act a 

failure they could hardly expect further concessions in the time to come; but on the 

contrary, if  they proved themselves wise legislators in local matter[s] they might not only 

expect, but they could demand still more important measures.

He continued this oration with a warning to the local electors to avoid, if at all possible, the costs o f 

an election, but equally he warned them that if a contest was necessary that each elector should 

‘stand to his guns like a true soldier, and vote for the man o f  his choice intelligently, 

conscientiously and fearlessly’.’ '̂'

The above examples illustrate the huge role played by the local clergy in the selection o f 

candidates within electoral divisions. Their advocacy o f  the utilisation o f  the new boards as 

stepping stones towards home rule, no doubt instilled in the selected candidates a sense o f the 

momentous duties and responsibilities they were undertaking, while their evident enthusiasm for 

the provisions included in the Local Government (Ireland) Act would have served to lessen doubts 

and concerns am ong m em bers o f the local populations at their exclusion from membership. This 

role assumed by the local clergy, beyond the control o f  the machinery o f  the state, allowed for the 

inclusion o f  this highly respected, if often feared, class in the decision making processes which 

would shape the face o f  Irish local government for the next twenty six years. As Whelan notes, the

Although there is no guarantee that the paper would have printed statements to the contrary. 
The Derry Journal, 10* Feb 1899, p.3 
Ibid, 18* Jan 1899, p.3 
Ibid, p.3
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priest’s position was often as a broiler between the community and the outside world, especially 

central g o v e r n m e n t . B y  allowing the clergy positions o f  such importance, the local people were 

willingly subjecting them selves to the power o f the church in the one sphere where they had no 

predetermined right to lead. This suggests that the local populations valued the educated, 

experienced guidance o f  the priest, and also hints at a subversive elem ent within the Irish 

population, that would come to prom inence later, initially manifesting itself in this flouting o f  state 

wishes, albeit by a perfectly legitimate act, allowing the involvement o f  the clergy in a process 

which Balfour never intended it to infiltrate.

2.3.3 Candidates Old and New

Despite this work by the clergy, the final decision as to whether a contested election was merited or 

not was left in the hands o f  the local populations and not ju st those who attended the local selection 

conventions. If  the entire population o f  an electoral division turned out to the selection convention 

and agreed on a candidate, then an election was unnecessary. However this was not always the case 

as illustrated by the figures stated at the beginning o f this section showing that between 58% and 

67% o f elections were contested. In electoral divisions where the choice o f the selection convention 

was not wholly representative, or where certain candidates refused to abide by the majority 

decision o f the meeting then contests could ensue, provided, another individual was willing to stand 

for election and could find two other local government electors within the district to countersign 

his/her nomination paper. The resultant election would then pitch candidates, selected through their 

own personal desire, ambition and often fears about the new system o f  local government, against 

the candidates selected by the vast majority o f the people.

Those candidates who contested the selection convention, were more often than not the old 

landed classes who felt the need to attempt to ameliorate the effects o f  the new legislation, by 

offering themselves to the people as experienced longstanding local politicians, who would protect 

the needs o f the district, while also tem pering the effects o f  the new politicians by protecting the 

rates. These last bastions o f  the landed protestant ascendancy were responding to a plea by Gerald 

Balfour, issued in his introduction to the local government bill, for the continued participation o f 

the landed classes in local government despite the rebuffs that they were initially likely to meet. He 

assured them that if  they did not ‘stand aside in silence’ and played ‘the more manly part’ that no 

other group was ‘so well qualified to fill’, they would ensure that the changes resulting from the 

Local Government (Ireland) Act would ‘carry with them a healing power rich in blessings for the 

future o f Ireland’. T h i s  rather optimistic image, tinged with religious connotations was certainly 

a factor in encouraging the old local authority members to partake in the election process and 

accounts for the failure o f the attempts by local selection committees to prevent the cost o f  an 

election being levied o ff the rates in an electoral division.

K. W helan, ‘The catholic parish, the catholic chapel and village developm ent in Ireland’, in Irish 
Geography, 16, 1983, p.9

Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 21*‘ Feb 1898, pp 1248 - 1249
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It should  not be presum ed that these candidates w ere d ism issed  out o f  hand in nationalist 

dom inated areas. A s m entioned above, a protestant ex-grand ju ry  m em ber w as selected by a local 

m eeting in O ldcastle, C ounty M eath '^’ , w hile in W hitecastle , C ounty D onegal, a M r. D oherty was 

selected not as a unionist but sim ply because he was the largest ra tepayer in the area and had, in the 

past, alw ays proven h im se lf the staunch friend o f  the local population. The second candidate 

selected by th is sam e m eeting w as an honest, trustw orthy, true natio n a lis t.’ *̂ In contrast, the more 

com m on reaction , is aptly illustrated in the candidacy o f  a unionist landlord in the Letterkenny area 

o f  C ounty D onegal, w ho offered  h im se lf for election, w ithout the backing o f  a local selection 

m eeting, as an ‘independent and unp ledged’ c a n d i d a t e . H i s  cam paigning, how ever, m et w ith an 

abrupt end w ith the printing o f  a statem ent in the local new spaper from  him , only tw elve days later, 

claim ing tha t ‘having no personal desire to serve on the county  or d istrict councils, and their being 

evidently  no desire on the part o f  the electors that I should  do so, I take this opportunity o f  

intim ating tha t I w ithdraw  my offer to  s t and’. C l e a r l y  then, despite w ishing to  play their part in 

this new  form  o f  local governm ent, the input o f  the ex-m em bers o f  the old local authorities, was 

not universally  w elcom ed or accepted by the local governm ent electors.

W hile the old m em bers o f  the protestant, unionist ascendancy w ere not overly successful in 

their attem pts to answ er B alfou r’s call, som e experienced nationalist politicians w ere re-elected. 

These w ere generally  the higher classes o f  the local populations w ho had been gaining increasing 

influence on the local boards o f  guardians since the 1880s. T heir inclusion by the electorate on 

these new councils provided the necessary experienced political figures hoped for by Balfour, 

w hile ensuring that the councils w ere o f  the right political persuasion to  be acceptable to the newly 

em pow ered local populations.

T hese how ever m ade up only a sm all percentage o f  the new  councils. The rem ainder was 

com prised o f  people in their first foray into local politics, represen ting  a shift in the socio-econom ic 

m ake up o f  local authorities, a point illustrated clearly in som e o f  the orations given by prospective 

candidates at local selection com m ittees. Candidates for selection w ere entitled  to  have their say at 

these m eetings, w hich they did w ith great enthusiasm , ou tlin ing  the ir background, politics and the 

policies they hoped to  pursue. In addition, in contested electoral d iv isions, the candidates would 

often place advertisem ents in the local press re-iterating the ir aim s and objectives and requesting 

the consideration o f  the population on polling  day. From  these tw o sources detailing  cand idates’ 

m anifestos, it is possible to  group the candidates into three general groupings.

The first w ere the unionist candidates either a ttem pting to  hold on to  som e o f  the vestiges 

o f  local pow er or m anfully  answ ering B alfour’s call. T hey described  them selves not as unionists 

but as free and independent candidates w ho w ould fight equally  for people o f  all creeds and

Though whether or not he was successful elected with the weight o f opinion o f the catholic church 
against him, could not be ascertained in the course o f this research.

The Derry Journal, 17* Feb 1899, p.8 
Ibid, 10'̂ ’ Feb 1899, p.5 
Ibid, 22"‘‘ Feb 1899, p.8
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political views, suggesting that by distancing themselves from the banner o f  unionism and 

emphasising their past achievements and aims for the future that the local populations might be 

persuaded to vote in their favour.

The second group were nationalists with policies aimed at as broad a grouping as possible, 

trying to cover the majority o f  issues that affected everyday life in their localities, for all economic 

groupings, farmers, labourers and ratepayers generally. This led to statem ents from the candidates 

which bordered on the contradictory. One such was a candidate for Altnapaste ED, County 

Donegal who stated that if  he was returned to the council he would endeavour to have bridges and 

roads repaired ‘without any burden to the ratepayers’ while his motto would be ‘labour for the 

labourer with fair remuneration, and as little expense as possible to the taxpayer besides the 

protection o f contractors o f public w orks’.'^' How he planned on increasing maintenance works 

and employment without putting pressure on the rates, or to employ direct labour and at the same 

time contractors, does not seem to have been an issue for him. Similar contradictory promises were 

made in Meath, where several candidates stated that they would support the labourers by increasing 

road improvements and broadening the scope o f the labourers’ acts, and lower local rates and 

improve conditions for f a r m e r s . T h i s  was in spite o f  the fact that measures promoting the well

being o f labourers tended to impact negatively on farmers and measures raising the standards for 

farmers, impacted dearly on the rates.

The third group o f  candidates were those nationalists who focused primarily on the newly 

empowered labouring class and those who sympathised with the difficulties that many o f them 

found themselves in. These candidates claimed that if elected they would work towards the 

improvement o f  the dwellings o f  the labouring classes ensuring the provision o f sanitary and 

comfortable accommodation. They also stated their support for the increased provision o f  public 

works to provide more em ploym ent in the districts. In M eath, these candidates were generally 

members o f the growing number o f  trade and labour associations in the county.

Unfortunately this kind o f  detail is not provided for every candidate and it is therefore 

impossible to establish the relative fortunes o f  the candidates from these three groups when they 

were pitted against each other on election day. The above does provide an interesting insight into 

the manner in which both old and new candidates presented them selves to the public, highlighting 

what contemporaries saw as being the election-winning issues, the issues most important to the 

local populations. W hat is perhaps most notable about this is that the candidates’ policies were o f  a 

socio-economic, not purely political, nature. They were primarily concerned about keeping rates 

low and improving the living conditions o f  the local people. There were o f  course a number of 

candidates who reinforced the opportunity being given to the electorate to rule them selves, but 

even they returned to em phasising how their election as a local representative would improve local 

conditions. This interest in the real impacts o f local government on a locality must have been a

The D erry Journal, 20* Feb 1899, p.l
The Meath Chronicle, 11* Feb 1899, p.3; 18* Feb 1899, p.3
Ibid, 4* Feb 1899, p.3
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great relief to Balfour, disproving his critics’ fears and oft quoted arguments that these new bodies 

would be used only as instruments o f  nationalist politics.

This issue is often misrepresented in modern studies o f  the period. Where the people 

elected to rural district councils or indeed the impacts o f  the Local Government (Ireland) Act are 

reviewed the discussion centres on the opportunity it provided for allowing local people to take 

control o f local bodies and the resultant political revolution that occurred.'^'* Although nationalism 

did play a part, the literature fails to discuss the actual manifestos o f  the candidates, which focussed 

predominantly on the issues o f local government and its improved operation within their localities.

2.3.4 A Truly Democratic Election

With the electoral register prepared, the rural districts defined, the candidates selected for each 

electoral division, either by selection meetings or by the formal nomination process, returning 

officers in place and the polling stations set up, the scene was set for the very first truly democratic 

election in Ireland, which was held on Thursday the 6"' April 1899. ft is impossible to tell exactly 

how many contested electoral divisions there were, and therefore how many elections held on that 

one day, but if  the Donegal and Meath contest rates are reflective o f  a national average, the number 

was probably in the region o f 2,400 elections.

Unfortunately, other than the comment by the local government board in their 1899 report, 

repeated in the following years’ report, highlighting how successful and untroubled the first 

elections under the new act were, there is little information about the actual polling, either from the 

local government board reports or the local n e w sp a p e rs .H o w e v e r , some information relating to 

voter turnout can be gleaned from short synopsises o f the manner in which the polls were ended in 

certain electoral divisions, reported in the local newspapers.'^’

An initial report for Donegal, on the 7'*' April suggested that turnout had not been as high 

as expected, with a report that in one electoral division by three o ’clock only one tenth o f those 

registered had voted and none o f the w o m e n . T h i s  report was in direct contrast to numerous 

reports carried by the paper on the 10* April, which also alluded to a slow morning in the polling 

stations, but stated that numbers increased steadily as the evening wore on. In one electoral 

division, Graffy ED in Glenties Rural District Council (hereafter RDC), all but two o f the electors

One notable historian states that the focus was on national issues - home rule, land reform and the 
university question ‘rather than local issues’. While this was true o f the speeches given by the chairs o f the 
selection meeting, it inaccurately portrays the attitudes and policies o f the candidates themselves. M. Daly, 
‘Preface’, in M. E. Daly (ed). County and Town: One Hundred Years o f  Local Government in Ireland 
(Dublin, 2001), p.x

Combining the figures o f Donegal and Meath gives an average contest rate of 62%. 62% of 4000 is 
2,480 and they claim there were over 4000 elections held.
136 2  7 '* Annual Report o f  the LGB, p. 12; Twenty Eighth Annual Report under "The Local Government
Board (Ireland) A c t”, 35 and 36 Vic. c.69, Year Ending 31^' March 1900 (hereafter 28'^ Annual Report o f  the 
Z,G5), p.l

It appears that after close o f polls, some votes of thanks were accorded either to or by the relevant 
presiding officers and these made their way into the pages of The Derry Journal. Unfortunately the Meath 
Chronicle neglected to comment on either the elections or voter turnout.

The Derry Journal, 7* April 1899, p.8
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voted, both o f whom, it was reported, were sick. The high turnout here was thanits to the assistance 

o f the car owners in the districts who conveyed the old and infirm to and from the polling stations. 

In another electoral division, people returned home from as far afield as Scotland to vote. This 

proves that this opportunity was regarded as a vitally important step for the ordinary people o f 

Ireland and one in which they readily and actively played a part. As regards the extent to which 

women made use o f  their newfound right to vote, the fact that more than one polling district 

reported a full turnout o f  voters suggests that the women voters were as energetic as their male 

counterparts in casting their votes. Several electoral divisions reported a high turnout o f  the women 

voters, while in one electoral division the first voter was a woman who had been waiting for over 

half an hour for the poll to open. A nother ‘very old wom an’ in the same division insisted on being 

carried into the polling station in order to cast her vote.'^®

Such determination on the part o f  male and female local governm ent electors alike 

highlights the excitement that the new legislation sparked across the country. This was a form o f 

local government that local people could really influence and they were determ ined to play their 

part and have their opinions felt from the outset. The alterations made to the franchise 

qualifications (Section 2.1.4), allowing for almost universal suffrage, com bined with the high 

turnout rates (in some areas as high as one hundred per cent) justify the claim that this was the first 

truly democratic election in Ireland. Further, the high turnout rates indicate the universal 

acceptance o f this new form o f  local government which, despite its origins as an initiative o f  the 

British state, encouraged and resulted in the active participation o f  local people in the working o f 

the state. It is doubtful that the local populations considered their voting for nationalist candidates 

in such terms, but it is certain that Balfour and his government would have been hopeful that these 

were the initial steps towards the acceptance o f the act o f  union by local populations as a direct 

result o f the conservative party’s campaign o f  constructive unionism. Irish nationalists were 

hopeful that the successful operation o f  these new local bodies would persuade the government to 

allow some form o f  home rule for Ireland, to be followed, eventually, by Irish independence. The 

realisation o f either o f  these two absolutely diverging aims depended not only on the Irish local 

government electors, but also on the candidates that they selected to represent them, and their area, 

on the newly created councils.

2.4 Reaction to the New Councils and the Handover of Power 

2.4.1 Grand Jury

With the introduction o f  the rural district, urban district and county councils came the abolition of 

the fiscal and local administrative duties o f  the old, protestant, unionist, landlord dom inated grand 

juries, necessitating the transfer o f  local functions from one local authority to another, but not 

before the grand juries had an opportunity to make their opinions on the new legislation known.

The Derry Journal, 10* April 1899, pp 7 - 8
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The grand jury  were made up o f  the largest landowners within a county and as such they were less 

than enamoured with the proposal to allow the smallholders, ‘the powers o f  expenditure and 

levying taxes’, expenditure, which they as the larger ratepayers would be forced to pay.'''® In a 

statement issued at their last Spring Assize, they recorded their em phatic disapproval o f many of 

the provisions embodied in the local government bill as it failed ‘to afford the larger taxpayers and 

tenant proprietors any assurance that their interests will be protected or that they themselves will be 

permitted to share in the administration work o f  the C ounty’, especially given that the number of 

smallholders ‘greatly outnumber all other classes whether taken separately or collectively’.''"

This statem ent reflected the concerns o f the members o f  parliament who were vehemently 

opposed to the wide-ranging powers o f  expenditure that were being presented to the lower classes 

and who had lobbied Balfour for increased safeguards, which he refused to grant. The grand jurors 

were to echo this call for safeguards, encouraging Balfour to adopt some proscribing measures, and 

cautioning him that if he failed to do so ‘that taxation and representation will not be proportionate, 

and the great protection that would be afforded by individual responsibility against the extravagant 

expenditure that might be incurred to benefit this class o f small holders will be destroyed’.'''^ 

Statements such as these made the feelings o f the Donegal grand jurors quite clear, they were not 

enamoured with their impending abolition. Despite Balfour’s attempts to appease them by relieving 

them o f  the burden o f  the rates they paid on behalf o f  the poorer tenants, they were highly 

displeased that they were being replaced by councils composed o f  the lower classes, who would 

have no qualms about increasing the rates to cover the cost o f  increased expenditure, on what the 

grand jurors viewed as unnecessary local public works.

Although they recognised that the proportion o f smallholders far surpassed the proportion 

o f  landlords in the population, the jurors still advocated their continued expulsion from local 

government, without any apparent concern for the injustice o f these statements. This highlights the 

fact that the grand juries really were local government by the landlords for the landlords, without 

any tangible concern for the welfare and support o f  the lower classes who made up the majority of 

the population.

Having voiced their opinions, however, the Donegal grand jury  members continued with 

the process o f  abolishing themselves and making transitory provisions. They appointed the whole 

body o f them selves as a committee to choose three members to serve on the county council and 

unanimously elected them.''*^ They precisely followed the instructions o f  the local government 

board regarding presentment sessions, ensuring that the only contracts that were entered into at 

their last assizes were for necessary and urgent works, with the contract dates terminating not later 

than the last day o f  September 1899.''’'’ In order to ensure the continued smooth running o f local
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Last Grand Jury Minutes, Undated (DCA, Grand Jury Collection, GJ/1/40)
Ibid
Ibid
Ibid
The Derry Journal, 15* July 1898, p.6
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government in the transition period, they further ordered the secretary o f  the grand jury  to publish 

any necessary advertisements between the last assize and the first meeting o f  the new council, 

while assuring the local government board that they would ‘not as far as possible ... throw any 

impediment in the way o f  its successor whether it be Grand Jury or County C ouncil’.''*̂

With such assurances in mind, the local government board would have been surprised to 

learn o f the wrangling which occurred between the grand jury  and the new county council over 

possession o f the county house in Lifford, arguments which made their way to the lord lieutenant in 

the form o f a M emorial from the grand jury  detailing the history o f  the county buildings. The extent 

o f  these arguments is visible in the vast swathes o f  extant correspondence between the ex-grand 

jury members and the m embers o f  the county councils, who bartered over occupation 

arrangements, the furniture, silverware and even the napkins.'"'^ Similar arguments arose in M eath 

as evidenced by a tell-tale letter from the solicitor o f  the grand jury  to the county council, which 

stated that he had been instructed ‘to make a claim on the Dining Room, Kitchen and the furniture 

in them, which were built and purchased out o f  a private fund’.''*̂  W hether or not these arguments 

were to the extent o f  those in Donegal has been impossible to ascertain given the dearth o f extant 

grand jury  records in M eath. However its inclusion in the county council minutes suggests that this 

was a universal cause o f  consternation am ong the Irish grand jurors.

None o f the minutes o f  the Meath assizes has survived, with the result that the only 

information that can be gleaned relating to that body’s reaction to the Local Governm ent (Ireland) 

Act itself, is that inferred from the manner in which it transacted its usual business in its last few 

days. Phrases such as ‘in future, Contracts be taken for six years, except in special cases’'"'* suggest 

that they were ignoring the request o f  the local government board to wind up contracts prior to their 

abolition. Perhaps they were working on the assumption that if  they continued as normal and failed 

to make the required transitory arrangements then they would be allowed to continue in their role. 

A more likely reason for this attitude is that they were purposely failing to comply with the 

instructions o f the local government board in an attempt to thwart the introduction o f the new local 

authorities, ensuring that the inception o f  the new councils would be as difficult and cumbersome 

as possible. One final explanation is that this was one last attempt on the part o f  the grand jurors to 

secure employment for their loyal contractors, who were infamous for having been chosen, not for 

their excellent work or their com petitive prices and value for money to the ratepayer, but because 

they were friends or kinsmen o f  the landlord, his wife or one o f his close employees.

Last Grand Jury Minutes, Undated (DCA, Grand Jury Collection, GJ/1/40); The Derry Journal, 15* 
July 1898, p.6

Memorial from the Donegal Grand Jury assembled at the Spring Assizes, 1900 (DCA, Grand Jury 
Collection, GJ/2/05); Correspondence between the Grand Jury and the County Council, 1899 (DCA, Grand 
Jury Collection, GJ/2/14)

Minutes of Meath County Council, 17* May 1899 (MCA, County Council Collection, MCC/1/1)
'''* Abstract of the Queries Respited and o f  the Presentments Granted at Summer Assizes, 1898 (MCA, 
Grand Jury Collection), p .10
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2.4.2 Board of Guardians

W hatever the reasons, the fact remains that the Meath Grand Jury simply ignored their impending 

abolition, an attitude which it would reasonable to assume was unusual. On the contrary, it appears 

to be the most common attitude portrayed by the bodies, which were being wound up by the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act. The boards o f  guardians technically were not being abolished, but 

reformed (although the majority o f  the members had little hope o f  being re-elected as a result o f the 

altered qualification requirements and the extension o f the franchise). Yet they made little or no 

comment in relation to either the new provisions o f  the act, the reconstitution o f their board 

membership or their last days as local representatives. One board which diverged from this pattern 

was Kells board o f  guardians, which had been involved in a dispute with the local government 

board in relation to the alteration o f the union boundary, in order to preserve the county structure 

(Section 2.2.3).''*® What this altercation between the two bodies showed was that, when necessary, 

the boards o f  guardians were capable o f making their feelings in relation to the new act known and 

were not afraid o f arousing conflict with the local government board. This suggests that the lack o f 

reference to the new legislation and its impacts on the boards can be taken to signal the 

acquiescence o f  the local boards o f guardians to the provisions contained within the act, as 

otherwise their dissatisfaction would have been clearly articulated to the local government board.

The Kells Board o f Guardians’ general approval o f  the new legislative provisions can be 

gathered from the m anner in which it co-operated with the local government board. It sent the local 

government board the information it required about the union and went so far as to form a 

committee to ‘carry out the arrangements necessary for the transfer’. This committee was referred 

to as the local government committee. The board also offered the services o f their clerk to act as 

returning officer for the area.'^° In addition it revoked all the orders naming the union as the area of 

charge, replacing them with orders, which would come into operation on the day the rural district 

councils began operation, setting the rural district as the new area o f charge.'^' N ot only was the 

Kells board one o f  the few to mention in detail the transitory provisions they were undertaking, it 

was also the only board to pass resolutions about the coming changes.

At their last meeting before Mullagh ED’s ‘severance’ from the union, they expressed their 

regret at the departure o f  the representative o f that division, Mr. Thomas P. McKenna, who they 

claimed had at all times shown ‘due regard to the interests o f  the Ratepayers, whom he represented 

faithfully and honourably’. They stated that they were sure his addition to Bailiboro Union would 

be appreciated by the board there and wished him a long and prosperous career.'^^ This highlights 

an interesting point. Although the guardians were aware that the board was being totally reformed, 

there appeared to be little concern among the members that they would not be returned in the

Minutes of the Kells Board of Guardians, Oct 1898 -  March 1899 (MCA, Board of Guardian 
Collection, BG/99/A/83)

Ibid, 12* Nov 1898; 19* Nov 1898 
Ibid, 18* Feb 1899 
Ibid, 25* March 1899
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forthcoming elections. Although, at their very last meeting a vote o f thanks was accorded to the 

chairmen ‘for the great ability and zeal with which they have for many years conducted the affairs 

o f  the Union’ there was little sense that this was a board which would never again gather in the 

same form with the same personnel. This hints at a certain complacency within the board in 

relation to their ability to be returned to office, while also illustrating their quiet and unquestioning 

acceptance o f the total reformation o f  their role as local representatives, which would occur if they 

were re-elected.

2,4.3 Town Commissioners

The reaction o f the town com m issioners to the changes brought about by the Local Government 

(Ireland) Act, 1898 takes two different forms depending on which o f  two options under which they 

choose to operate. The legislation enshrined in the Local Government (Ireland) Act appears to 

provide for the creation o f  an urban district council out o f every urban sanitary authority, regardless 

o f  whether the town com m issioner, corporation or other governing body approved o f the change, 

but in actual fact the town commissioners could, and did, veto such an alteration. A case in point 

was Ballyshannon Town Commission, where the commissioners unanimously resolved that it was 

‘not desirable or in the best interests o f  the Ratepayers to have the Town constituted an Urban 

District’'^'', a request which the local government board clearly acceded to given the fact that the 

local authority remained a town com m ission after the establishment o f the urban and rural district 

councils elsewhere.

The result o f  this unusual decision was that while the town commissioners remained 

responsible for the area within the town boundary and were capable o f  striking a rate, building 

houses for the working classes and the maintenance o f the general streetscape, they came under the 

control o f  the rural district councils as the relevant sanitary authority. Therefore they lost a range o f 

decision-making powers to the councils in relation to road maintenance, public health and 

sanitation and even decisions relating to the lighting o f  the town. W hile this appears to have 

worked to the satisfaction o f  Ballyshannon Town Commission in the early days, their supervision 

by another local authority, supervision o f a level to which they were totally unaccustomed, began 

to lead to conflict between the two authorities. Initially Ballyshannon Town Com mission was 

happy to hand works over to the rural district council, especially when it was to the benefit o f  its 

budget and man power. This was illustrated by the manner in which it dealt with complaints 

relating to the unsanitary condition o f the urinal in Ballyshannon M arket Square, w hich the

Minutes of the Kells Board of Guardians, 8* April 1899 (MCA, Board of Guardian Collection, 
BG/99/A/83)

Minutes of Ballyshannon Town Commissioners, 12* Dec 1898 (DCA, Ballyshannon Town 
Commissioners Collection, BTC/1/1)
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commissioners decided to take ‘no further responsibility’ for; ‘it being purely a matter for the 

Sanitary Authority to look after by employing a man to do so’.'^^

Such cheerful shifting o f responsibility and expenses to the new authorities was to the 

complete satisfaction o f the town commissioners until, the rural district council began to make 

decisions that the town commission did not agree with or felt they had no power to make. This first 

became apparent as early as 1901, with the town commissioners appealing to the county council 

not to sanction the proposal by the rural district council to split the tow n’s roads into four ‘against 

the wishes o f  the Ratepayers ... disturbing the system by which the streets were so well managed 

and kept this great many years’.'̂ ® This conflict reappeared periodically throughout the lifetime of 

the rural district councils and generally took the form o f an appeal by the town commission to the 

county council against a decision o f the rural district council that was viewed as overly expensive 

or burdensome on the rates. These complaints suggest that on several occasions the town 

commissioners may have felt that they would have been better able to serve the local ratepayers, 

had they assented to the local government board’s request to reconstitute them an urban district 

council in 1898. It is safe to state that the main cause o f this conflict was not the misguided 

decision making o f  Ballyshannon RDC, but rather the disem powerment o f the town commissioners 

as a direct result o f  their decision to remain a commission rather than take on the full powers and 

responsibilities o f  an urban district council. In so doing they became subject to the whims and 

ideals o f  a rural district council which now jointly shared the administration o f an area where 

previously the town commission had sole responsibility.

While this was one form o f reaction and indeed interaction that was particular to the towns 

which retained their status as commissions after 1899, there was a completely different level o f 

reaction in the towns which were reconstituted as urban district councils. Two such town 

commissioners have extant records within the study area for this research. Trim and Kells, both in 

County Meath. In Trim the only references to the provisions o f  the new act were in correspondence 

from the local government board, clarifying the boundaries o f  the urban district, detailing the 

transitory provisions, requesting that the town clerk have the requisite notices relating to the 

election published and that he act as the returning officer for the urban election, all o f which were 

approved by the c o m m i s s i o n . T h e  only issue necessitating a reply from the town commissioners 

was in relation to a resolution passed by them approving o f the principal o f  triennial elections, a 

decision directly contrasting with that o f Kells Town Commission which decided that the system in

M inutes o f  Ballyshannon Town Com m issioners, 10* July 1899 (DCA, Ballyshannon Town 
Com m issioners Collection, BTC/1/1). This discussion takes us slightly outside the scope o f  this section, but 
it is vital to an understanding o f  the interactions between the rural districts and the other local authorities that 
operated conterm inously.

Ib id ,22"‘* April 1901
M inutes o f  Trim  Town Com m issioners, April 1898 -  Jan 1899 (M CA, Town Commissioners 

Collection, T T C /1/I)
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place ‘by which five commissioners retire every year’ was more suitable than the triennial system 

suggested.'^*

This, however, was the only contentious issue for the Kells Town Commissioners and they 

accepted the alteration of the electoral division of Kells to form an urban district without comment. 

In fact the only other issue which drew comment from the commissioners relating to the 

forthcoming legislative changes was an amendment to a motion calling for the tiling of a footpath. 

They requested that the tiling be deferred for six months until ‘we shall have increased powers 

under the Local Government Bill’'^^ suggesting that the commissioners viewed the changes in 

local government legislation as an opportunity to be welcomed rather than a threat. This is borne 

out by the lack o f comment on the part o f these town commissions disapproving of any o f the 

provisions of the act or contesting any o f the decisions made by the local government board in the 

period leading up to their reconstitution. In fact, these town commissions followed the pattern of 

the majority o f the boards o f guardians by neglecting to pass any comment acknowledging their 

last meeting, while the newly elected urban district councils took control o f the reigns o f power 

without any sign o f the revolution in local government which had just occurred.

2.4.4 Overall Trends

The above section highlights a certain sense of apathy among the local authorities at a sub-county 

level, towards the changeover o f power from the landlord to the ordinary lower class ratepayer that 

was everywhere being hailed as a revolution. The majority of the boards and commissions passed 

no comment at all, while even those authorities which did comment, avoided the issue o f their 

expectations or even fears for the impacts o f the Local Government (Ireland) Act, sticking firmly to 

the relatively safe issue o f congratulating personnel for the work they had undertaken throughout 

the years and wishing them luck in the future. This study argues, then, that this shows a sense of 

complacency among the outgoing local authority members, based on their inherent belief that the 

ratepayers would ensure their re-election on the basis of their years o f excellent service to the 

community, not for one second believing that the newly extended franchise would result in the 

election o f a board or commission so wholly different in composition. The only other possibility 

was that by 1899, the guardians and commissioners had resigned themselves to their fates, but if 

this were the case, they would not have put themselves to the expense o f standing and canvassing 

for re-election, which many of them did, as evidenced by their notes in the local papers.

The other interesting point which emerges from this examination o f the reaction of the 

extant local authorities to the introduction o f the 1898 act and the handover o f power is the ease 

and simplicity with which the seamless transition of power occurred between all the old and new

Minutes o f  Trim Tow n C om m issioners, 10* June 1898 (M C A , T ow n C om m issioners Collection, 
TTC/1/1); Minutes o f  K ells T ow n C om m issioners, 15* June 1898 (M C A, Urban District C ouncil C ollection, 
K U D C /1/1)

Minutes o f  K ells T ow n C om m issioners, 2"“* M ay 1898 (M C A , Urban District C ouncil C ollection, 
K U D C /1/1)
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b o d ie s . N o t  o n e  o f  th e  lo ca l au th orities ex a m in ed , reported  an y  p ro b lem s in  their  first m in u tes w ith  

th e  w r e stin g  o f  p o w er  from  th e o ld  au th orities . E v en  th o u g h  th e  grand  ju rors and th e  cou n ty  

c o u n c illo r s  argu ed  o v er  p o ss e s s io n  o f  the cou n ty  h o u se  and its co n te n ts , th e  actual transfer o f  loca l 

fu n c tio n s  w a s  sm o o th  and trou b le  free. T h is  sh o w s  a b o v e  a ll, that d e sp ite  so m e  m isg iv in g s  in 

rela tion  to  certa in  p r o v is io n s  co n ta in ed  w ith in  the L o ca l G o v ern m en t (Ire lan d ) A c t, the act it s e lf  

w a s a ccep ted  in its to ta lity  by  a ll the lo ca l au th or ities , reg a rd le ss  o f  w h eth er  it resu lted  in their  

a b o lit io n  or to ta l reco n stitu tio n . T h is  p roves that th e  n e w ly  crea ted  lo ca l au th orities had w o n  a lm ost  

u n iversa l ap p rova l by  th e  date o f  their  e sta b lish m en t, no  d ou b t g rea tly  fa c ilita tin g  their  in trodu ction  

and a ccep ta n ce  in to  th e  lan d scap e  and liv e s  o f  th e  lo ca l p o p u la tio n s  o f  Ireland.

2.5 Early Days of Rural District Council Life 

2.5.1 The First Meetings

T h e first m e e t in g s  o f  th e  rural d istr ict c o u n c ils  w ere  h eld  a cro ss  Ireland on  the 15*  A p ril 1899  

w h en  ‘the c o u n c ils  g en era lly  d ea lt in a proper and b u s in e ss  lik e  m an n er w ith  q u estio n s  c o m in g  

b efo re  th e m ’ a llo w in g  for th e  su c c e s s fu l inauguration  o f  th e  n e w  sy stem  o f  Irish loca l 

governm ent.'^®  T h e form at o f  th ese  first m ee t in g s  w a s p rescrib ed  in a d v a n ce  through  circulars 

is su ed  by th e  lo ca l g o v ern m en t board , d e ta ilin g  th e  p roced u res to  be fo l lo w e d  and the p ro v is io n s  

w h ic h  it w a s  n e c e ssa r y  to  en a ct, in order to  a llo w  for th e  in itia tio n  o f  th e  op era tion  o f  th e  L oca l 

G o v ern m en t (Ire la n d ) A c t w ith in  the rural d istr ic t c o u n c il n etw ork . T h e  in form ation  con ta in ed  

w ith in  th ese  c ircu lars w a s  d irected  at the c lerk s o f  th e  n ew  c o u n c ils , w h o  in m o st c a se s  had acted  as 

the c ler k s  o f  th e  o ld  boards o f  gu ard ians and had b een  a p p o in ted  retu rn in g  o ff ic e r s  for the loca l 

e le c t io n s . A s  su ch , th ey  w ere  fu lly  acquain ted  w ith  the in tr ica c ies  o f  th e  in teraction s b e tw een  the  

lo ca l g o v ern m en t board  and th e  lo ca l au th orities , w h ile  a lso  h a v in g  c o p io u s  ex p e r ie n c e  o f  the  

p ecu lia r it ie s  o f  lo ca l g o v ern m en t procedure and p ro to co l. T h e se  q u a lit ie s  m ad e the clerk s  

in d isp en sa b le  to  th e  lo ca l g o v ern m en t board, the e ff ic ie n t  in trod u ction  o f  th e  act and the n ew  

c o u n c ils . T h e  c le r k s ’ ex p la n a tio n  o f  d eta iled  c ircu lars in a m an n er in te ll ig ib le  to  th e  n ew  d istrict 

c o u n c illo r s  w ith  th e ir  v a ry in g  le v e ls  o f  ed u ca tio n  and e x p e r ie n c e  en su red  that a ll th e  n ecessa ry  

p r o v is io n s  w ere  put in p la ce  at th e  first m ee tin g s  o f  th e  co u n cils .'^ '

T h e  first b u s in e ss  o f  th e  co u n c illo r s , th en , w a s  th e  e le c t io n  o f  a tem p orary  chairm an to  

co n d u c t th e  p r o c e e d in g s  o f  the m ee tin g s  until th e  perm an en t o f f ic e r s  w ere  a p p o in ted , an issu e  

w h ich  c o u ld  o n ly  be d ea lt w ith  after the e le c te d  c o u n c illo r s  s ig n e d  d ec la ra tio n s  a ccep tin g  their

160 2g'  ̂A nnual R eport o f  the LGB, p.2
Apart from the clerk the only other two officers o f  the rural district councils who were utilised for a 

range o f  local authority functions were the solicitors, engineers/architects and printers. These appointments 
were made based on the personnel with the best record in public or local governm ent and with the most 
com petitive prices, w ho replied to advertisements issued in the local papers. The decisions were made by the 
rural district councillors and referred to the local governm ent board for approval with the qualifications o f  the 
relevant appointee. T hese positions generally lasted for one year only and were re-exam ined at every annual 
m eeting o f  the district councils.
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new ly acquired ro les as public represen tatives and all the requirem ents w hich that entailed. H aving 

successfully com pleted  these declarations the tem porary chairm an then invited  nom inations from  

the councillors fo r the nam es o f  the ex-guard ians w ho w ere to be co-opted  as ex-officio  m em bers 

for the first term  o f  office o f  the councils. The nom ination procedure involved the nam e o f  a 

councillor being proposed  and seconded  and w here m ore than one councillo r w as nom inated  for a 

position, a vote w as taken. A t th is  point, the councillor w ith the least votes w as rem oved and the 

councillors w hose votes w ere thus negated  w ere asked to vote for their nex t preference, a process 

w hich was repeated until the m ost popular candidate w as ascertained and declared  elected. This 

process was fo llow ed across all the rural district councils, despite  there being  as the tem porary  

chairm an o f  N avan  R D C  noted, ‘no course or m ethod o f  procedure laid dow n by the Local 

G overnm ent A ct, and it w as for the council to  decide w hat course they w ould  pu rsu e’'*^. The 

universal decision to  accept this vo ting  m ethod, in the absence o f  detailed  instructions from  the 

local governm ent board, is explicab le  in that it was the favoured m ethod  o f  decision m aking 

utilised by the boards o f  guard ians and rem ained so under the auspices o f  the rural d istric t councils 

throughout their lifetim e.

The new spaper reports'^^ o f  these  co-option proceedings suggest tha t the m ajority  o f  these 

guardians w ere appoin ted  by the unanim ous decision o f  the councillo rs, w ith  little discussion or 

d isagreem ent. N onetheless one Trim  councillo r did warn o f  the dangers o f  electing  an ex-guardian 

w ho had a poor a ttendance record  on the old board, particularly  in light o f  the fact that a large 

quorum , one quarter o f  the m em bers, w as necessary for a m eeting  o f  the council to be held.'*'* This 

w as echoed, albeit less explic itly  than  in Trim , by m em bers o f  the o ther councils recom m ending 

guardians for election on the grounds o f  their excellent attendance and w ork  on b eh a lf o f  the 

ratepayers in their past role. W ith these com pulsory  selections com pleted  the councillo rs could  then 

co-opt up to three additional m em bers, provided their nom inees fu lfilled  all the conditions o f  local 

authority m em bership.

This issue aroused m ore detailed  discussion and contestation am ong the councillo rs w ith 

m any prospective candidates being proposed  and seconded, necessita ting  a  vo te  in alm ost every 

district. Trim  RD C w as unique in its co-option o f  three fem ales as additional councillors, but in the 

o ther councils the m ajority  o f  the co-opted  m em bers w ere ju stices  o f  the peace and old guardian  

members.'*^ The local county councillo r w as another favoured co-option. T herefore, ra ther than 

u tilising co-option as a m eans to  increase further the dom inant position  o f  the ordinary  ratepayer on 

the council, the councillo rs actually  p referred  to  use the opportun ity  to  include the experience and

The Meath Chronicle, 22"‘* April 1899, p.3
The minutes o f the first meetings o f the rural district councils are not widely extant, a fact explained 

by comments in the minutes which do exist, stating that there were delays receiving the relevant minute 
books from the printing companies, necessitating the recording o f minutes on loose sheets, or occasionally on 
empty pages at the end of the relevant board o f guardian minute books.

The Meath Chronicle, 22"“* April 1899, p.4
Unfortunately the relevant townland and electoral division details are not given for these co-opted 

councillors, as the religious, socio-economic and political background of these councillors would be highly 
beneficial to this study.
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expertise o f  tiie old local representatives, which could aid the transition from one form o f  local 

authority to another while educating the newly-elected mem bers in the protocol and peculiarities o f  

local governm ent and indeed the local government board. This move, no doubt, further silenced 

some o f  B alfour’s critics who had feared the election o f  councillors w ho had little wish to become 

acquainted with the intricacies and actualities o f  local service provision and who would rather have 

utilised the new councils not for providing services in their localities but as a means to foment 

revolution and unrest.

With the entire mem bership  o f  the council ascertained'^^, the next issue to be decided was 

the position o f  the official chairman o f  the council, the recipient o f  which honour would also 

automatically becom e a justice  o f  the peace and an ex-officio m em ber o f  the county council, 

representing the opinions and wishes o f  their rural district. In general the nominations for these 

positions were heated, but the minority candidates tended to withdraw prior to a vote being taken 

so that the chairman o f  the council would be accorded the honour o f  being unanimously elected. 

The chairmen o f  the councils, like the co-opted members, tended to be prom inent locals, the grand 

jurors, ex-chairm en o f  the boards o f  guardians or else the local county councillors. The result was 

that almost ha lf  o f  the chairmen elected within the study area had not been elected by the vote o f  

the people, but were rather the experienced local representatives that had the confidence o f  the 

elected m em bers o f  the council.

This was an issue o f  great importance given the fact that these chairmen would have the 

casting vote on decisions which evenly split the councils and would represent the district council 

on the county council. However, some o f  the councils were not convinced about the propriety o f  

allowing an unelected m em ber such a degree o f  power. This point was illustrated in Trim RDC 

where an ex-M P and current county councillor was co-opted to the council and was then nominated 

to act as chairman. The proposal drew an angry rebuke from one councillor who stated that he had 

already ‘got honour enough. He was co-opted and is a County Councillor and that surely is 

enough .’’ ’̂ This  obviously represented the view o f  the majority o f  the council as he was defeated 

by an elected councillor when the issue was put to a vote.

O ne rural district which completely differed from the overall pattern o f  the co-option o f  

experienced chairmen was Inishowen RD. There the council elected a councillor who by his own 

admission was too young to be ‘selected for the onerous and highly responsible position o f  

chairm an.’ The councillor refused, but all the other nominees withdrew in his favour and he ‘was 

urged from all parts o f  the room to allow his name to go u p ’, which he eventually did.'^*

Some of the newly co-opted councillors were present at these first meetings, and although there is 
no actual evidence for the reasons for this, it does suggest that certain groups of  councillors had pre-arranged 
their candidates for co-option and had advised the candidates to attend. Those candidates who were present 
signed their declarations and took their seats on the council for the remainder of the meeting. It is also 
interesting to note here that some of the councillors co-opted were actually members of  other district councils 
and were in attendance at inaugural meetings elsewhere when they were co-opted.

The Meath Chronicle, 22"“* April 1899, p.4 
The Derty Journal, 17* April 1899, p.8
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Once the selection o f chaimien was complete and they had signed their declarations o f 

office (See Plate 2.3), provisions were made for the representation o f the district on the county 

council in cases where the councillor elected as chairman was not eligible to sit as a county council 

representative, and the council then elected their vice-chairman. These chairing positions were only 

o f  a year’s duration, with new officers being appointed by the council at their annual meeting in 

each o f the following years, although the same people could, and often were, re-elected to office.

B a l l y s h a n n o n  U n i o n .C. McGOWAM. ____

Clar«. »r Uma*

Cm I CLERK S O FFIC E.

BOARORCCM .

B a l l y s h a n .n o n . i 9 !

V

- \ J a ^

Plate 2.3: Declaration by the V ice-Chairm an o f  Ballyshannon Rural D istrict Council (Source: DCA, Rural 

District Council Collection, R D C /1/2/7)
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With these appointments finalised, all that remained for the rural district councils was to 

form committees for the consideration o f the salaries o f  their employees whose workload had 

increased because o f the reform o f local government, decide on which o f  their rate collectors 

should be retained by the county council, submit a temporary demand for funds to the county 

council and deal with any urgent local business.

However, before they embarked upon the transaction o f  this mundane business, the 

political background o f the nationalist rural district councils, became apparent in a move which was 

to become com m onplace during the lifetime o f the rural district councils. They passed resolutions 

opining on issues totally outside the remit o f  local authorities, those o f  national politics. The first 

meetings o f the district councils gave credence to the opinions professed by a host o f  opponents of 

the new legislation, as the councils with nationalist majorities passed resolutions condemning the 

state and its handling o f  Irish affairs. The resolutions common to the majority o f these nationally 

minded councils castigated the government for the injustice o f the financial relations between 

Britain and Ireland, demanded the provision o f a Catholic University, called for the teaching of 

Irish to be made a remunerative subject, and demanded a new land act with more favourable terms. 

Most importantly these resolutions called for Ireland to be allowed se lf government in the form o f 

home rule, which Donegal Town RDC described as the ‘natural right o f all civilised nations’ 

pledging them selves to ‘continue our best efforts in the cause o f  Home Rule till the aspirations and 

labours o f  the Irish people be crowned by success by having restored to them their Parliament in 

College G reen’'*^

When compared, these events at the first meetings o f the councils appear to provide a 

disharmonious picture. On the one hand the councils were electing members o f  the old order, the 

justices o f the peace and the ex-guardians, to positions o f great responsibility and influence, while 

on the other hand they were passing overtly nationalist resolutions setting themselves up in 

opposition to the old order, the state and the representatives o f  the state in the form o f the local 

government board. It would be presumed that such occurrences would lead to rifts between 

councillors and operate against the oft-stated wish o f the chairmen as they took office, that all the 

members o f  the council would co-operate to ensure the smooth and efficient operation o f the act, 

thereby hoping to ‘show the world that we are well able to manage our own affairs’'™. However, 

the fact that when these nationalist resolutions were adopted, they were passed by the large 

majority o f the council membership including the justices o f  the peace and ex-guardians, suggests 

that although those co-opted were members o f the old order they were most likely the larger 

catholic landowners or protestant home rulers who could and would support the nationalist leanings 

o f the majority o f the other councillors.

In the rural districts where the unionists held the majority on the councils, resolutions 

pertaining to national events were absent and, in the instances where correspondence was received

The D erry  Journal, 1 April 1899, p.7 
The M eath C hronicle, 22" April 1899
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from other district councils requesting their support o f nationalist resolutions, the relevant 

correspondence was simply marked ‘read’. ‘Read’ was a phrase which was to be universally used 

by the rural district councils throughout their lifetime, to signify receipt o f correspondence that they 

inherently disagreed with and on which they had absolutely no intention o f acting.

2.5.2 General Procedure

Having decided on the officials o f  the councils and passed resolutions pertaining to nationalist 

affairs, the rural district councils initiated the provisions o f the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act, 

within the areas under their charge, taking responsibility for transport infrastructure, public health 

and sanitation and the provision and maintenance o f  labourers’ cottages, in addition to a host o f 

other smaller functions. O f these only the role o f the rural district council relating to the provision 

and maintenance o f  the transport infrastructure was supervised by the county council. The other 

functions were issues for the sole discretion o f  the district council with input when necessary from 

the local government board.

In order for the county council to have supervisory powers over infrastructure, it was 

necessary that their officials be present at the district council meetings when these issues were 

discussed, resulting in two different types o f  rural district council meetings being held. The most 

frequent were the ordinary meetings o f the rural district councils, which were to be held on a 

weekly basis, though they were more commonly held fortnightly and in later years monthly, 

dealing with the ‘ordinary business’ o f  the council, the functions not under the supervision o f the 

county council, and the financial requirements o f  the district councils. The other type was the 

quarterly meetings o f the rural district councils which dealt with the functions o f  the rural district 

councils in relation to the transport infrastructure. These meetings were held, as the name suggests, 

four times a year, the dates o f  which were set by the county council to allow for the attendance of 

the county surveyor at the quarterly meetings o f each o f the rural districts within the count)’.

The minutes o f every type o f  meeting o f  the rural district councils were taken by the clerk 

o f the district, and read at the next meeting o f  the councils. Once these minutes were approved and 

signed they were sent to the local government board, and a copy was retained in the m inute book o f 

the district. In this way the local government board was kept informed o f the operation o f every 

rural district council, and other local authority within the country. This placed the board in a 

position to comment on, criticise, sanction or prohibit the decisions made by the rural district 

councils in the carrying out o f  their functions. This close supervision o f  the actions of the 

councillors was maintained through the use o f  the audit o f  the rural district councils’ accounts. The 

local government board auditor examined the accounts o f the rural districts on an annual basis and 

surcharged the councillors for any unnecessary or illegal charges which they had charged on the 

rates. The reports o f the auditor were published in the local papers, thus ensuring that the operation 

o f the rural district council system was thoroughly transparent and the councillors w ere totally 

accountable for their actions to the public and to the government. This method o f  superv ision not
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only prevented the corruption which had been endemic in previous forms o f  local government, but 

also ensured that the local government board had access to the details o f  how every penny o f  their 

loans, grants and the local rates were being spent. This greatly increased their ability to monitor and 

direct the actions o f  the rural districts and the territories under their control. '^ '

Attendance at the meetings o f  the councils was not com pulsory, although a councillor who 

was absent from council meetings for more than six months consecutively, forfeited his seat, 

necessitating his replacem ent by co-option. This rule was applied more stringently by some rural 

district councils than others, while personal feelings towards the absent councillors appear to have 

played a large part in the action taken. Some o f  the councillors w ho were informed o f  their 

impending disqualification appealed to the council citing ill-health, bad weather or the long 

distances they had to travel to the meetings as the grounds for poor attendance. Such reasons were 

accepted by the councillors, in the majority o f  cases, and the offending councillor was co-opted in 

his own place, a llowing him to retain his position.

On the other hand, certain councillors were informed o f  their disqualification without any 

inquiry into the circum stances surrounding their non-attendance and another eligible member was 

co-opted immediately. This became a more important issue when the chairman o f  the council was 

guilty o f  non-attendance as was the case in several rural districts throughout the period. This 

absence necessitated the v ice-chairm an’s taking over proceedings. The result was that the person 

whose selection had been the cause o f  much discussion and debate in order to elect the most 

suitable and capable candidate for the post was not the recipient o f  such honours. Despite this lack 

o f  interest in the functioning o f  the local authority, these absent chairmen were often re-co-opted, 

by the council who, in informing the local governm ent board o f  their reasons for such a step, cited 

all the reasons for which the councillor had first been selected, w ithout having received any 

guarantees o f  improved attendance or interest. The rural district councillors could, and on occasion 

did, resign as a result o f  their inability to attend the meetings o f  the council, although in most 

instances these were councillors who had left the area or even the country. One notable example 

was Trim  RD where William Maher, resigned without furnishing an explanation to the local 

governm ent board, although it later transpired that he had been tried and convicted o f  

embezzlement.

This problem o f  non-attendance was also a problem when it cam e to tabling motions at 

council meetings. In order for a councillor to have a proposal discussed, he had to give notice at the 

previous meeting o f  the council that he would table a motion and w hat it was related to. In this 

way, interested parties could attend and voice their opinions before a vote was taken on an issue. 

However, if  the councillor who proposed the motion was not present, the issue could not be raised

For more information on the use of audit in relation to central-local relations see C. Bellamy, 
Administering Central-Local Relations, 1871 -  1919: The Local Government Board in its f isca l and cultural 
co«/ex? (Manchester, 1988), pp 166 - 195

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 5* May 1900 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/1)
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unless another councillor proposed it, resulting in many issues never reaching the discussion table. 

Added to this protocol was the protocol relating to the meetings in general, whereby the clerk had 

to ensure that three clear days notice were given o f the agenda and any motions proposed to be 

discussed at the next council meeting. The notice o f meetings generally took the form o f Plate 2.4, 

above, while many o f the clerks annexed the agenda to such notices. In this way there could be no 

claims stating that issues were raised when select members o f the councils were present, or that the 

timing o f motions coincided with the absence o f opponents to specific issues.

S A L J L Y S H A N N O N  U  N  I  O
■   &  »

W orkia*«M ,

& » n y s b « a a o i i .  2S nd  F s k r a b r r ,
DJCA& SIR,

T h e  B a a in e a a  o t  th e  of tbw auove  U iu o n .
a t  to  b« h e ld  on  27lh  iuat. , will in c lu d e  co n a id e ra i io n  of
i a n U e r a  lo r  to  K in lo a g h  Oiitpaca&ry R e a id a D c a  a n d  O r .r r a .

sQd ib e  t>usiaess o f  B a lly sh& anoa  K u rs i  D is t r i c t  C o au c i l .  M a e im s  
oo Gtb M arch .  1916. vvill in c lu d e  upi»oin«Hi«>nt of K r t i t  Collt^ctor fot 
Cett»ic«r« a a d a r  y r««eo t  Scbueme.

Y our  •b e d i« > t  atoi vau t,

C. i l 'G O W A N ,  Cl»rk.

Plate 2.4: N otice o f  M eeting o f  Ballyshannon Rural District C ouncil (Source: D C A , Rural District Council 

C ollection, R D C /1/2/7)

The procedures outlined in this section set the background to the operation o f the rural 

district councils and were maintained throughout their lifetime. Although some rural districts were 

more lax in their adherence to procedure than others, they were not permitted to maintain this 

attitude over a sustained period, given the watchful and cautious eyes o f the local government 

board which were aware o f  every action undertaken by the councillors. This level o f  scrutiny 

ensured the uniform operation o f the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 across the country’s 

rural districts, aiding in the maintenance o f  an efficient and accountable network o f local bodies 

which were continually under the watchful eye o f the state. It further guaranteed the efficient and 

competent operation o f the provisions o f the act, instilling confidence in local government in the 

minds o f the population. This was a result which the state hoped would increase the satisfaction o f 

the Irish people with the operation o f  the state’s administration, in an attempt to appease them to 

their position as part o f  Great Britain. This they hoped would reduce the revolutionary and 

separatist tendencies inherent in the Ireland o f the time, and if  this aspiration failed to come to 

fruition the state would still be in an improved position given the huge quantities o f information 

they were able to gather about the places and people it was attempting to control.
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2.6 Financing Local Authority Spending 

2.6.1 Estimating Demands on the County Council

With the introduction o f the Local Government (Ireland) Act, came the introduction o f a new form 

o f local authority financial relations. There would no longer be a duplication o f taxation, as the 

county cess and the poor rate were amalgamated to form the county rate, the amount o f which was 

to be certified by the county council and levied o ff every occupier in the county. The money raised 

through this process was to be combined with the agricultural grant and distributed to the various 

sub-county local authorities. While the amount o f  the agricultural grant was pre-determined by the 

expenditure o f  the rural district councils within the standard year, 1897’’ ,̂ or the three years prior 

to the standard year, the amount o f  money which needed to be collected through the rates was 

based on the estimate o f  expenditure o f  the clerks o f the various district councils, submitted to the 

county council and referred to as the estimate and demand o f the district council.

The county council examined these estimates and demands, refusing to sanction anything it 

saw as frivolous or unnecessarily burdensome to the ratepayers and from the revised figure, it set 

the amount o f  the rate to be levied on each ratepayer within the rural district. In a very few cases, 

certain electoral divisions were liable for charges specifically relating to services provided in that 

division. As a result, these were levied only on the ratepayers o f  that division, in which instance the 

rate set for one part o f  the rural district would not necessarily be the same for each electoral 

division. The county councils could refuse to sanction certain works requested by the rural district 

councils, an action which led to conflict between the county councils and the rural districts. If, 

however, the rural district councils felt strongly enough about the works that were being prohibited 

they could, and did, appeal the decision o f the county council to the local government board, which 

heard the reasons from both bodies before deciding on whether or not to authorise the expenditure.

These estim ates and demands on the county councils were to be completed and sent to the 

county councils and the local government board before the 31*' January,’’'* immediately preceding 

the beginning o f the new financial year. The financial year, like the rates, had been standardised 

across all the local bodies and ran from the 1*' April until the 31®' March. However, given the fact 

that the first meetings o f  the new rural district councils took place on the IS'*" April, special 

provisions were made for the first few months. These allowed the rural district councils to issue 

short-term estim ates and demands to cover necessary expenditure, election expenses and the 

salaries o f  the council’s staff for the first three months o f  their term o f  office. The issuing o f this 

demand was a vital part o f  the financial business, which was transacted at the first meetings o f  the 

councils.

The other fundamental provision in relation to finance addressed at these first meetings 

was the selection o f  the treasurers for the rural district councils. The treasurer o f  the district council

See Appendix I for the breakdown by rural district.
Minutes of Stranorlar Rural District Council, 4* Dec 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 

RDC/9/1/1)
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was one o f the local bank branches, which could issue overdrafts, loans and general credit to the 

councils when necessary. The treasurer o f each council was selected in light o f  information 

received from all the local banks relating to their rates o f interest on credit and deposits, with the 

bank offering the most favourable terms being selected. The extent o f  the credit offered to the new 

local bodies was much reduced from that given to the old local authorities. This is evidenced both 

by the rates o f interest that they offered to the new district councils on overdrafts and by the local 

government board’s com m ent that ‘the shrinkage o f credit, so far as Banks acting as Treasurers are 

concerned has been really beneficial and has led the rating bodies to see that the only possible way 

to carry on their business is to strike rates fully adequate to meet all possible requirem ents’

This comment illustrates another point in relation to local authority finance. The m anner in 

which the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act was enacted, provided that the newly-elected local 

bodies would be funded by every m ember o f the population o f  the rural district, ensuring that 

extravagant expenditure by the council would impact negatively on the general populace. N ot only 

was this provision designed to encourage thrift and caution in relation to local authority 

expenditure, it also reassured the largest ratepayers, the landlords, who had controlled local 

government prior to 1898, that their rates would not be raised unjustly as a result o f  the unfettered 

spending o f those who paid only a small proportion o f the rates.

At the first m eeting o f  the rural district councils a finance committee was to be appointed, 

but the vast majority o f  the councils resolved that the entire council would be the finance 

committee, with the result that the financial issues affecting the councils were discussed, debated 

and decided on within the ordinary meetings o f the councillors. The financial portion o f  these 

meetings dealt with the payment o f  accounts, the receipt o f  monies from the county council and the 

balance o f the rural district council’s budget. The rate and rent collectors'^® o f  the councils attended 

this portion o f the council meeting, bringing with them their accounts, whereupon they had to 

account for arrears, explain their lack o f  progress and certify the amount collected and lodged by 

them with the councils’ treasurers. Failure to collect sufficient rents and rates, and failure to lodge 

the amounts collected within the set time frame could lead to the dismissal o f  a collector, a process 

which was also controlled through these meetings, as was their initial appointm ent. These 

appointments were decided on by the district councils but required the confirmation o f the county 

council and the local government board before they could be officially sanctioned.

2.6.2 Rate Collection and Rate Collectors

The above section hints at the fundamental role played by the rate collectors in the rural district 

councils’, and indeed the county councils’, ability to function efficiently and effectively. Although 

the current literature suggests that the county councils controlled every aspect o f  the finances (and

Annual Report o f the LGB, pp 4 - 5 
In many case the same person fulfilled both these roles, for more information on the rate collectors 

see Section 2.6.2 and for the rent collectors see Chapter six. The rent collectors simply collected the rents 
from the labourers cottages built within the district.
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functions) o f  the rural district councils, this is not borne out by this study. Rather, this research 

shows that although the rate collectors’ appointment was sanctioned by the county council and the 

rate to be collected was set by the county council, the rural district councils were intricately 

involved in each step o f these processes and that the county councils, generally, accepted the 

suggestions and decisions made by the district councils. Not only did the rural district councils send 

their estimates o f  expenditure to the county councils, indicating the amount o f  rates to be collected 

but, as indicated above, they were responsible for nominating people for the position o f rate 

collector within their districts.

These rate collectors, if  approved by the county council, were asked to provide two 

sureties, who would act as guarantors for the amounts collected by the rate collector should they 

fail in their duties or abscond with collected rates. The rate collectors were charged with visiting 

each house in their district in order to collect the rates, make lists o f  the ratepayers who were in 

arrears and present this to the district council and county council meetings. Once the schedule of 

arrears was received the county council and rural district councils undertook a process of 

consultation. The county council required information from the councillors o f the various electoral 

divisions pertaining to the financial status o f the individuals who were in arrears and whether or not 

the rates would ever be recoverable from them, information which was most easily accessible 

through the medium o f  the rural district council meetings. The clerk o f  each rural district council 

compiled the information received from the councillors from which the council, taking into account 

any additional information provided by the rate collectors, made recommendations that they then 

forwarded to the county council. At this point, the county council generally adopted the suggestions 

put forward by the rural district council, given their position o f greater familiarity with the people 

and places in question, and marked rates which the district councils felt were collectable for 

prosecution while those deemed uncollectible were marked as irrecoverable. This return was then 

sent to the local government board.

On rare occasions, however, this did not work quite so smoothly and conflict arose 

between the county councils and the rural district councils. One particular cause o f this type of 

friction between the two local bodies was when the word o f the rate collector was accepted above 

the considered opinion o f the entire rural district council, a situation which arose in Dunfanaghy 

RD. Dunfanaghy RD, situated along the west coast o f  Donegal was one o f  the poorest rural districts 

in the country, the area o f which comprised several inhabited islands, all o f which along with the 

entirety o f  the mainland portion o f the district had been classified as a congested district. Islands in 

areas with such poverty, always posed particular problems for rate collection as the island economy 

was more fragile than that o f  the mainland and the rate collectors were faced with extra difficulties 

in accessing such areas. Given the large proportion o f  the population o f this rural district living on 

the various islands the local government board wrote recommending that the county council
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support the local rate collector, Collector Doogan, by providing a boat and crew to assist him .’’’ 

Despite this suggestion being made by the local government board, the county council failed to 

comply, rather accepting the statem ent by Doogan that the islanders refused to pay their rates, an 

assertion challenged by an island inhabitant, but ignored by the county council on receiving 

assurances o f their accuracy from D oogan.’’*

This situation continued for several years with the rates o f the island simply being struck 

o ff as irrecoverable until the rural district council, becoming increasingly frustrated by the 

collectors neglect o f  his duty, passed a resolution condemning the district’s county councillor for 

his part in ‘aiding and abetting’ Doogan ‘in the neglect o f  his duty to the ratepayers on the 

m ainland’.’’’ They stated that they had been reliably informed that the collector’s statements were 

untrue and that the collection o f rates on Innisboffin Island is quite possible o f 

accomplishment at low water during Spring tides, that the residents o f  the islands are now 

happily -  owing to the numerous takes o f  herring recently -  in a prosperous condition and 

well able to pay their rates.’*®

Their reference in a later section o f the resolution to the ‘multifarious occupations’ o f  Doogan and 

the manner in which he continued to add to them since his appointm ent as collector suggests that 

the rural district council suspected that Doogan was simply too busy to concern h im self with the 

proper discharge o f his rate-collecting duties. Their disgust at the ease with which the county 

council accepted his explanation above their’s was obvious from the tone o f  their resolution which 

concluded by asking the local government board to hold an enquiry into D oogan’s ‘general 

dereliction o f [his] duty’.’*' Little action seems to have been taken in this case, leading to increased 

levels o f  conflict between the county and rural district councils. The district council repeatedly 

requested that the county council not mark the rates as irrecoverable when they were certain they 

could be recovered through prosecution,’*̂  and repeatedly returned to the original suggestion o f  the 

local government board, to provide the rate collector with a motor boat to assist him in his duties 

on the islands.’*̂

This conflict aroused much bitterness among the members o f  the rural district council as 

they were left to inflict increased hardships on the ratepayers o f  the m ainland, as a result o f the 

county council’s failure to accept their account o f the situation in favour o f  that o f a rate collector. 

Issues such as this led to claims o f  corrupt local government and the dilution o f  the goodwill o f 

local people towards the new local government structure. The county council, however, was 

unlikely to have concerned itself with the cries o f  one o f  the sm aller o f  their rural districts, in an 

area so far remote from the centre o f  local government affairs, in Lifford, at the eastern end o f the

M inutes o f  D u n fa n a g h y  Rural District C ou ncil ,  3 1 ” March 19 0 0  (D C A ,  Rural District C ouncil  
C ollect ion ,  R D C /3 /1 /1 7 )

Ibid, 26'’' A p r i l l 9 0 2  
Ibid, 9 * D e c l 9 0 5  
Ibid 
Ibid
Ibid, 10* March 1906; 11*  N o v  1911 (R D C /3 /1 /9 )
Ibid, 11* M a y  1912  (R D C /3 /1 /9 )
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county. The council was presumably o f  the opinion that the small am ount o f  rates which would be 

recovered from the islands was not worthy o f  the time and expense o f  prosecutions, especially 

when the district w as able to raise sufficient funds from the rem ainder o f  the population.

While the county councils may have been unconcerned with the writing o f f  o f  small 

amounts o f  the rates as irrecoverable it was not a trend which the local governm ent board was 

happy to facilitate. The board made a concerted effort throughout the lifetime o f  the rural district 

councils to ensure that rates were collected in full, requesting legitimate reasons for every 

household where the rates were not paid. It also undertook to ensure that the rates o f  each area were 

lodged punctually by the collector with the treasurers o f  the districts and in this their efforts were o f  

such an extent that by their annual report for the year ending on the 3 P '  March 1920 only seven o f  

the country’s collection districts had not closed their accounts punctually. Four o f  these were due to 

the death or illness o f  the rate collector, the other three being subjected to an inquiry and 

disciplinary action.'*'' Such success on the part o f  the local governm ent board illustrates the extent 

o f  its ability to set and achieve goals in relation to the operation o f  local governm ent across the 

country, with practically every rural district and county council in the country ensuring that their 

rate collectors were operating to the complete satisfaction o f  the board. This suggests that the local 

government board had successfully gained control over the local authorities across Ireland, 

extending the goals and objectives o f  the state to even the farthest periphery o f  the country by the 

time the provisional governm ent o f  Dail Eireann was established in 1919. This new Irish 

administration was to undermine all the accomplishments o f  the local governm ent board, replacing 

it with the Dail Departm ent o f  Local Government.

2.6.3 Increasing Expenditure through Time

As the rural district councils aged, their burden o f  local governm ent functions increased with the 

enlargement o f  the scope o f  their core functions o f  infrastructure, public health and sanitation and 

housing and the addition o f  a range o f  smaller functions. This expansion in the range and scope o f  

the functions held by the rural district councils led to a relative increase in their expenditure, which 

can best be garnered from the estimates and demands issued by the rural district councils to the 

county councils show ing  their expected annual expenditure (See Figure 2.1).'*^ W hen graphed, 

these amounts show a relatively slow rate o f  increase for the early and middle years o f  the rural 

districts councils, with some councils even showing a decrease between consecutive years, either as 

a result o f  having a credit balance in hand at the end o f  the previous year or due to one-off  expenses 

in the previous year, which were completely covered within that financial period. With the end o f  

the First W orld W ar and the unchecked rise in inflation as a direct result, the annual costs o f  the 

operation o f  the councils began to increase substantially, with the biggest increase in evidence with

Forty Eighth Annual Report under "The Local Government Board (Ireland) A ct”, 35 and 36 Vic. 
€.69, Year Ending 31" March 1920 (hereafter 48'̂ ' Annual Report o f  the LGB), p. 11

Unfortunately not all the rural districts provided information as to the exact sum in their minute 
books and the rural districts’ estimate and demand books, have survived in only a limited number of cases.
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the onset o f  the revolutionary period. With a return to normality at the end o f the Civil War, there 

was a decrease in this rate o f growth although the annual costs remained high. The trends inherent 

in the data above are best explained through a detailed examination o f  the actual functioning o f the 

rural district councils which is provided in the subsequent chapters.

Estimate and Demand of the Rural District Councils Over Time
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Figure 2.1; Graph showing the Annual Estimates and Demands o f the Rural District Councils o f Donegal and 

Meath, 1899 - 1925 (For figures see Appendix VI)

2.7 Conclusion
The above chapter has examined the reasons behind the revolutionary restructuring o f Irish local 

government in 1898, investigating the form which this restructuring assumed and the unique 

provisions which its introduction enacted. It has explored the reaction that such legislation 

provoked among the clergy, national and local representatives and the bodies being abolished. 

Further, this chapter has examined the performance o f  the newly elected councillors at their first 

meetings and explored the early stages o f  their introduction in relation to general protocol and the 

manner in which their functions were to be financed throughout their lifetimes.

What transpires from the above study is an account o f  the manner in which the old landed 

ascendancy were deposed from power in Ireland, to be replaced by the ordinary Irish ratepayer 

through the medium o f wholly representative and totally democratic elections, based on a principal 

o f  universal suffrage. This represents one o f the most monumental shifts to occur in relations 

between Ireland and Britain prior to the signing o f the treaty creating the Irish Free State in 1922. 

This shift, which totally altered the balance o f power in the Irish countryside through the creation
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o f a newly em powered populace, was introduced as a technique o f governmentality, which had two 

goals in mind. First, the ending o f a parliamentary stalemate to allow for the introduction o f 

legislation which the government urgently wished to have approved, and second the continuation of 

attempts to appease the Irish population to its position within the British state, through the 

introduction o f  a measure o f local self-government. However this new local self-government was to 

be closely supervised by the local government board in order to allow the government increased 

powers over the local population and increased information about its actions and activities.

As Jones argues for early modern England and Wales, the creation o f a body o f local 

people charged with representing the state in Ireland was an attem pt to promote notions o f the 

rightful position o f  the state as the leader o f the people while sim ultaneously increasing the public’s 

awareness o f  belonging to that entity. N ot only were the local representatives local people with 

local interests, they became local people ‘with local and  national loyalties and interests’.’*̂  It was 

hoped that this would cultivate an interest in the operation o f the state, in a group o f people who 

would otherw ise have continued their attempts to remove it, by force if  necessary, from what they 

viewed as wrongfully acquired territory. In addition the introduction o f the rural district council 

system to Ireland, allowed for the consolidation o f local power in the hands o f one local body, 

abolishing the jum ble o f  local authorities which had previously existed. This further facilitated the 

state’s attem pt to supervise and control the operation o f  local authorities, as all local government 

functions were now in the hands o f authorities directly supervised by the local government board. 

Every discussion and decision o f the new local authorities was monitored by the local government 

board, through both the work o f the local government board inspectors and the transfer o f detailed 

minutes from the councils to the local government board.

Ogborn suggests that for effective surveillance and control, place-specific knowledge and 

the careful adjustm ent o f  policy to local conditions are necessary'®’, criteria filled to perfection by 

the creation o f  the rural districts. The rural districts were areas o f  administration based on the 

rationally created unions, but remaining within the old Irish county boundary, comprising an 

amalgamation o f  electoral divisions, each o f which elected two representatives. This created local 

bodies which were accurately reflective o f the opinions o f the average citizen. The information 

gathered from these representatives was promptly transferred to the local government board, 

increasing the board’s knowledge o f each particular place and its population, allowing it to interact 

with the population and territory in the manner most appropriate to the increase o f state control. 

While such a sudden increase in the power o f a state body within Ireland might have been viewed 

as confrontational, it was enacted in such a manner that neither the rural district councillors nor the 

wider population were aware o f the underlying consequences o f  the reformation o f local 

government they had welcomed so widely.

R. Jones, ‘Practising state consolidation in early modern England and Wales’, in Political 
Geography, 23(5), 2004, p.6I7

M. Ogborn, ‘Local power and state regulation in nineteenth century Britain’ in Transactions o f the 
Institute o f British Geographers New Series, 17(2), 1992, p.217
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From a traditional historical geography viewpoint the most important legacy o f the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, was the carving up o f  the country into yet another set o f 

administrative areas, whilst m arking a return to the ancient boundaries o f  the county. This can be 

viewed as a state attempt to inscribe some meaning and resonance into the new territorial units for 

the population who lived within them, in the hope that this would aid the acceptance o f the new 

councils by the local populations and increase the likelihood o f  participation in this new form o f 

local government. Thus, the introduction o f the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 not only 

resulted in a complete power shift from the landed ascendancy to the ordinary ratepayers, it also 

transformed the adm inistrative boundaries o f Ireland once more. In so doing, the state was 

attempting to utilise techniques o f  governmentality subtly to increase its power over, and 

knowledge of, the population and territory that it was attempting to control.
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CHAPTER THREE 

WHO WERE THE RURAL DISTRICT COUNCILLORS?

3.1 Creating a Database of Rural District Councillors -  Trials and 

Tribulations
The inform ation gleaned about the prospective rural d istric t councillo rs from  new spaper reports o f  

their cam paign speeches and their ow n advertisem ents detailing  the ir m anifestos fills in som e much 

needed detail about the type o f  person w ho w ished to becom e a represen tative o f  h is/her electoral 

division. H ow ever, a com prehensive exam ination o f  the operation  o f  the rural d istrict councils 

necessitates a detailed  understanding o f  the socio-econom ic and political backgrounds o f  the 

councillors elected , th roughou t the period 1898 -  1925. M ore im portantly , such a study allow s for 

the detailed illustration o f  the shift in the balance o f  pow er caused by the new legislation and 

subsequent sh ifts w ith in  the lifetim e o f  the rural d istrict councils, a llow ing  for an exam ination o f  

the individuals w ho assum ed the m antle o f  representatives o f  the state charged w ith the control o f  

the territories o f  the state and the populations w ithin those territories.

In itially , the aim  for this section o f  research was to locate and trace the background o f  all 

the councillo rs w ith in  counties D onegal and M eath, but given the fact that tw o councillors were 

elected for each electoral d iv ision, three w here an electoral d iv ision  w as m ade up largely o f  an 

urban settlem ent, and that the average rural d istrict was com posed o f  betw een ten and tw enty 

electoral d iv isions, w ith elections held every three years, it w as decided that such a detailed study 

w ould be overly  tim e-consum ing  for the results it w ould p roduce.' In order to  decide on the best 

m ethod w ith w hich to  pursue this particular research aim , it w as decided to  leave this section until a 

thorough exam ination  o f  the prim ary and secondary  source data had been com pleted  in order to 

establish the periods w hen the com position o f  the rural d istric t councillo rs m ost needed to be 

understood.

T he prim ary and secondary source data clearly  pointed to  tw o specific  elections, the study 

o f  w hich, w ould  a llow  for a better understanding o f  the changes effected  by the Local G overnm ent 

(Ireland) A ct: the first election o f  the rural district councillors in 1899, w hich w ould provide vital 

inform ation on the com position o f  these new  councils, and the election o f  1920, the final election 

o f  rural d istric t councillo rs in Ireland, w hen a com plete revolution  in the com position  o f  the local 

councils is indicated  in the prim ary and secondary sources, as a resu lt o f  the rise to  prom inence o f 

the Sinn Fein party. T his election also m erited study, given that it w as the first election to be held 

under proportional represen tation  in Ireland.

A stu d y  exam in ing  the 146 e lec toral d iv isions in C oun ty  D onegal, and  91 in C oun ty  M eath , to talling  
237  elec to ra l d iv isions in the study  area, each o f  w hich  e lec ted  2 councillo rs, every  th ree years, up until 1914 
and then  one  final e lec tion  in 1920, w ould  result in an a ttem pt to locate  and  study  a lm ost 3 ,400 councillors. 
T his w ould have  been  an  im possib le  feat, w ith in  the tim esca le  o f  th is thesis.
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Having established the necessity o f  examining the councillors who came to power through 

these two elections, and having realised that there was held to have occurred a certain stagnation of 

district council membership in the intervening period, it was decided to examine only one other 

election, that o f  1914. Local elections, and indeed parliamentary elections, had been postponed for 

the duration o f the war period, explaining the gap between the final election o f  the district 

councillors in 1920 and the previous election. As the last election prior to the upheaval caused by 

the growth o f Sinn Fein, the increase in revolutionary activity as a result o f  the War o f 

Independence, and the introduction o f  proportional representation, the composition o f  the 

councillors after this election would highlight what changes, if  any, had occurred in the socio

economic and political make-up o f  the councillors between their establishm ent in 1899 and 1914. 

In addition, by examining the last election prior to 1920, in which such remarkable shifts occurred, 

the election o f 1914 would serve to act as a control, illustrating exactly how dramatic a shift 

occurred in the composition o f  the councillors as a result o f the 1920 election. With the temporal 

boundaries o f this study set, it was necessary to determine the rural districts which would be 

examined. This selection was constrained by the availability o f  sources.

The most obvious source for this sort o f  study is the census for Ireland, which lists details 

relating to every person resident in Ireland at the time the returns were collated, including the 

names o f all individual residents, their sex, occupation, age, religion, literacy, fluency in Irish and 

English, and their relation to the head o f  their household. In addition to this wealth o f  personal 

information, the census also provides unparalleled detail about the type and size o f house occupied 

by each family listed in the census. These details o f  every building in a townland include, whether 

it was built or in the process o f  building; whether it was a private house or used for another purpose 

such as a shop, pub, or school; if there were outhouses attached and how many; what material was 

used in the building o f  the walls, the type o f roof, the number o f  rooms and the number o f 

windows; as well as the number o f  people in each family, the head o f  the household and the name 

o f the owner o f the land, if it was not the head o f household.^

Although the census was a decennial return, only the 1901 and 1911 censuses were 

available for this research. The census which should have occurred in 1921 was delayed as a result 

o f the political upheaval o f  the Irish ‘troubles’. It was finally conducted in 1926, however the 

information contained therein has not yet been made available to the public. The fact that only the 

1901 and 1911 censuses could be used, posed problems for the collection o f  data from the 

councillors elected in 1920. Despite this, the census returns provided the best opportunity for 

pinpointing each rural district councillor. However, before the councillors could be located on these 

census returns, certain details about the councillors were needed.

In order to find a person on the census returns, two details were vital to the accurate 

identification o f the rural district councillor in quesfion, their full name and their full address by

For general information relating to the census see E. M. Crawford, Counting the People, A Survey o f 
the Irish Censuses, 1813 -  1911 (Dublin, 2003)
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tow nland and electoral division. The problem  w ith carry ing  out this kind o f  research is the 

repetitive nature o f  both first nam es and surnam es across Ireland. W ith only a surnam e and the first 

initial o f  a forenam e, e.g. J. D oherty, a researcher runs the risk  o f  find ing  four people w ithin one 

fam ily w ho fit the criteria -  John, Jam es, Joseph, Jane, w ithout considering  the o ther fam ilies 

w ithin a tow nland  w ith the sam e surnam e. W hen this is w idened to  an electoral division, it is 

im possible even to guess w hich J. D oherty m ight be the one w ho w as elected. A s a result it was 

im perative that the full nam e and full address o f  the councillo r be established.

The m ost obvious source to exam ine initially for this inform ation w as the w ealth o f  rural 

district council m aterial held in the D onegal and M eath C ounty  A rchives. A cursory exam ination o f  

this m aterial, m ade it quite clear that these sources w ould  be o f  little use in estab lish ing  anything 

m ore than the surnam e and initial o f  the forenam e o f  the rural d istric t councillors. The only 

occasion w hen a nam e w as listed in the rural district council records w as w hen m ore than one 

councillor had the sam e first initial and surnam e. Further, the only occasions w hen the councillors 

w ere referred to by nam e w ere in the attendance lists at the start o f  each m eeting and in relation to 

resolutions proposed or seconded by them , or on the occasions w hen they partook in various 

specialised com m ittees. W hile this inform ation is im portant to an exam ination  o f  the operation o f  

the rural district councils, it is insufficient for establish ing biographical details o f  the councillors.

H aving failed  to find the relevant inform ation in the rural d istric t council m aterial, it was 

necessary to turn  to  the local new spapers, to find the full nam es and addresses o f  the elected  

councillors. B eginning w ith an exam ination o f  the new spapers published on the day after polling 

day in 1899, it w as possible to  com pile a list o f  all the councillo rs elected  to alm ost all the rural 

districts in D onegal and M eath.^ U nfortunately, D unfanaghy RD w as only m entioned in relation to 

the d ivisions contested  and there w ere no reports from  E denderry  N o .3 RD. In addition, the 

election reports in both the M eath C hronicle and the D erry Journal neglected  to include any 

inform ation about the candidates o ther than their nam es and the electoral div isions w hich they w ere 

elected to represent. W orking on the basis that the elections had excited  m uch local anticipation 

and an interest w hich w ould be m irrored in the new spapers’ coverage o f  each step, earlier issues o f  

the new spapers w ere exam ined to investigate if  the papers had published  lists o f  the candidates 

nom inated for election , and determ ine if  these contained any additional inform ation. This m ethod 

met w ith m ore success in D onegal than in M eath, w ith the list o f  nom inees published in the Derry 

Journal contain ing  no t only the nam e and electoral d iv ision  o f  the candidates, but also the tow nland 

they w ere living in and in som e cases details about the ir occupations.'' The M eath C hronicle, 

unfortunately, w as not quite so liberal w ith its page space and the only rural district it gave the 

tow nland residence o f  the candidates for was Kells.^

 ̂ The Derry Journal, 10* April 1899, pp 6 - 8; 12* April 1899, p.7; The Meath Chronicle, 8* April
1899, p.3; 15* April 1899, p.4
'' The Derry Journal, 8* March 1899, pp 7 -  8; 10* March 1899, p.3
’ The Meath Chronicle, 11* March 1899, p.3
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Although disappointing and far from ideal, this information would allow for a detailed, 

accurate study o f  at least one rural district council in Meath. Fortunately this one contained 

significant variations, encompassing the shift from the lowland, fertile, plains o f  the main body o f 

Meath to the hilly, less productive lands approaching the border with County Cavan, a topography 

which would have produced councillors from a wide range o f socio-economic conditions and 

therefore give a relatively representative picture o f  the county as a whole.

However, by 1914, the excitement surrounding local government elections had definitely 

turned to apathy on a national scale. In the Meath Chronicle, the only mention o f  the occurrence o f 

the elections was one column, listing the councillors elected in the contested electoral divisions, 

giving only their name and the electoral division which they were elected to represent.^ Similarly, 

there was only one mention o f  the nomination process, aptly titled ‘Faint interest in R.D.C. 

Elections’, which again gave only the details o f  the contested elections, with the surname and 

initial o f the candidates and the electoral division they were standing for.’ The result was that it was 

impossible to form any kind o f  a list o f  the Meath rural district councillors for 1914. Sim ilar apathy 

is evident in the reports o f  the Derry Journal, although not to quite such an extent. In the Derry 

Journal, there are nomination lists and lists o f councillors elected for Donegal Town RDC, Glenties 

RDC, Strabane N o.2 and Londonderry N o.2 RDC, although o f  these only Glenties contains 

townland addresses for the candidates.*

Despite the paucity o f data, it was decided to attempt as best as possible to locate the 

councillors o f the rural districts selected by electoral division. This would have been an impossible 

task, had it not been for the inclusion in reports in 1920 o f  information about candidates who had 

been defeated in their campaign for re-election, combined with information gathered from the 1899 

election detailing a number o f  councillors in 1914 who had been members o f  the councils since 

their inception. This allowed for the correct identification o f a sizeable proportion o f the 

councillors. Attempts were also made to find the remaining councillors by exam ining census 

returns for entire electoral divisions, but due to the replication o f  names across the divisions, it was 

impossible to pinpoint the candidate sought in more than one or two cases.

In 1920, however, the election campaign was marked with renewed anticipation and a 

reinvigoration o f interest in the local authority elections. This was mostly caused by the landslide 

victory o f Sinn Fein in the parliamentary elections o f  Novem ber 1918, which had resulted in the 

annihilation o f the home rule party, a feat which it was presumed they would repeat in the local 

authority elections. The Sinn Fein party had set up a provisional government o f  Ireland and a 

similar landslide victory in the local authority elections would have ensured the control o f all 

governmental bodies by Irish revolutionaries. Coverage o f the elections was detailed and many 

pages o f  the local newspapers were filled with information on the candidates. These factors led to 

the comprehensive coverage o f  every aspect o f  the elections. However, either due to the long

® The M eath C hronicle, 6*'' June 1914, p.5
’ Ibid, 9*  May 1914, p.5
* The D e r ty  Journal, 17* April 1914, p.3; 2 9 *  May 1914, p. 8; 1̂ ‘ June 1914, p.3
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lasting consequences o f  the war period or due to lack o f  proper care during the revolutionary period 

there are many gaps in the extant records o f  the newspapers for the period. Having said that, 

records are available for all o f  the Donegal rural districts, apart from Dunfanaghy RDC and 

Strabane N o .2 RDC, while in Meath the identities and addresses o f  the councillors for Kells, 

Navan, Trim and Oldcastle RDCs could be established.^

The original plan for the selection o f  the rural district councils for this study was dependent 

on the availability o f  sources, but it had been hoped to study rural districts from the various regions 

within each county over the entire period. This would allow  for a comparison o f  the regional 

variations in council com position both within and between the two counties over time. However, 

this was found to be im possible with the extant sources for the research, necessitating the 

m odification o f  the research plan to take the above difficulties into account. This resulted in a 

decision to exam ine three rural districts in County Donegal: Donegal Town RD, Glenties RD and 

Londonderry N o .2 RD, in 1899, 1914 and 1920. Together these encom pass the main regional 

differences within County Donegal, and an almost com plete record has been gathered from the 

newspapers.'® Londonderry N o .2 RD, based in the more fertile east o f  the county, lay in the 

hinterland between Derry and Letterkenny, surrounded by Lough Foyle and Lough Swilly. This 

rural district had a dominant protestant, unionist population and its inclusion within this study 

allows for an examination o f  the composition o f  rural district councils in unionist-dominated areas. 

Glenties RDC in the far w est o f  Donegal was the poorest rural district in the county, while Donegal 

Town RDC, in the south, would act as a control, being neither overly poor nor wealthy with a 

population com posed o f  a catholic, nationalist majority, reflecting the conditions o f  an average 

Irish rural district. In addition to these three rural districts councils, there was sufficient information 

available in 1899 to allow  for an examination o f  the councillors o f  M ilford RDC and it was decided 

to utilise this information as it would allow for the inclusion o f  the regional differences which may 

emerge from the north west o f  the county.

As regards County Meath, little could be done in the way o f  selecting rural districts on the 

basis o f  their regionality, given the paucity o f  sources. H owever, it was determined that the rural 

district o f  Kells would be examined in both 1899 and 1920, while the rural districts o f  Navan, Trim 

and Oldcastle would be examined in 1920 to ensure that the profile collated o f  the new  

revolutionary councils would be as representative as possible.

With the temporal and spatial boundaries o f  the study set, and as much information about 

the names and addresses o f  the councillors as possible gathered, it was decided to create a database 

o f  the councillors elected, with columns laid out for the input o f  the census data, once it was

’ The Derry Journal, 30* April 1920, p.2; 7* May 1920, p.6; 7* June 1920, p.4; 9* June 1920, p.4;
14* June 1920, p.7; The D onegal Democrat, 14* M ay 1920; The M eath Chronicle and  Cavan and  
W estmeath Herald, M ay 1920, pp 1 ,6 ; 5* June 1920, p. 1; 12* June 1920, p. 1

The only inform ation for Glenties in the newspaper was the nom ination list, but this was crossed 
with the list o f  councillors at the first meeting o f  the elected councillors to allow  for the compilation o f the 
list o f  elected councillors. M inutes o f  Glenties RDC, 11* June 1920 (Donegal County Archives (hereafter 
DCA), Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/4/1/13)
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accumulated. In order to do this, it was first necessary to collate a list o f  the elected councillors’ 

names and addresses, which involved the comparison o f the lists o f  candidates nominated against 

the lists o f those elected, to establish the relevant details. These details were then inserted into a 

database, with separate tables for the elections o f 1899, 1914 and 1920 in Donegal and Meath 

respectively. The tables included columns for the details which would be gleaned from the census 

including the councillor’s age, occupation, marital status, position in the household, religion, 

language fluency and literacy. It also included details about living accom m odation including the 

class o f  house occupied, number o f  occupants, number o f  rooms and whether the plot o f land on 

which the house was built was owned by the family or not. In addition the table contained a column 

indicating, where it could be established, whether a councillor was a justice o f  the peace or not, and 

a column for other relevant or interesting information about the councillor or his family. The tables 

for 1920 were slightly different with an additional column included to indicate the political 

affiliation o f the councillors, where this could be established.

The next step was to begin an examination o f  the census records, locating each electoral 

division within the index o f census returns, establishing its number and then finding the relevant 

townland within that electoral d iv ision .'' With this completed all that remained was to find the 

name o f the councillor within the townland. This process appeared simple, initially, however it 

necessitated the examination of, in some cases, large numbers o f  people within townlands with the 

same names, a problem overcome locally by nicknames that were included in the newspaper 

reports, but sadly not the census. It was possible, however, to discount some o f  these people on 

account o f their young age.

In attempting to establish the councillors elected in 1914, a more time-consum ing problem 

arose with the attempt to locate councillors within an electoral division, w ithout the relevant 

townland information. The identification o f many o f the rural district councillors o f  1920 was 

similarly problematic as the only census available was that o f  1911. With a gap o f  nine years 

between the census collection and the elections in 1920, a lot had altered within the townlands 

where the new councillors were resident. In examining the 1911 census returns it became clear that 

many o f the councillors resident in that townland in 1920 had not been resident there nine years 

previously, while some o f  the new councillors were only in their teens or early twenties at the time 

o f the census. This latter point posed it own set o f  problems for the collation o f  the relevant socio

economic data as, in 1911, these people were still living with their parents and many were listed 

merely as scholars or farm ers’ sons, while naturally they were not owners o f  property or married. 

Luckily the question o f their em ploym ent was answered in many cases by the local newspapers.

In cases where the tow nland and not the electoral division were known it was necessary to examine 
the Irish Townland Index and determ ine from there which electoral division the tow nland was located in, a 
process greatly hindered by the fact that m any Irish townlands have the same or sim ilar nam es and that the 
spellings even to the present have not been standardised, leading to tim e consum ing searches o f  possible 
variations o f  names in order to locate the relevant townland, within the right county and general area. 
Another factor slowing this process was the repeated misspelling or perhaps the guessing o f  the spellings o f 
townland names by local journalists, leading to much confusion over where exactly they were referring to.
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w hich had included details o f  the em ploym ent o f  prospective candidates in their lists o f  nom inees, 

in their excitem ent over the long-aw aited local governm ent elections.

O nce th is da ta  had been gathered it w as then possib le to  run queries on it, extracting 

relevant data and creating graphs to  illustrate better the figures w hich w ere calculated. These 

results are presen ted  in the fo llow ing sections, com bining to  build  a profile o f  the rural district 

councillors in 1899, 1914 and 1920, and the deviations from  this standard  profile as a result o f  

geographic location and regional variations w ithin the study area o f  this thesis.

3.2 The Composition of the Rural District Councils: Current Views

The literature w hich exam ines the local governm ent act and the in troduction  o f  the rural district 

council system  generally  concludes that they effected  a revolution in term s o f  the com position o f  

Irish local councils, resulting  in the overthrow ing  o f  the landlord ascendancy and the em pow erm ent 

o f  the average Irish ratepayer. The extent to w hich this em pow erm ent ex tended  to  the low er classes 

is an issue o f  som e debate.'^  T ravers argues that John R edm ond’s contem porary  claim  that the 

Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct had ‘m ade the m ass o f  the Irish people m aster o f  all o f  the finance 

and all o f  the local affairs o f  Ire land’, w as overblow n and that it had in fact resulted in councils 

dom inated by a respectab le  m iddle-class.'^  G arvin quotes T. O ’D w yer, the C atholic B ishop o f  

L im erick in 1902, w ho stated that the new bodies w ere com posed o f  ‘uneducated, unenlightened, 

w orking m en ’.'"* Ferriter supports the v iew  o f  T ravers, cla im ing  that it w as not sim ply a 

replacem ent o f  the  landlords by the tenants, but ra ther that ‘one o ligarchy w as m erely being 

replaced by another -  that o f  the substantial fa rm er’'^. In a detailed account o f  the early days o f  

local governm ent in M eath, Boyle claim s that the change in personnel in M eath w as dram atic with 

the elite, p ro testan t, landow ning class giving w ay to  a ‘m ore broadly based C atholic m iddle 

c lass’.'^ An in teresting  contrast is thus established betw een the contem porary  view  o f  notable 

personages and the v iew  propounded by m odern day academ ics, a contrast w hich this detailed 

study o f  the com position  o f  several rural d istric t councils in D onegal and M eath seeks to clarify.

There does, how ever, appear to  be universal acceptance in the literature o f  the idea that in 

the period prior to  1920, the com position o f  the local councils altered  very little, except in relation 

to a highly increased age profile, resulting from  a stagnation  o f  council m em bership , fuelled partly 

by local apathy. H ow ever, the literature collectively  claim s tha t there w as a second revolution in 

the balance o f  pow er on local councils in 1920, w ith the councillo rs elected in June o f  that year

Although debate is not quite the right word, it is more a case o f each person presenting their opinion 
on the matter without reference to previous work in the area.

P. Travers, ‘A bloodless revolution: the democratisation o f Irish local government’, in M. Daly (ed), 
County and Town: One Hundred Years o f  Local Government in Ireland (Dublin, 2001), pp 12; 20

T. Garvin, Nationalist Revolutionaries in Ireland, 1858 -  1928, 2nd ed. (Dublin, 2005), p.41, 
although he does later state that the majority were made up o f shopkeepers, clerks and farmers’ sons.

D. Ferriter, 'Lovers o f  Liberty ’? Local Government in twentieth century Ireland (Dublin, 2001), p.9
D. Boyle, A History o f  Meath County Council, 1899 -  1999, A Century o f  Democracy in Meath 

(Navan, 1999), p. 127
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being predominantly, young, lower-class, Sinn Fein revolutionaries, who sought to control local 

government, in an effort to further the control o f  the provisional government o f  Ireland. In addition 

it is stated that these new councillors were better educated than their predecessors and derived 

mainly from the labouring and small farmer classes.’’ W hile this universality o f  opinion would 

suggest that we have an accurate picture o f  the composition o f the rural district councils o f  1914 

and 1920, this research nonetheless examined the two elections in question, in order to establish the 

existence o f regional variations and also to critically examine the current viewpoint.

The following study o f  three elections then, aims to evaluate the veracity o f  these widely 

held beliefs in light o f  a detailed study o f  the individual members o f  these councils. This will 

simultaneously clarify contested issues and assess the claim that the introduction o f the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act, led to a revolution in the social composition o f  local authorities, with 

the old, landlord, protestant-dominated boards being replaced by local, catholic, middle-class 

farmers and shopkeepers. The claim o f  the stagnation o f  rural district council mem bership will be 

examined through a comparison o f  the elected members o f 1899 and 1914, and the revolutionary 

change in personnel as a result o f  the 1920 election will be analysed to determine if  there really was 

an influx o f younger, lower-class, revolutionary individuals to the mem bership o f  the rural district 

councils at this time. Through an examination o f  the individual members o f  rural district councils 

in diametrically opposed counties over the lifetime o f the rural district council system, it is intended 

to uncover the existence, if any, o f  spatial and temporal variations in the com position o f the rural 

district council membership.

3.3 Results: 1899 

3.3.1 Age Profile

One issue in relation to the composition o f  the newly-elected councils not alluded to in any 

meaningful way in the literature is the age o f  the rural district councillors who assum ed office in 

1899. As a result, there are no preconceptions to consider in the analysis o f  the age profile o f the 

councillors within the study area. The ages o f  the councillors were established from the 1901 

census, which having been collated two years after the first election o f the rural district councillors, 

necessitated the recalculation o f  the ages listed, subtracting two years from the census age, to 

accurately detail the ages o f  the councillors when they were elected in 1899. When combined the 

recalculated ages for the rural district councillors o f Donegal and Meath graphed as follows (Figure 

3.1):

This is a view accumulated from a wide-reading o f secondary sources on the revolutionary period, 
see in particular T. Garvin, Nationalist Revolutionaries in Ireland, 1858 -  1928, 2nd ed. (Dublin, 2005); M. 
Hopkinson, The Irish War o f  Independence (Dublin, 2002); M. Laffan, The Resurrection o f  Ireland, The Sinn 
Fein Party, 1916 -  1923 (Cambridge, 1999); T. Garvin, 1922: The Birth o f  Irish Democracy (Dublin, 1996); 
A. Mitchell, Revolutionary Government in Ireland, B ail Eireann, 1919 -  1922 (Dublin, 1995)
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Figure 3.1: Line graph o f  the com bined ages o f  the rural district councillors o f  D onegal and Meath, 1899

W hile this graph accurately details the range o f councillors’ ages, it was felt that a more 

meaningful representation o f the councillors’ ages, could be acquired by the creation o f age 

cohorts, leading to the division o f  the data into blocks covering ten years, 16 -  25, 26 -  35, 36 -  45, 

46 -  55, 56 -  65, 66 -  75, 76 - 85, there being no councillors older than 85. However, given the fact 

that the minimum age possible for election was twenty one and despite initial plans to have all the 

cohorts evenly based, it was found necessary to create a smaller cohort at the start covering ages 

twenty one to twenty five, in order to give proper consideration to an important skew in the census 

data, the tendency inherent in 1901, for people to round their ages to the nearest whole number 

when com pleting their census returns.'* The resultant graph (Figure 3.2) more accurately portrays 

the dominant age groups within the rural district councillors, highlighting the presence o f a large 

number o f  councillors within the thirty six to forty five age group, which accounts for almost one 

third o f the newly-elected councillors. When combined with the two next largest groups, twenty six 

to thirty five and forty six to fifty five, it shows that the twenty six to fifty five year old councillors 

composed eighty per cent o f  the rural district councillor membership in 1899. There is a sharp 

decrease on either side o f this with only one councillor in the seventy six to eighty five age bracket 

-  a councillor from Kells RDC in County Meath, a wealthy farmer, Luke Lynch aged 80.

N otable spikes appear in the data at 28, 38, 48 , and 68, these w ould have been the ages recorded in 
the census returns as 30, 40 , 50 and 70 resulting from the rounding o f  ages, w hich is a w ell docum ented  
problem with the 1901 census. Registration o f  births in Ireland only began in the 1863 and as a result, many 
o f  the population were oblivious to their actual date o f  birth and correct age, so when asked they guessed  
their age, w ith many picking the nearest round number.
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Figure 3.2: Age by Cohort o f  the Rural District Councillors o f  Donegal and Meath in 1899

An average of the above figures show that the average rural district councillor in 1899 was 

42.9 years old. It would be supposed that this figure calculated through a combination o f results 

from Donegal and Meath would mask the regional variations inherent in such data, but an 

examination o f the constituent counties and their rural districts illustrates a surprising degree of 

correlation between the average age overall and the average age within the various districts. For 

County Donegal as a whole the average age is 43.7 years old, while the figure for Meath is slightly 

lower at 42.2 years old. Given that data was only available for one rural district in County Meath, 

there is no possibility o f examining the regional variations there however, there is scope for an 

investigation o f regional patterns through an examination o f the four County Donegal rural district 

councils. These four rural districts show only slight deviations from the national average, with the 

oldest average age being 45.4 in Donegal Town, followed closely by Milford RDC with an average 

o f 45 and Londonderry No.2 RX) with 44.5. Glenties RDC then had a slightly younger age profile, 

with an average of 41.2 years old. The lack o f substantial variations at a county and sub-county 

level highlights the uniformity o f the age profile o f the rural district councillors, proving that the 

new councils o f 1899 were neither very old nor very young, but that they were of a decidedly 

younger composition than that of the grand juries which they replaced.

3.3.2 House Class as an Indicator of Economic Status

One of the aims of this section of the thesis was to examine the contested issue o f the economic 

status of an average rural district councillor in 1899, in order to investigate the extent to which the 

introduction o f universal suffrage led to the universal election o f all classes onto the rural district 

councils. The best proxy for economic status provided by the census data is the class o f house a
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councillor occupied; working on the premise that as a person’s economic status and position within 

society improved so did their level o f comfort in tem is o f their standard o f dwelling. The census 

classified all dwelling houses into one o f four classes dependent on a range o f factors including 

type o f walls and roof, number o f rooms and number o f windows, for which it was allocated a 

certain number o f points. Houses scoring only one or two were to be classified fourth-class houses, 

with between three and five making a third-class house, six to eleven making a second-class house 

and houses receiving twelve or higher being classified as a first-class house.’’ By examining the 

number o f rural district councillors living in each type o f  accommodation it is possible to 

understand something o f their background and determine if  the rural district councillors were 

elected from a broad spectrum o f Irish life or just the higher echelons o f society.

The results from this exercise proved very interesting (Figure 3.3), especially in regard to 

fourth-class houses and their inhabitants who were conspicuous by their absence. Not one 

councillor from over one hundred and sixty examined was resident in a fourth-class house, 

automatically discounting the contemporary claim that the Local Government (Ireland) Act had 

allowed for the representation o f the people o f Ireland by a representative body o f the masses.

House Classes, 1899

4th Class

Figure 3.3: H ouse C lasses for the Councillors o f  D onegal and Meath, 1899

I'he act may have given them permission to participate, but the local Irish populations were not 

ready to give them any such mandate, preferring to keep local adm inistration away from the lowest 

classes, presumably electing people whom they looked up to as community leaders. Another factor

H ouses could get a mark o f  zero making them unclassified; how ever this w ould have necessitated  
w alls o f  mud, w ood or other perishable material with a roo f o f  thatch, w ood or other perishable material, a 
style o f  house w hich had all but died out by 1901. It should also be noted here that number o f  fourth-class 
houses was also declining at this time.



was undoubtedly the fact that the people who would have inhabited these lower-class houses would 

have been more preoccupied with scraping together enough food for the family, than with running 

for election to a local council. Being a councillor would have led to the incurring o f costs for 

attending meetings as well as spending valuable time away from what employment they could gain, 

solely in pursuit o f the selfless act o f representing their fellow local government electors, some o f 

whom were in a more affluent position than themselves.

Therefore, the new councils were made up solely o f the owners o f first-, second- and third- 

class houses, with thirty two percent o f councillors occupying first-class houses, fifty  five percent 

in second-class houses and thirteen percent in third-class houses. When these overall totals are 

reduced to a county level (Figure 3.4), it becomes apparent that the first-class overall figures are 

accurately reflective o f results in both counties with Donegal having thirty one per cent against 

Meath’s thirty two.^® The main difference, however, is in relation to the third-class houses, with 

fifteen per cent o f Donegal’s rural district councillors residing in third-class houses compared with 

only seven per cent in Meath, the discrepancy here being made up by the increased number o f 

councillors from second-class houses in Meath.

House Classes for County Donegal 1899

4th Class

3rd Class

1st Class

2nd Class

House Classes for County Meath. 1899

3rd Class

1st Class

2nd Class

Figure 3.4: Flouse Classes by County, 1899

While these figures show a striking similarity in terms o f an overall trend, the data for 

County Donegal, at least, does mask stark regional variations in terms o f the economic composition 

o f the councillors, with the councillors o f Londonderry No.2 RDC all being elected from the top 

two sectors o f society, with fifty  nine per cent living in first-class houses and no presence o f third- 

class house owners on the council. This is reflective o f the topography and economic situation o f 

that rural district, given that it lies along the fertile banks o f the Swilly and Foyle on rich.

The marks awarded to some of the houses in Meath were much higher than those received by any of 
the councillors’ houses in Donegal. One Meath councillor had a house mark o f seventy eight, against the 
highest in Donegal of thirty five.
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agricultural land, while it also reflects the economic status o f  the unionist, protestant landowners 

w ho were elected to this council in contrast to other rural districts in the study area. Donegal Town 

RD C on the other hand has a substantially higher proportion o f  third-class houses than the other 

rural districts, at twenty four per cent, unusual given that it w ould have been assumed that the 

poorer population o f  Glenties RD C would have resulted in a h igher num ber o f  third-class house 

owning councillors.

3.3.3 Occupation

While the house class o f  the councillors indicates their econom ic  prosperity, their status in the 

social m ake-up o f  society is best determined by their em ploym ent. There is a strong suggestion 

from the literature that the newly-elected councillors were from the shopkeeper classes, an 

assertion which an analysis o f  the councillors’ occupations listed in the census returns and in the 

newspapers, w ould clarify. G iven that the occupations listed for the councillors in the newspapers 

were the m ost contem porary  source available (the census taking place two years later) the details 

from the papers, where these were available, have been used preferentially to the census returns, 

with the census returns being used when the newspaper reports were less comprehensive. One 

discrepancy which does arise from the newspaper reports is the practice o f  referring to someone as 

a “gentlem an” . In som e cases these people appear to be the son o f  a large farmer, but in many cases 

when they have been located on the census they appear to be nothing more than a farm er’s son or 

labourer, living in a second- or third-class house. In these instances the census has been utilised as 

the most accurate source.

O ne striking features o f  these occupation results which em erged from a cursory 

examination o f  the data was the significance o f  the role o f  the farm ing class in both County 

Donegal and Meath and at a sub-county level within Donegal. The farmer class comprised between 

sixty five and seventy seven per cent o f  the rural district councillors in all the rural districts, bar 

one, Londonderry N o .2 RD C , where all but one o f  the councillors  were farmers. The extent o f  the 

variations in occupations by county can be seen in Figures 3.5 & 3.6 below, showing the 

percentage o f  the farm ing class over the total o f  all occupations, while the range o f  other 

em ploym ent types are in a separate pie-chart. W hat is interesting about these figures is the 

emergence o f  a second dom inant group, the retail class, which accounts for eighteen per cent o f  the 

Donegal rural district councillors and seven per cent o f  the Meath rural district councillors.^' A 

notable feature o f  the “other” employments listed in M eath is their highly agricultural nature; 

shepherds, land stewards and labourers account for ha lf  o f  the tw enty  four per cent o f  non-farmer 

councillors.

These figures represent the combined total of merchants, grocers, shopkeepers, publicans, drapers 
and boot dealers in Donegal and total of publicans in County Meath.
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O ccu p a tio n s  o f Donegal Rural D istrict C ouncillors, 1899
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Figure 3.5: Occupations o f  the Donegal Rural D istrict Councillors, 1899

O ccupation  o f M eath Rural D istrict C ouncillors, 1899
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Figure 3.6: Occupations o f  the M eath Rural D istrict Councillors, 1899'^

Another notable feature o f  these results is the very small number o f  the councillors who 

actually classified their occupation as being a councillor on their census returns. Only one 

councillor out o f  the one hundred and twenty one councillors examined in County Donegal referred 

to his occupation as being a district councillor and this was not listed as his main profession, rather 

it was in the middle o f  a long list o f  other positions which he held, in which he described h im self as

It should be borne in mind that the percentages listed here are often dealing with sam ples o f  less 
than one hundred, so the figure 2%  o f  the total m ay actually represent only one councillor.
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a magistrate, district councillor, poor law guardian, member o f the Royal Irish Constabulary and 

lastly a farmer. The situation was similar in Meath with only one councillor out o f the forty located 

referring to his occupation in terms o f being a district councillor. This can be taken as a reflection 

o f  the mindset o f  the councillors as a group. They were employed in an occupation, but their 

membership o f the rural district councils was not an actual job, an attitude more likely stemming 

from the lack o f remuneration received by the district councillors for their work, than the lack of 

work undertaken as a councillor. Indeed, this research suggests that the work undertaken by some 

o f the council members, in particular the chairperson, would have been hugely time-consuming and 

prohibitive to many other forms o f  employment.

W hile the above results clearly illustrate the range o f occupations in which the district 

councillors were employed and the dominance o f the farmer class on the new councils, they fail to 

distinguish between rich and poor. The social status o f most o f  the occupations are self- 

explanatory, shopkeepers, merchants, grocers, magistrates, gentlemen and publicans were in the 

middle and upper strata o f Irish society, while the labourers, shepherds, and weavers derived from 

the lower classes, but there is one title o f  occupation which hides a multitude o f variations in its 

socio-economic composition, the farmer. Any person who worked on their own land, whether it 

was owned or rented by them, was classified a farmer, masking the inherent differences between 

the large and small farmers, the rich and the poor. In order to establish exactly where on the social 

ladder the councillors listed as farmers were located, an analysis o f  the number o f  farmers against 

their recorded houses classes was undertaken, allowing for the division o f  the farmers into classes 

according to their wealth.

D onega l's  Farm er C ouncillo rs  divided by H ouse  C lass. 1899

1st C lass
3rd C lass

2nd C lass

M eath 's Farm er C ouncillors D ivided by  H ouse  C lass. 1899

3rd C lass

1 St C lass

2nd C lass

Figure 3.7: Farmer Councillors arranged by House Class Occupied, 1899

The results shown in Figure 3.7 prove very interesting, highlighting that in both Donegal 

and Meath sixty one per cent o f  the farmer councillors were from second-class houses, with a 

larger proportion o f the Meath farmer councillors being composed o f first-class farmers than in
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Donegal where the third-class farmers were the second largest grouping. This then highlights the 

existence o f  diverse socio-econom ic groupings disguised under the title farmer, while definitively 

illustrating the presence o f  the stronger farmer classes in the m em bership  o f  the rural district 

councils. Having said that, when the large-farmer dominated unit o f  Londonderry N o .2 RDC is 

removed from the County  Donegal statistics, the proportion o f  farmer councillors living in first- 

class houses is substantially reduced to only ten per cent,^^ suggesting that in poorer areas along the 

West coast, there is a w eaker presence o f  the upper-class farmers with the bulk o f  the farmer 

membership on the councils arising from the election o f  middle- and lower-class farmers.

From all o f  the above results there is one interesting element which is overlooked: the part 

played by the publican and hotelier and their families in rural district council mem bership. In many 

instances, a councillor’s occupation could be listed as a farmer, while his family home was a public 

house. Similarly, in the majority o f  cases those councillors who listed their occupations as 

shopkeepers and merchants were living in houses described as public houses. In addition, many 

non-farmers who worked as shopkeepers, grocers, and indeed publicans were in occupation o f  

properties described as hotels, although they made no attempt to describe them selves as hoteliers. It 

would have been com m on practice in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Ireland for a 

businessperson to provide all the necessary services for an area, thus one person could 

simultaneously be a merchant, grocer, draper, hotelier and publican, while still engaging in 

agriculture, making them indispensable within a locality, as they provided all the services

necessary for vibrant rural living, thus a llowing them great influence over the local population.

Therefore, it is worth noting here that while for the purposes o f  this research it was necessary to 

assign each councillor to only one occupation, there was a substantial am ount o f  multiplicity o f  

employment, which increased the profile, power and influence o f  a councillor within his locality. 

This no doubt contributed to his selection as a candidate for the area, but it can not be taken into

account within the graphs o f  the councillo rs’ occupations.

3.3.4 Religion

Having established the age profile and socio-economic background o f  the rural district councillors, 

there were a few other characteristics which were accessible through the census and which helped 

to create a fuller picture o f  an average rural district councillor, one o f  which was the religion o f  the 

elected members. In Irish history and indeed historical geography religion has frequently been used 

as a proxy for political affiliation, with catholics being classed as nationalists and protestants 

classed as unionists, and while there were deviations from this norm with many protestant

Only seven o f the seventy five farmer councillors in Donegal Town, Glenties and Milford were 
living in first-class accommodation. Within Londonderry all but one of  the councillors were farmers with 
fifty six per cent o f  the farmer councillors living in first-class accommodation, the remaining in second-class 
houses; there were no third-class councillors in the rural district. This figure might suggest that the inclusion 
of Londonderry No.2 is improperly skewing the data for Donegal, but given the existence o f  a large 
protestant population along the entire east o f  Donegal, their impact would have been replicated across large 
areas of the county and as such must be taken into account.
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nationalists and to a lesser extent, catholic unionists, it is nonetheless a useful guide if no other 

information is present, as was the case in many o f  the rural district council elections. Further, one 

o f  the main presuppositions in the current literature is that the new councillors resulted in the 

replacement o f  protestant local authority members by catholics.

The figures for the religious composition o f  the councillors in Donegal and Meath show an 

overw helm ing majority o f  Roman Catholics members. It was presum ed that given the religious 

composition o f  the County Donegal population there would be a substantial minority o f  ‘other 

religions’, while in M eath there was likely to be a much higher catholic majority, points borne out 

by the figures. These show that ninety per cent o f  the M eath rural district councillors were Roman 

Catholic, while in Donegal the figure was slightly lower with eighty three per cent o f  the 

mem bership  o f  the Donegal rural district councils com posed o f  Roman Catholics. In Meath, the 

religious minority was made up o f  members o f  the Church o f  Ireland, while in Donegal there was a 

sizeable presbyterian minority forming twelve per cent o f  the rem aining portion o f  the councils, 

with the other portion being made up o f  episcopalian. Church o f  Ireland and methodist members. 

Interestingly, though not unexpectedly, all o f  the councillors from these minority religions, except 

one presbyterian councillor in Donegal, were from the upper and upper-m iddle  classes o f  society, 

inhabiting first- and second-class houses only. Their appearance on truly democratic  local councils, 

suggests one o f  two possibilities; the presence o f  a substantial minority religious group or the fact 

as suggested by som e o f  the local selection meetings (See Section 2.3.2) that these councillors had 

been good and fair representatives o f  the people in the past and that their experience would be a 

benefit to the new councils.

The latter is likely to have been the case in all the rural district councils utilised in this 

councillo rs’ study, except Londonderry N o .2 RDC. There, the former suggestion appears to be the 

most accurate reason, given that only thirty five per cent o f  the councillors elected were Roman 

Catholic, with the majority o f  this particular council being com posed  o f  presbyterians with fifty 

nine per cent o f  the mem bership, while the Church o f  Ireland m em bers made up the remainder. 

Regional differences again appear in relation to County Donegal, when these figures for 

Londonderry N o .2 are com pared with Glenties RDC, its direct opposite within Donegal in terms o f  

location and socio-econom ic conditions. There ninety eight per cent o f  the councillors were Roman 

Catholic; only one councillor out o f  the forty four traced was not a catholic; he was Church o f  

Ireland. Both M ilford and Donegal Town fell between these tw o extrem es with figures closer to the 

average composition norm o f  around eighty six per cent Rom an Catholic membership.^^

Local presbyterian populations had been badly treated at the hands of the English state in Ireland, 
being excluded from many of the same rights as catholics in penal times and were therefore viewed in a more 
favourable light by the Roman Catholics.

The average composition of  Donegal and Meath combined.
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3.3.5 Irish Language

By 1901, the number o f  the Irish population who spoke only Irish had declined drastically, a fact 

mirrored by the census returns in relation to the rural district councillors, all o f  whom could speak 

English, either in addition to Irish or as their only language. The percentage o f councillors fluent in 

Irish exhibits wide regional variations from the overall average, which indicates that fifty eight per 

cent o f the councillors spoke English only (Figure 3.8). In contrast, at a county level variations 

appear, with English being the predominant language spoken in Meath, while in Donegal Irish and 

English speaking councillors were in the majority.

Languages Spoken by Co. Donegal Rural District Councillors. 1899 Languagts Spoken by Co. Meath Rural District Councillors. 1899

Irish and English  

23%

39%

Irish and English 

61%

English
77%

Figure 3.8: The percentage o f  English speaking councillors against Irish and English speaking councillors in

Donegal and Meath, 1899

These county variations become even starker at a sub-county level, where once again Glenties 

RDC and Londonderry No.2 RDC in County Donegal act as extremes for this study. In 

Londonderry No.2 the entire membership o f  the council spoke English only, while in direct 

contrast ninety per cent o f  the Glenties councillors spoke both Irish and English, with only the 

remaining ten per cent unable to converse in Irish.

3.3.6 Other Significant Findings

A few other points in relation to the composition o f the councillors in 1899 merit passing mention. 

The first o f  these is the literacy levels o f  the councillors. A councillor in 1899 who could not read 

or write was an anomaly. All o f  the Meath rural district councillors were fully literate, while in 

Donegal all but five o f  the councillors were ftilly literate. O f the five, three could not read and only 

two could not read or write. It could be argued that illiteracy levels were decreasing at this point in 

time with a quickly improving national school system and moves towards com pulsory school 

attendance. However these changes would have only reached the younger age cohorts resulting in 

substantial numbers o f  illiterates on the census returns. The fact that this population group was not



represented in any m eaningful w ay evidences a concerted a ttem pt on the part o f  local governm ent 

electors to  select councillors w ith sufficient ability to represen t the ir needs and w ishes successfully 

to the state w ithin th is new  system  o f  local governm ent.

W hile the councillors found in this sam ple from  the 1899 election  w ere all m en, thirty one 

w om en w ere elected  as rural district councillors.^^ H ow ever, this total represented less than one per 

cent o f  the total num ber o f  councillors elected. Evidence o f  w om en m em bers o f  the first councils 

w ithin the study area w as found in only tw o rural d istricts, N avan w here M rs Everard was elected 

alongside her husband^^, w hile in Trim , three w om en, M rs C ullinane, M rs Purdon and Lady 

Langford,^* w ere co-opted as additional m em bers o f  the  councils. This w as as a result o f  a motion 

by C ouncillo r G affney, w ho claim ed that their inclusion w ould be to  the great benefit o f  the 

fem ales w ithin the w orkhouse. D espite this pigeonholing o f  the role o f  the fem ale m em bers, these 

three ladies w ere to  play an active role in the activities o f  Trim  rural d istrict council for many 

years, proving to  those who w ere sceptical o f  the w om an’s role in politics, that they could play a 

full part in local politics, and not m erely in relation to the w ants o f  the children and paupers within 

the w orkhouse.

H aving said that, the vast m ajority o f  the councillo rs w ere m en, w hose religion, level o f  

education and socio-econom ic status, has been successfully  ascerta ined  by this research. But there 

w ere tw o other details included in the census w hich provided an interesting  additional elem ent to 

the profile o f  the d istric t councillors, their position in relation to the head o f  the household and their 

m arital status. O f  the councillors elected, fifty six per cen t w ere m arried  or w idow ed, only five per 

cen t o f  w hich w ere not listed as the head o f  the household, generally  m arried  couples living with 

one o f  their parents, who w as still listed as the m ain occup ier o f  the property. O f  the non-m arried 

councillors th irty  six  per cent w ere the head o f  their household , the rem aining portion w ere the sons 

o r brothers or in som e instances even the cousins o f  the head o f  household . This fairly even split 

betw een m arried  and unm arried councillors is interesting relative to the results for sim ilar analysis 

o f  the 1920 election , w hich will be discussed later, w hile the num ber o f  councillors listed as the 

head o f  household  encom passes som e sixty eight per cen t o f  the m em bership , suggesting  that the 

elected  councillo rs in 1899 w ere in positions o f  responsibility  w ith in  their fam ily, before being 

elected  to positions o f  responsibility  w ithin the com m unity.

W hen com bined , all o f  the above inform ation allow s for the  form ation o f  a picture o f  the 

typical rural d istric t councillo r in 1899 w ho w as a m ale o f  42.7 years old, or at least betw een thirty 

six and forty five, m ost likely from  a second-class house and em ployed, m ost likely, as a farm er, 

though also possib ly  as a shopkeeper, m erchant or publican. In addition the average councillor was 

literate, R om an C atholic, m ore likely to be the head o f  his household  than not, equally  likely to 

speak E nglish as Irish and E nglish and equally likely to  be m arried  as unm arried. The m anner in

R. Cullen Owens, A S ocia l H istory o f  Women in Ireland, 1870 -  1970  (Dublin, 2005),  p. 13 
The M eath C hronicle, 22"'' April 1899, p.3
Minutes o f  Trim Rural District Council, 22"‘‘ July 1899 (M CA, Rural District Council Collection, 

TR/1/1); The M eath C hronicle, 22"^ April 1899, p.4
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which this profile changed over time, can be illustrated through a sim ilar examination o f the 

councillors elected in the elections o f  1914 and 1920.

3.4 Results: 1914
Having established the composition o f  the rural district councillors elected in 1899, it was next 

necessary to examine to what extent this composition changed up until the last election before the 

First World War, the demise o f  home rule, the rise o f Sinn Fein and the W ar o f  Independence. It 

was necessary to examine the suggestion from the literature that there was little change in the 

profile o f the councillors, except that the councils elected in 1914 were substantially older than 

their 1899 counterparts. The main source for this part o f  the study, and indeed for the study o f the 

1920 councillors, was the 1911 census, containing all the same information included in the 1901 

census, allowing for the collection o f  the same types o f  information about the 1914 councillors as 

about the 1899 councillors. Unfortunately, however, there is insufficient information available to 

examine the composition o f the councillors o f  any o f the rural districts o f  County Meath, so this 

section confines itself to an examination o f  County Donegal and the regional variations which 

manifested themselves at a sub-county level.

3.4.1 Age

While the 1901 census data showed a skew towards the round whole ages o f  thirty, forty etc, the 

1911 census appears to be less affected in this way and the ages o f  the councillors elected in 1914 

show no such pattern. However, for comparative purposes, the age cohorts defined for the 1899 

councillors are reproduced both for the 1914 and 1920 councillors. As there was a three year gap 

between the census and the 1914 election, each o f  the councillors’ ages recorded in the census has 

been increased by three years to allow for the accurate portrayal o f  their age at the time o f  election. 

If the suppositions included in the current literature were correct, suggesting that council 

membership had stagnated with many o f  the councillors elected in 1899 still sitting on the councils, 

it was presumed that a much older age profile o f  the councillors would result from this analysis.

The resultant graph o f the councillors elected in 1914 (Figure 3.9) does show an older age 

profile than the first councillors, but not to the extent that would be presumed if  the proposed 

stagnation had occurred. I f  it had it would result in the average councillor’s age increasing by 

fifteen years, to around fifty seven or slightly under it to account for some new appointees, while 

the names appearing in the council’s membership would bear stark resem blance to the first 

councils. In fact, when the names o f  the councillors were analysed for repetition between 1899 and 

1914, it transpired that only twenty four per cent had been in their position since 1899, a point 

borne out by the graph o f  age cohorts below (Figure 3.9) and the average age o f  a councillor in 

1914 which was 48.4 years old. When com pared with the graph o f the 1899 age cohorts (Figure 

3.2) it is clear that an aging o f  the councillors’ profile has occurred, with the majority o f  the
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councillors now falling in the forty six to fifty t'lve year old age cohort. However, the number of 

councillors under fifty five still composed seventy per cent o f  the councils’ membership and in fact 

the oldest m ember on the councils was younger than the oldest member in 1899, he was a seventy 

eight year old farmer from Benbane in Donegal Town RDC.

A g e of  R ural Dis tr ic t C o u n c i l lo r s ,  1914

21 -25  2 6-35  36-45 4 6 -5 5  56-65 66-75 76-85
Age Cohorts

Figure 3,9; A ge by Cohort o f  the Rural District Councillors o f  County D onegal, 1914

Regional variations are again apparent at a sub-county level, with the average age in 

Londonderry No.2 RD being higher than the county average at 50.7 years old, while the Glenties 

rural district councillor’s fall below the average at 44.7. The figure for Donegal Town RDC is 

much higher at 56.7, but this is related to the lack o f data available for the councillors in this 

district,^’ although it does suggest that the actual figure for average age in this rural district would 

be closer to the figure for Londonderry No.2 than Glenties. This figure for Donegal Town RDC 

also shows that had the other ‘new ’ councillors been traced, the average age o f  the councillors, 

county wide, could have been even lower than the figure o f 48.4, further suggesting that the aging 

o f the councils and the stagnation o f their memberships was not as dramatic as posited in the 

literature.

3.4.2 House Class as an Indicator of Economic Status

In order to establish if  the socio-economic condition o f the councillors had improved or 

deteriorated in the intervening fifteen years, an analysis o f  the house classes o f  the councillors was

A s mentioned earlier the on ly  rural district in 1914 with townland details was G lenties, and while 
the sm aller populations o f  electoral d ivisions in Londonderry N o.2 made it possible to find the relevant 
councillor within an electoral d ivision  in many cases, it was im possible to locate many o f  the councillors in 
D onegal Tow n RD in this manner, due to the number o f  people within the electoral d ivisions with the same 
name.
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again undertaken in 1914 and compared with the 1899 results. The percentage of councillors living 

in second-class houses in 1914 had increased by almost twelve per cent from the 1899 figure, to 

sixty five per cent of councillors in 1914 (Figure 3.10). This was a result o f a decline in the number 

of councillors living in first-class houses to twenty two per cent of the total, while the number of 

third-class houses fell just two per cent to thirteen per cent. The sustained absence of fourth-class 

house occupiers from the councils is again apparent in 1914, continuing the lack o f lower-class 

representation on the local councils.^®

House C lasses. 1914

4th Class 
3rtl Class 0 %

2nd Class 
65%

Figure 3.10: House Classes for the councillors o f  County Donegal, 1914

The decline in the number o f first-class houses is clearly a reduction in the number of the upper 

classes on the rural district councils, which this research argues was as a direct result o f a change in 

attitudes of the local populations. In 1899, the local populations were concerned about the ability of 

their newly-elected representatives to operate efficiently and therefore attempted to elect members 

o f the well respected, experienced, upper classes to the councils. However, as the ordinary 

members of the middle classes became more experienced and as education levels increased across 

the country, local populations no longer felt the need to elect people from the higher classes, a 

point further reinforced by the drop in number of justices of the peace elected onto the councils in 

1914.

The regional variations generally agree with this trend, with the number of councillors 

occupying second-class houses increasing to the detriment o f the percentages in first- and third- 

class houses, except in Glenties where the number of first-class house occupiers remained static. 

However, in Londonderry No.2 RD, where no councillors inhabiting third-class houses had been

By 1914, the general wealth o f  the country appeared to be improving, with an almost total decline in 
numbers on the census returns having their accommodation classified as fourth class, even in a poor area 
such as Glenties RDC, which would also account for the decrease in third-class house occupiers on the 
councils.
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elected in 1899, fifteen per cent o f the councillors now came from this class, while the first-class 

house-occupying councillors, who had been the dominant group, were now replaced with second- 

class house dwellers. This influx o f members from third-class houses appears to be from Roman 

Catholic dominated areas o f the rural district where second-class councillors were replaced by 

third-class. This gives further credence to the suggestion that by 1914 local people felt sufficiently 

confident in the abilities o f the people from their own classes to elect them to positions o f authority 

on the councils. However, in the rest o f the county this represented itself more frequently in the 

replacement o f first-class house occupiers with councillors inhabiting second-class houses, than in 

the replacement o f  second-class with third. It is most likely that the slight dip in the number of 

third-class councillors across the board can be attributed to the generally improving affluence 

levels o f the population as a whole, reflected in improved standards o f  living and the reduction in 

the overall proportion o f  the population living in the lower classes o f accommodation.

3.4.3 Occupation

The extent o f change, or lack thereof, in the socio-economic composition o f the councillors o f  1914 

compared to those o f  1899 can also be shown through an analysis o f  the occupations o f  the 

councillors in 1914. The results show the continued dominance o f the farmer classes, with sixty 

eight per cent o f  the membership o f the County Donegal rural district councils listing their main 

occupation as fanning (Figure 3.11).

Occupations of Donegal Rural District Councillors, 1914

M anager

G rocer
1%

P o s t M aster 
3% T e ach e r

1%
S h o p k eep e r

Novelist
1%

P ublican  & D ealer 
3% ;

D raper
1%

C arpen ter/B oa t Builder 
1%

Fish D ealer

F arm er
68%

O ther M agistrate 
33% 3%

Spirit D ealer/M erchant 
3%M erchant

8%

Figure 3. II: Occupations of the Donegal Rural District Councillors, 1914

This is a one per cent increase from 1899, highlighting the relative stability o f the farmer majority 

on the councils. Outside o f this dominant cohort, the remaining council membership was composed
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o f councillors from an increased variety o f  occupations, with the introduction o f postm asters, a 

teacher, a novelist and a carpenter onto the councils for the first time. It is likely that councillors 

from these professions had been elected in other rural districts in the country in 1899, but had 

simply not been picked up within this study area.

What is interesting here, rather, is the increasing share o f  power controlled by the service 

providers: the grocers, shopkeepers, publicans, dealers, merchants, and postmasters; which 

accounts for twenty three per cent o f  the 1914 membership as opposed to eighteen per cent o f the 

membership o f 1899. This suggests their increasing dominance at the expense o f  the m agistrates 

and gentlemen who had formed nine per cent o f  the 1899 councils and now accounted for only 

three per cent. This drop in the numbers o f magistrates and gentlemen elected lends fiirther 

credence to the argument that this was a general trend throughout the county, leading to the 

removal o f  the upper-class councillors in favour o f  the middle-class members o f  the local 

population. The extent to which this trend was borne out within the farmer councillors was also 

analysed using the 1914 census data and the results show a similar pattern, with the m ajority o f the 

farmer councillors again inhabiting second-class houses (Figure 3.12). However the percentage o f 

the second-class house occupiers increased from 1899, like house classes generally, to sixty five 

per cent o f  the total, to the detriment o f the first- and third-class houses, who had lost two per cent 

o f  their total contribution each since 1899.

House C lass of Farmer Councillors, 1914

4th Class

2nd Class 
65%

Figure 3.12: Farmer Councillors arranged by House Class Occupied, 1914

What this illustrates is a general trend towards the consolidation o f  the powers bestowed on local 

populations by the local government act in the hands o f  the m iddle classes, as a direct result o f  a 

move away from the remnants o f local ideals relating to the upper classes’ position as the most
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capable class to  act as local representatives and also due to  the increasing num ber o f  the local 

population inhabiting better standards o f  houses, resu lting  in a relative increase in their 

representation  on the councils.^'

W hen the sub-county  level is exam ined, there are once again stark variations in the 

occupations o f  the councillors. In 1914, the entirety  o f  L ondonderry  N o .2 RDC w as m ade up o f 

farm ers, w hile these farm ers com prised occupiers o f  each o f  the three house classes. S im ilarly, the 

percentage o f  the farm er councillors resident in each class o f  house in D onegal Tow n RDC and 

G lenties RD C follow ed the overall county average. In G lenties, the num ber o f  non-farm er 

councillors w as h ighest w ith forty four per cent o f  the total m em bership , w hilst the local business 

people included in th is figure com prised tw enty eight per cen t o f  the overall total on the councils. 

In D onegal T ow n RDC the only non-farm er councillors elected  w ere these service providers, 

to talling  tw enty  nine per cent o f  the council m em bership  there. O nce again there w ere a substantial 

num ber o f  councillo rs in 1914, over tw elve per cent, w ho w ere occupy ing  public houses and hotels 

but listing the ir occupation  as som ething else, d isguising their ex tra  influence over local affairs.

3.4.4 Religion

As regards the relig ious com position  o f  the councillors in 1914, there w as very little change from 

the 1899 figures for C ounty  D onegal, w ith a hugely dom inan t R om an C atholic m em bership, 

num bering eigh ty  four per cent, an increase o f  one per cent on the 1899 total, w hile the large 

m inority o f  presbyterians w as still in evidence, com prising  a static tw elve per cent o f  councillors. 

The other m inority  religions w ere still present w ith the m ethodists con tinu ing  their hold o f  one per 

cent o f  the seats, w hile the C hurch o f  Ireland increased its represen tation  to three per cent, as a 

direct result o f  the loss o f  the episcopalian representatives on the councils. T his static religious 

com position highlights the fact that the shift from  the first-c lass house occupiers to the second-class 

house occupiers w as not a concerted  effort on the part o f  the local population, the dom inant 

m ajority  o f  w hom  w ere R om an C atholics, to rem ove relig ious m inorities from  the councils, but 

sim ply a m ove aw ay from  upper-class representation generally . T his is further reinforced by the 

fact that the num ber o f  councillors from  religious m inorities occupying  first-class houses reduced 

substantially  betw een  1899 and 1914 from  sixty five to  tw enty  five per cent, in line w ith the overall 

trend for the  county.

As regards the regional variations at a sub-county  level, L ondonderry  N o .2 RDC contains 

the entire popu lation  o f  presbyterian  councillors in the county , w hile it no longer contains any 

C hurch o f  Ireland represen tatives, these having been replaced by o ther presbyterians. In G lenties 

ninety e igh t per cen t o f  the councillors w ere R om an C atholic , the h ighest in the study area, once

Unfortunately, the census o f 1911 utilised the same manner o f calculating house classes as 1901, 
regardless o f  the fact that in general, conditions across the countryside were improving. All that was needed 
for a house to be classified as a second-class house was stone, brick or concrete walls, a roof of non- 
perishable material, two rooms and two windows, which by 1911, was becoming increasingly common. In 
fact, the labourers’ cottages which were being built as social housing far surpassed these criteria.
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again iiighligliting the com pletely contrasting councillor composition o f  the Londonderry No.2 and 

Glenties RDCs.

3.4.5 Irish Language

The decline o f  the Irish language throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is 

reflected by the changing fluency levels o f  the councillors between 1899 and 1914, which 

decreased slightly to sixty per cent. In terms o f  the sub-county variations, the figures for Irish 

speaking councillors in both Donegal Town and Glenties dropped, to thirty eight and eighty three 

respectively, while the rural district councillors o f  Londonderry No.2 RD remained solely English 

speaking. It can be presumed that the number o f rural district councillors in County Meath would 

have decreased further at this point in time, in line with national trends.

3.4.6 Other Significant Findings

All o f the councillors elected in 1914 were fully literate with the exception o f  two, neither o f  whom 

could read or write, although one o f  these was the owner o f  the local Hibernian Hall, which may 

account for his election, despite his illiteracy. This drop in the numbers o f  illiterates is likely to 

simply be reflective o f  a further increase in literacy rates across the country in the fifteen years 

between 1899 and 1914.

The extent o f stagnation o f  the council membership was evident as regards the gender 

composition o f the County Donegal rural district councils, which remained resolutely male only. 

While no profiles could be collated for the Meath district councillors in 1914, evidence from the 

minute books o f Trim RDC shows a drop in the token female representation as no female 

councillors were elected in 1914. One woman, Mrs Mary J. Cullinane was co-opted onto the 

council to fill the vacancy left by a Councillor Mannion in early 1915^^ (although it is unclear if 

this is the same Mrs Cullinane who was a member o f  the first council in 1899 as no details other 

than her surname could be ascertained). The other two female representatives elected in 1899 were 

no longer present having been replaced by male members at some stage in the interim.

O f the councillors elected in 1914 the percentage o f those who were married had risen 

from fifty six to sixty per cent, while the number o f councillors who were the heads o f  their 

households had decreased by twenty one per cent to sixty five. This was as a direct result o f  a huge 

increase in the number o f  unmarried councillors who were no longer the head o f their households, 

increasingly living with their parents, siblings or relations. In 1899, thirty six per cent o f  the 

unmarried councillors had been the head o f their own household, but by 1914 this figure was ju st 

twenty four.

Despite some noteworthy increases and decreases then, the profile o f  an typical rural 

district councillor in 1914 remained largely unchanged from the average councillor in 1899. A

M inute B ook  o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 23'^‘* Jan 1915 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil 
C ollection , T R /1 /17)
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councillor in 1914 would most likely be a male, literate, roman catholic, aged between forty six and 

fifty five, averaging 48.4 years old, employed as a middle-class farmer, though increasing likely to 

be a shopkeeper, publican, merchant or other service provider and increasingly likely to occupy a 

second-class house. In Donegal, this councillor w ould be more likely to speak Irish than English, 

but it is safe to assume that at this point in time, this would  be the case only along the west coast 

and in poorer, more isolated regions across the country. A councillor in 1914 would be more likely 

to be m arried and head o f  his household, although it would  now be unlikely for an unmarried 

councillor to be head o f  his household. The results further show  that the profiles o f  the rural district 

councillors in 1914 have aged only slightly from those o f  1899, while the socio-economic status o f  

the councillors as a whole  has tended towards the centre with less upper- and lower-class members 

on the councils. W hile the farmers were still the dom inant occupational group, there was increase 

in the variation o f  occupation types represented on the councils and an increase in the number o f  

the local business classes on the councils.

3.5 Results: 1920

The m anner in which the profile o f  an average councillor in 1914 had altered after the election o f  

1920 is crucial to an examination o f  the operation o f  the rural district councils throughout the 

period o f  the war o f  independence and the civil war and also in attem pting to understand the 

reasons for the abolition o f  the rural district councils in 1925. A study o f  the councillors o f  1920 is 

also vital in order to test the hypothesis provided in the literature which states that the election o f  

1920 led to a revolution in the composition o f  local authorities. The literature posits the 

replacement o f  the ‘ local nationalist establishments’ with the ‘young, aggressive and militarised 

puritans o f  Sinn F e in ’^̂ , who came disproportionately from the lower and middle-lower classes o f  

small farmers and shop assistants^'*, while further resulting in an influx o f  labourers onto the local 

councils. G iven that census returns from the period after 1911 remain closed due to confidentiality 

issues, the main source for this study was once again the 1911 census, which was unfortunately 

nine years old by the time o f  the elections in 1920. As outlined earlier this led to some problems in 

relation to locating candidates, as many o f  them were not in the same town land in 1911 as 1920, 

while som e details particularly in relation to occupation and marital status would have differed 

substantially in the nine intervening years if  the candidates were indeed as young as the current 

literature w ould suggest.

T. Garvin, 1922: The Birth o f  Irish Democracy (Dublin, 1996), p.66
P. Hart, ‘The geography of revolution in Ireland, 1917 -  1923’, in Past and Present, 155, (1997), pp

170-171
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3.5.1 Age

In order to test the hypothesis that the 1920 elections caused a revolution in the age profile of the 

rural district councils, an examination of the ages of the newly-elected members was undertaken. 

Given that the only source for the ages of the district councillors was the 1911 census, it was 

necessary to increase the age recorded in the census returns by nine years to account for the lag 

period and the results accumulated were then graphed in line with the age cohorts utilised for the 

study of the 1899 and 1914 ages. In analysing the resultant figures, it is necessary to bear in mind 

the misconception in the literature relating to the ages of the councillors elected in 1914, a 

misconception which emphasised the increased age profile of the councillors of 1914 as a result of 

the perceived stagnation of district council membership since 1899.

The results from this study of the 1920 elections do show a definite increase in the number 

o f councillors in the younger age cohorts, but they do not in any way suggest the complete removal 

of the more mature councillors (Figure 3.13). In fact, in keeping with the trends for 1899 and 1914 

the majority of the councillors are from the twenty six to fifty five year old age group, although the 

dominant cohort is now the twenty six to thirty five year olds. If the age profile of the councillors 

had been revolutionised by the elections of 1920, then it would be presumed that the vast majority 

o f councillors would be under the age o f thirty six, while in actual fact only twenty nine of the 

seventy seven councillors located in this study fell within this group, totalling only thirty eight per 

cent of the council membership.

Age of C ouncillors, 1920

46-55 
Age Cohort

Figure 3.13: Age by Cohort o f the Councillors o f Donegal and Meath, 1920

In fact when the average age of the 1920 councillors is calculated it produces a figure of 43.1 years 

old, a figure which shows an increase in councillors’ ages since 1899 when the average councillor

128



was 42.9 years old and, although it does show a decrease from the average councillor’s age in 

1914, this decrease is only by 5.3 years, completely disproving the assertion in the literature that 

the councils elected in 1920 were o f a much younger composition than any previously elected.

O f course these figures do mask stark regional variations, and when the age profile o f 

Donegal and Meath are compared a different picture emerges (Figure 3.14). W hile the majority of 

the councillors elected in Donegal and Meath still fall in the twenty six to fifty five year old age 

group, the County Donegal age profile is much closer to that o f the councillors elected in 1914 than 

the overall picture would suggest, with the dominant age group still being the councillors aged 

forty six to fifty five. In Meath, on the other hand, a picture more closely resembling the one 

suggested in the literature emerges, with half o f  the councillors in the age cohorts below thirty six, 

although conversely this means that half o f the councillors were still in the older age cohorts, so 

even here the revolutionary change was more o f a slight shift.

Ay* of Don*gal C ouncillors, 1920

21 - 2S 20 - 35 3 0  - A S  -46 - aS S6 - 65 66 - 75
Ag* Coliorts

AoA of M«atH C ounctllors, 1920

21 -25 26 - 35 36 - 45 -46 - 55 56 - 65 66 - 75
Ao« Cohorts

Figure 3.14; Graph o f  the Ages o f  the Donegal and Meath Rural District Councillors respectively, 1920

As with all graphs, the age cohorts selected for this study force unnatural divisions on the 

data, which can mask trends divided by the groupings chosen, therefore, an examination o f the 

average ages o f the councillors would best illustrate this regional variation. The result shows, as 

expected, that the average age o f  a County Donegal rural district councillor was 48.1 years old, just 

under four months younger than the figure for 1914, and four years and three months older than the 

average age o f the first councillors elected in 1899, while the average age for the County Meath
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rural district councillors was 39.7 years old, just I'A years younger than the average age of the 

Meath councillors in 1899.

Even though these results highlight regional differences within the data, they in no way 

verify the hypothesis in the current literature. What they shows is that there was an overall aging o f  

the councillors’ profile from 1899 and although there was a decrease in the average age of the 

councillors between 1914 and 1920 this was not substantial enough to refer to it as a revolution on 

the councils. It is likely that the misconception in relation to the age revolution on the new councils 

o f  1920 is exaggerated by the initial misconception that the councillors o f  1914 were much older 

than they were in reality and, when these ‘old’ 1914 councillors are compared with the ‘young’ 

1920 councillors, a much larger shift would have been suggested. It further highlights, that there 

are countrywide variations in the age profile o f  the rural district councillors, with the Meath rural 

district councillors better representing the picture portrayed in the literature o f  a much decreased 

councillor age profile, while the profile o f  the Donegal rural district councillors represents a profile 

which has remained stable even with the influx o f  Sinn Fein members onto local councils. In fact 

this hints at another possibility, which is borne out in part by information garnered relating to the 

party affiliation o f  the councillors and an analysis o f the councillors from 1914 who were re-elected 

in 1920; many o f  these ‘new ’ rural district councillors were actually the pre-existing nationalist 

councillors who had switched party allegiance to Sinn Fein, not totally new, inexperienced rural 

district councillors.

Within these county figures, sub-county variations are much in evidence, providing 

backing for one o f  the hypothesises o f  this research, that the variations which did occur in the 

composition o f  the rural district councils and in the manner o f  their operation can not simply be 

ascribed to provincial, or indeed county, variations within Ireland. Rather these were differences 

which could emerge between two neighbouring rural districts as a direct result o f  the contrasting 

topographic, socio-economic, religious and political features o f  each rural district. This point is 

perhaps best manifested in this examination o f  the sub-county variations in the 1920 district 

councillors’ age profile, which shows stark contrasts between these neighbouring districts. In 

County Donegal, the Donegal Town RD shares a border with Glenties RD, but where the age 

profile of Donegal Town RDC shows a maximum number o f  councillors within the forty six to 

fifty five year old age group and no councillors within the twenty six to thirty five year old age 

group, Glenties RDC has more councillors from the latter cohort than any other.

Similarly in Meath the neighbouring rural districts o f  Kells and Trim show directly 

opposing age profiles, with the profile o f  the Kells councillors increasing towards a maximum 

number within the forty six to fifty five year old age cohort, while in Trim the largest group of 

councillors can be found within the twenty six to thirty five year old age cohort, with the numbers 

in each cohort steadily decreasing as age increases. These two contrasting age profiles, within two 

neighbouring rural districts, show that variations within the composition of rural district councils 

do not follow county or even provincial boundaries, but rather are subject to local differences in
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topography, the composition o f  the population at large and the preferences o f  local government 

electors in relation to their favoured profile for a local representative. These differences and 

preferences are particular to each individual electoral division and when combined with the other 

electoral divisions their characteristics are mediated by the opinions and preferences, o f  the 

population in other areas, to form average trends within the rural district, county, province and the 

country as a whole.

3.5,2 House Class as an Indicator of Economic Status

With the presupposition from the literature that the rural district councillors elected in 1920 were 

from the lower-middle and lower classes o f  society in mind an exam ination o f  the economic status 

o f  the elected m em bers o f  the rural district councils was conducted. This study was handicapped by 

the lack o f  contem porary  census data, with the result that the house classes attributed to many o f  

the younger councillors were actually their parents’ houses, despite the fact that nine years later, 

many o f  these councillors would have, presumably, been in occupation o f  their own 

accommodation. Having said this, the aim o f  utilising these statistics is to examine the economic 

background o f  the councillors and this data aptly illustrates the econom ic status o f  the family from 

which the councillor came.

If  there was a sudden influx o f  the lower-middle and lower classes o f  society onto the 

councils then an increased number o f  the third-class houses would be expected to appear in the 

councillors’ profiles. The results which emerge do show a shift towards an increased number o f  

third-class house occupiers on the council membership, although once again this shift could not be 

classed as a revolution, representing an increase o f  only fifteen per cent, to twenty eight per cent o f  

the council m em bersh ip  (Figure 3.15). Still, while not a revolution, it is a significant increase, 

show ing that there was indeed an increase in lower-class representation on the councils after the 

1920 election. This increase in lower-class representation came at the expense o f  the first-class 

representation, which continued its steady decline from a high o f  thirty two per cent in 1899 to 

twenty two per cent in 1914 to only thirteen per cent in 1920. The num ber o f  councillors from 

second-class houses also fell, but only by six per cent to fifty nine per cent, ensuring that this group 

once again remained the dom inant economic grouping on the rural district councils.

The range o f  house marks encompassed within the second-class house category does mask 

a range o f  econom ic conditions, and while in 1899 and 1914, the councillors were spread evenly 

across this range, there is a disproportionate num ber o f  councillors from the lower ranges o f  these 

classes, correlating with claims in the literature that the newly-elected councillors in 1920 were 

from the lower and lower-middle classes.
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House C lasses, 1920
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1st Class

3rd Class

2nd Class

Figure 3.15: House Classes o f  the Councillors o f  Donegal and Meath, 1920

This overall graph o f the situation in Donegal and M eath once again masks the inherent 

differences between the two counties, which an examination o f the house classes for each county, 

independently, clarifies (Figure 3.16). While the number o f  first-class house occupiers has 

decreased across the board, the rise in the number o f  third-class house occupiers is much more 

pronounced in the rural districts o f  County Meath than County Donegal, showing that once again 

the profile o f the councillors o f  County Meath more closely tits the national profile than those 

elected in Donegal.

H o u se  C la s s e s  fo r C o u n ty  D o n eg a l. 1920 H ouse C lasse s  for C ounty Meath, 1920

4th C lass
Q(jî  1 St C lass

14%

4th Class 1st Class
3rd C lass

2nd C lass

3rd Class

2nd Class

Figure 3.16; House Classes by County, 1920
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The num ber o f  councillors from the middle classes actually rose in County  Donegal from the figure 

o f  1920, while the spread o f  the house marks within this second-class grouping is much more even 

than in M eath where the num ber o f  councillors from the lower ranges o f  the second-class houses 

reached seventy per cent o f  the total. However, at a sub-county level, variations once again 

manifest them selves between neighbouring rural districts. The econom ic profiles o f  the rural 

districts councillors o f  Glenties and Kells are identical, with the largest group within the 

councillors being the second-class house owners with fifty eight per cent o f  the membership, while 

the third-class house occupiers acquired just  twenty six per cent. This is in direct contrast to Navan 

RD, with sixty seven per cent o f  the council m em bership  being com prised o f  third-class house 

occupiers, show ing that in this rural district the trend posited in the literature was most pronounced. 

In Donegal Tow n RD and neighbouring Glenties RD, eighty four per cent o f  the council was 

com prised o f  second-class house occupiers, with only eight per cent from the lower-class houses, 

completely d isagreeing with modern wisdom on the issue. Londonderry  N o .2 RD and Trim RD 

more closely follow the county average for their respective counties, once again showing that 

differences in the composition o f  the rural district councils was not dependent on county location 

but rather the distinctive features o f  each rural district and its population.

This further shows that while the literature is correct in stating that there was a shift 

towards lower-middle- and lower-class representation overall, it was not a revolutionary shift and 

although som e rural district councils did witness a surge in this class o f  councillors it was not 

ubiquitous, with other rural district councils experiencing little or no change, while some actually 

saw a decrease in lower-class representation. The one universal change was the decrease in the 

num ber o f  first-class house occupiers on the councils, further illustrating the fact that local people 

no longer looked to the upper classes for leadership and representation but rather that they 

preferred to have control o f  the local authorities safely in their own hands, almost totally removing 

local landed input into the operation o f  local governm ent and its expenditure o f  local rates.

3.5.3 Occupation

With the above shift in mind, the occupations o f  the rural district councillors elected in 1920 were 

exam ined in order to investigate the existence o f  a shift from the 1914 councils o f  medium-sized 

farmers, shopkeepers  and service providers to councils dom inated  by labourers, small farmers and 

shop assistants. The  resultant figures show that once again the shift is evident in County Meath but 

not County Donegal and that the extent o f  the shift varies between each rural district (Figures 3.17 

and 3.18). In Donegal the num ber o f  farmers on the councils increased from sixty eight per cent in 

1914 to seventy four per cent in 1920, while the figure for Meath farmers had declined drastically 

from seventy seven per cent in 1899 (the last available figures) to only thirty eight per cent in 1920, 

in tandem with a huge increase in the number o f  labourers on the M eath councils, from only two 

per cent in 1899 to a massive forty five per cent in 1920, a revolution indeed. Conversely though.
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the council membership o f the Donegal rural district councils remained resolutely labour free in 

1920, actually representing a drop from the two percen t o f labourers included in the 1899 councils.

Occupation of Donegal Councillors, 1920
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Figure 3.17: Occupations o f  the D onegal Rural District Councillors, 1920

Occupation of Meath Councillors, 1920
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Figure 3.18: Occupations o f  the Meath Rural District C ouncillors, 1920

The combination o f  labourers and farmers in Meath and the greatly enlarged farmer membership in 

Donegal resulted in the increased dominance o f agricultural interests on the operation o f  the rural 

district councils, simultaneously decreasing the share o f council membership held by the service 

providers, trades people and office workers. By 1920, the range o f ‘other’ occupations represented

134



on the councils w as m uch reduced, w hile the num ber o f  shopkeepers, grocers and m erchants, 

previously grouped  as service providers, dropped significantly  to  ten  per cen t in D onegal from 

tw enty three per cen t in 1914, and from  seven per cent in M eath in 1899 to  four per cent in 1920. 

All o f  the councillo rs encom passed w ithin these figures w ere m erchants, represen ting  the com plete 

rem oval o f  shopkeepers, grocers, and publicans^^ and although the literature claim s that there was a 

shift from  shopkeeper to  shop assistant, nobody in such an occupation  is listed either in the census 

returns or in the new spaper reports o f  the councillors nom inated  or e lected  in 1920.

W ith such a large increase in the agricultural m em bership  o f  the boards it is necessary to 

investigate to  w hich class these farm er and labourer councillo rs belonged in order to establish m ore 

accurately w hat type o f  class w as being represented by these occupational groups. The m ost 

interesting aspect o f  this is the com position o f  the labourer class, w ho w ere not all, as may have 

been supposed, from  the low er classes. In fact, less than h a lf  o f  the labourers elected  lived in third- 

class houses, w ith the m ain bulk o f  the labour m em bership  being com posed o f  occupants o f  

second-class houses, to talling  fifty three per cent. O f  th is second-class cohort, the m ajority o f  the 

councillors did com e from  the houses w ith m arks o f  six and seven but there w ere councillors from 

the upper range o f  the house m arks and four per cent o f  the labourer councillo rs w ere living in first- 

class houses, show ing  that w hile the labourers w ere indeed m ainly from  the lower- and lower- 

m iddle classes o f  society  there w ere also labourers living in m uch better conditions than would 

have been expected. W hen regional variations are exam ined, it appears that this influx o f  labourers 

does not occur evenly  across the board, w ith fifty five per cen t o f  T rim  RDC being m ade up o f  

labourers, w hile th is reduces to forty six in N avan and th irty  eight in K ells, while there are no 

labourers on the rural district councils o f  D onegal. This show s that the perceived increase in 

labourer m em bersh ip  w as not even across the country or indeed w ithin counties.

As regards the econom ic status o f  the dom inant farm er grouping, differences once more 

em erge betw een D onegal and M eath w ith only four per cent o f  the farm er district councillors o f  

Donegal resid ing  in first-class houses com pared w ith n ineteen per cen t in M eath. The num ber o f  

farm er councillors from  third-class houses is sim ilar in both counties w ith this group com prising 

tw enty seven per cen t o f  the D onegal councillors and tw enty  four per cent o f  M eath, w ith the 

rem aining percentages being m ade up o f  the farm ers occupying  second-class houses, ensuring that 

this group rem ained  the dom inant grouping on the councils. The ex ten t o f  change in these figures 

from  1899 show s an increase in the num ber o f  th ird-class house occupy ing  farm er councillors, a 

substantial decrease in the num ber o f  farm er councillors resid ing  in first-class houses, and the 

continued dom inance o f  the farm er councillors occupying second-class houses. This highlights the 

fact that although there was a reduction in the num ber o f  upper-class farm ers, there was not a 

w holesale increase in the num ber o f  sm all farm ers on the councils, ra ther the farm ers on the 

councils rem ained, in the m ain, m iddle-class, second-class house occupiers.

This refers to publicans who refer to their occupation as such. The number o f councillors living in 
public houses or hotels amounts to eight per cent o f the total councillors elected, showing a decrease of four 
per cent from 1914, suggesting that people in these positions were exerting less influence than previously.
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The above results, then, partly agree with the profile o f  a district councillor portrayed in the 

literature, showing that there was a shift towards smaller farmers across the study area and 

labourers within Meath. But it also shows that the labourers were not all from the lower classes and 

that the majority o f  the farmer councillors were from second-class houses, suggesting more affluent 

members than the literature would portray, while the suggested increase o f shop assistant 

representatives on the councils does not materialise within this study area. These discrepancies 

within the literature and the other trends that emerge show that in reality there was an increase in 

councillors with an agricultural background, generally from the middle-class, at the expense o f 

representatives o f  shopkeepers, local service providers and in particular the upper-class farmers 

who lost a large proportion o f  their representation over the period o f  this study.

3.5.4 Religion

With the shift towards more resolutely nationalist, Sinn Fein dominated rural district councils it 

would be presumed that the level o f  representation held by religious minorities within Ireland 

would be practically annihilated by the election o f 1920 and indeed in M eath this was the case, 

with the entirety o f  the membership o f  the rural district councils examined as part o f  this study 

being composed o f Roman Catholics. In the rural districts o f County Donegal, however, a slightly 

different profile appears, in part due to the religious composition o f the local populations. The 

figures for the county as a whole show a static hold o f  the council membership by the Roman 

Catholic population, totalling eighty four per cent, while the presbyterian representation has 

reduced to eight per cent from twelve in line with a slight increase in the Church o f Ireland 

representation, further the methodist representation on the councils has disappeared with the re- 

introduction o f episcopalian representation.

At a sub-county level local differences emerge showing that Glenties RDC, like the rural 

districts o f  County M eath, was composed entirely o f  Roman Catholics, while in Londonderry N o.2 

RDC, the catholic representation on the council had climbed to fifty per cent o f the total, leaving 

fifty per cent o f  the council in the hands o f  presbyterian councillors, a figure reflecting the non

catholic population within the rural district. Donegal Town on the other hand portrays a profile 

somewhere between these two extremes, with seventy five per cent o f  the council membership 

Roman Catholic, seventeen per cent Church o f  Ireland and eight per cent episcopalian, showing 

that despite the nationalist and revolutionary fervour o f  the period, the local government electors 

looked at representatives on the basis o f  their credentials and not solely in terms o f  religion and 

national politics. These figures further highlight the fact that the shift towards rural district councils 

totally dominated by Roman Catholic councillors was not a universal change across Ireland and 

should not be thought o f as such, given that Roman Catholics were not the sole religious grouping 

in many rural districts and were not the dominant grouping in all o f  the rural districts. It also shows 

that the shift towards councils dominated by Roman Catholics depended totally on the mindset o f
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the local government electors and their perception o f the importance o f religion in choosing their 

local authority representatives.

3.5.5 Irish Language

The number o f Irish speaking rural district councillors continued its downward trend from 1899 

and 1914 in 1920, with the number o f  rural district councillors speaking Irish and English reduced 

to thirty per cent from forty eight per cent in 1899 (Figure 3.19). As with the 1899 results, however, 

stark variations emerge in a comparison o f  the two counties within the study area, with the number 

o f  councillors speaking Irish on the Meath rural districts totalling only six per cent, while in 

Donegal the number o f  rural district councillors speaking Irish actually increased slightly from the 

1914 figure to sixty three per cent.

L anguages  S pok«n by Co. D onegal Rural D istrict Councillors. 1920 L an g u ag es  S poken  by Co, Meath Rural D istrict C ouncillors. 1920

Ir ish and E ng lish  
6%

E nglish
37%

Irish and E ng lish  

63%

E n g lish

Figure 3.19: The percentage o f  English speaking councillors against Irish and English speaking councillors in 

D onegal and Meath, 1920

The sub-county differences in the language statistics, once again warn against taking county trends 

as representative o f the operation o f all the rural district councils within that county with 

Londonderry No.2 and Navan both having only English speaking memberships, while Glenties 

RDC had only one non-Irish speaking member. As regards the other rural district councils, over 

half o f  the Donegal Town membership was made up o f Irish speakers while in Kells and Trim there 

was a minority representation o f Irish speaking members.

An interesting point emerging from this investigation o f the Irish fluency o f  the district 

councillors is the fact that the councillors in the Meath rural districts who were fluent in Irish were 

often the only people in their houses who could speak the language. This shows a concerted effort 

on their part to learn Irish, suggesting a more nationalistic and revolutionary ethos than some o f the 

other councillors, a fact borne out by the political affiliation o f these Irish speakers, who, where it 

could be ascertained, were all members o f Sinn Fein.

137



3.5.6 O ther Significant Findings

The creation of a profile o f the rural district councillors elected in 1920 is hampered by the lack o f 

contemporary census data generally, but more particularly in relation to statistics relating to 

literacy, marital status and position within the household, as many of the councillors elected in 

1920 were still very young when the census of 1911 was collated and given that nine years had 

elapsed many o f the details recorded for even the older councillors would have changed 

substantially. What results from the examination of the 1911 data in relation to marital status and 

the position within the household is a group of councillors who were mainly unmarried and were 

either the son or brother of the head o f household. As regards literacy, however, not one councillor 

elected in 1920 could definitively be described as illiterate^^, showing that in order to be elected as 

a rural district councillor in 1920 a certain level of education was expected and indeed required.

Only one woman councillor was elected a rural district councillor in 1920, within the rural 

districts examined here, a Mrs Alice Sweeney, who was elected to represent Annagary Electoral 

Area^' in Glenties RD. She was thirty four years old when elected and married to a merchant. They 

also owned a hotel where they lived in first-class accommodation (Plate 3.1) and she was a member 

o f Sinn F dn  and Cumann na mBan.^*

Plate 3.1: Sweeney’s Hotel Burtonport, 1904 (Source: DCA, Private Papers Collection, P/66/5)

In one instance a father and son both had the same name, the father was illiterate the son was not, 
therefore, these could not be included in the analysis.

The areas from which rural district councillors were elected were altered for the 1920 election, in 
order to accommodate the introduction o f  proportional representation.

A. Sweeney, M y Memoirs looking back and remembering People, events, things, 1885 -  1986 
(Undated Typescript, DCL), p.83
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In her memoirs she recounts her reasons for standing for election as s tem m ing from a letter she 

received from either her brother or uncle, Joe, while he was in jail, telling her that he would be very 

pleased if she jo ined  the rural district council ‘and it would  greatly help the “Cause” . So o f  course’ 

she stated ‘1 jo ined  immediately. I quite forget how 1 got there but I know  the m embership was 

great crack while it lasted! ... I was the only woman then, so Barney M cCarron proposed that I 

should be appointed C hairperson’.’’

However, she was the only woman ever elected to a rural district in County Donegal and 

the only one in 1920 elected for the entire study area, show ing that while w om en were permitted 

access to the m em bership  o f  the rural district councils in legislation they were not overly active in 

pushing them selves forward for election. It was not simply a case o f  their s tanding and not being 

elected; a point clearly illustrated by the lack o f  females listed as nominated within the newspapers’ 

lists o f  candidates, m aking  gender a more crippling disqualification in 1920 than religion, social 

status or old age.

One final factor is vital in the development o f  the profile o f  an average rural district 

councillor in 1920 and that is the political affiliation o f  the newly-elected councillors. 

Unfortunately, no information was given in the newspapers in 1899 and 1914 detailing the party 

allegiances o f  the district councillors, although religion can be used as a proxy, provided that the 

presence o f  protestant home rulers is borne in mind. In 1920, however, with the excitement and 

anticipation created by the long awaited local elections, and the expected annihilation o f  the long 

established home rule party to be replaced with Sinn Fein, many new spapers included information 

relating to the councillors’ political loyalty. The picture which emerges is interesting from the point 

o f  view o f  using religion as a proxy for political allegiance with all the non-roman catholics 

elected, being unionist representatives. Also interesting is the lack o f  nationalists or home rulers 

elected to M eath, although over eleven per cent o f  the coun ty ’s councillors list themselves as 

independents, suggesting that these are home rulers in disguise, in much the same way as the 

unionists in 1899 described them selves as independents in order to garner support.

Only three political parties are represented on the rural district councils o f  County Donegal, 

unionists, nationalists and Sinn Fein. However, in County  Meath a range o f  other councillors 

appear, most notably the introduction o f  labour and transport representatives to the councils, 

suggesting that the trade union and labour networks were much stronger in Meath than Donegal 

(Figure 3.20). One other notable feature o f  the elected representatives o f  County Meath is that a 

number o f  them had jo in t  allegiances to Sinn Fein and Labour, som e with the primary emphasis on 

the former party, others on the latter. One candidate in Meath actually described h im self  as 

Independent, Sinn Fein a n d  Labour. These split political personalities can be viewed as attempts by 

the various candidates to garner support from as wide a sector o f  the population as possible, a tactic

A. Sweeney, My Memoirs looking back and remembering People, Events, Things, 1885 -  1986 
(Undated Typescript, DCL), p.83. It later transpires that this was only the chair o f  the board of guardians and 
not of the rural district council.
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which clearly worked given that twenty six per cent o f the Meath district councils, or sixteen per 

cent o f  all district councils, were composed o f these councillors.

Political Affiliations of the Rural District Councillors

Labour
4%

Sinn Fein / Labour 
15%

U nionist 
10% ,

O ther
53%

T ransport
4%

N ationalist
11% In d ep en d en t

7%O ther
1%

Figure 3.20: The Political A ffiliations o f  the Rural District C ouncillors o f  Donegal and Meath, 1920

As the above graph shows, almost half o f  all elected district councillors were members o f Sinn 

Fein, and when combined with the councillors claiming some form o f  allegiance to Sinn Fein this 

figure rises to sixty four per cent. At a county level there was a higher Sinn Fein representation on 

the Meath councils at forty nine per cent (this rises to seventy five if  the councillors with plural 

allegiances are included) than the forty two per cent on Donegal councils, with twenty seven per 

cent o f  the Donegal councils being composed o f unionists with the remainder being nationalist 

members. W hile the literature suggests that the newly-elected Sinn Fein councillors were 

responsible for the (supposed) decreased age profile o f  the 1920 councillors a comparison o f the 

ages and political affiliations o f the councillors elected shows that while there was a larger 

proportion o f Sinn Fein councillors in the younger age cohorts, this was representative of the 

average age o f councillors in 1920. There was also a substantial number o f older Sinn Fein 

councillors elected, showing that rather than idealistic, young revolutionaries, there was a sizable 

number o f ex-nationalists who had become supporters and members o f Sinn Fein.

There is no doubt, then, that the above figures do represent a complete revolution in the 

political composition o f the rural district councils, albeit once again, a more pronounced revolution 

in Meath than in Donegal. When examining these figures, it should be borne in mind that the 

results provided here are not representative o f  all the councillors as these details could only be 

garnered when the newspapers provided them. The result was that no political information could be 

gathered from Glenties RD where, as Alice Sweeney’s account informs us, the district council was
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taken over by Sinn Fein, w hile little political inform ation is available fo r K ells RD w here shifts in 

o ther aspects o f  the co unc ils’ com position w ere less pronounced. T his suggests that had full 

inform ation been available for all the rural districts a significantly  h igher percentage o f  Sinn Fein 

m em bership w ould have em erged in County D onegal, w hile a reduced percentage o f  the M eath 

councillors w ould  be affiliated w ith the revolutionary m ovem ent. T herefore, a picture closer to that 

provided in the overall graph at F igure 3.20 above em erges than an analysis o f  the two counties 

individually w ould  suggest.

This analysis o f  the councillors elected in 1920 show s that the typical rural district 

councillor w as a m ale o f  43.1 years old, m ost likely from  the tw enty  six  to th irty  five year old age 

group, involved in an agricultural occupation, generally farm ing, and lived in a second-class house. 

In addition, the average councillor w ould be a literate, R om an C atholic , Sinn Fein representative, 

who was unlikely to  speak Irish. The above average show s very little change from  the average 

picture o f  1899 or 1914, except for a substantial reduction in the num bers o f  shopkeepers, grocers, 

m erchants and publicans on the councils. The o ther changes w hich d id  occur such as the influx o f  

sm all farm ers and labourers, the increase in the num ber o f  m em bers from  the low er and lower- 

m iddle classes, and a decrease in the average age o f  a councillo r from  that o f  1914 were not o f  an 

extent to m erit the title  revolution, attributed to them  by the literature, w hile the extent o f  these 

changes varied depend ing  on the individual characteristics o f  individual rural d istricts, resulting in 

w idely d iffering  councillo r profiles betw een tw o neighbouring rural districts.

3.6 Conclusion

The above study o f  the individual councillors o f  D onegal and M eath highlights several interesting 

points, not least o f  w hich is the m anner in w hich this study corresponds to the picture o f  the 

councillors p rovided in the literature. First, the results for 1899 are m ore accurately  depicted by the 

m odern literature, than  by contem porary  accounts, w hich claim ed tha t the introduction o f  the Local 

G overnm ent (Ire land) Act, led to  the replacem ent o f  the landlord ascendancy w ith councils 

com posed o f  the m asses. H aving said that, the lite ra tu re’s em phasis on the dom ination o f  the 

m iddle classes and substantial farm ers does not consider the presence o f  substantial low er-class 

m inorities w ho com prised  around ten per cent o f  the co unc ils’ m em bersh ip . W hen com bined with 

the low er ranges o f  the second-class house occupiers, these councillo rs form ed a substantial 

grouping on the councils. Further, the suggested dom inance o f  the shopkeeper sector did not 

m aterialise in the course o f  this study. R ather, the shopkeepers and service providers com bined 

represented a sign ifican t m inority  o f  the council m em bership , but they  w ere eclipsed by the huge 

proportion o f  farm er councillors.

Indeed, the  insistence by both contem porary sources and the secondary  literature that the 

local governm ent ac t resulted in the com plete rem oval o f  all landlords and non-rom an catholic 

representatives hides the  variations w hich becom e apparent, both from  the data presented here and
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also from the existence o f  large pockets o f  non-Roman Catholic populations on the contemporary 

landscape, particularly in Ulster. It also excludes the possibility that some landlords were re-elected 

in 1899. Not all landlords were viewed as evil, they were not all unionist and in many cases their 

input into the community, their experience in local affairs and their achievem ents as past 

representatives were qualities valued by the local electorate. National politics certainly played a 

large part in every-day life in Ireland, but when it came to local elections the winning issues were 

those that pertained to local government and the expenditure o f  the rates. Therefore it was the 

candidates who were best placed to fill these roles that were elected, regardless o f  their religious 

persuasion, political affiliation or socio-economic status. Having said that, there is no doubt that the 

local representatives elected after 1899 bore little resemblance to the protestant-dominated, 

landlord ascendancy that ran local bodies which pre-dated the 1898 act.

The universally accepted idea o f  a stagnation o f the rural district council membership, 

throughout the early part o f  the twentieth century, as apathy and disillusionm ent with the operation 

o f  this form o f local government grew, is evidenced by the lack o f  interest generated in the 

newspapers by the 1914 election. It is not apparent, however, from an analysis o f the membership 

o f the district councils themselves, which shows that the majority o f  members elected in 1899 had 

been replaced by 1914. This is evidenced by an age profile which had indeed increased by five 

years, but this was too small a growth to argue for the stagnation o f the mem bership since 1899, 

which would have caused an increase o f around fifteen years.

The socio-economic profile o f the councillors had also altered, not drastically, but enough 

to be worthy o f remark. An increased share o f the councillors originated from the middle classes o f  

society, and an increased share o f  council membership was held by the shopkeepers, merchants and 

service providers, a result expected for 1899 which had not materialised. Indeed the increase in the 

range o f occupations attributed to the councillors o f 1914, further negates the argument for local 

government stagnation. The main stagnation o f note in the membership o f the 1914 councils is the 

lack o f alteration o f  the religious representation on the board, which when com bined with the move 

towards increased representation o f  the middle classes at the expense o f  the upper classes, 

highlights the fact that the new-found confidence o f the ordinary local governm ent electors about 

their class’s ability to manage their own affairs was one not based on religious feelings, but rather a 

further shift towards self-representation.

The election o f  1920 is put forward as a turning point in Irish local government, as indeed 

it was, but it was not a second revolution to the extent that has been suggested. There was indeed a 

colossal shift away from the home rule party to Sinn Fein, but this was in addition to an influx o f 

labour and trade union representatives, while in unionist-dominated areas, unionist councillors 

continued to be elected. The younger council membership widely discussed in the literature is not 

supported by this individual study. Rather than a revolution in the age o f  the councillors, this study 

shows that the majority o f  the councillors were still elected from the middle-aged cohorts, while the 

average councillor age had actually increased overall since 1899.
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The ideal o f  the ‘young, aggressive and m ilitarised puritans o f  Sinn F e in ’‘‘° proposed by 

G arvin gives w ay in this study to  a different profile o f  a Sinn Fein councillor, that o f  a councillor 

from  any age cohort, and from  the sam e range o f  house classes and occupations as the other 

political representatives. This illustrates that in m any cases the councillo rs elected under the Sinn 

Fein banner w ere a lm ost identical in profile to the councillo rs e lected  from  the o ther political 

parties, except in term s o f  political ideology. The fact that o lder councillo rs w ere elected as Sinn 

Fein representatives necessitated  a shift in their personal political ideologies from  that o f  hom e rule 

to that o f  revolu tion , w hile the election o f  younger councillo rs signals a shift in the political 

ideologies o f  large sections o f  the electorate w ho elected councillo rs based on national politics 

rather than on local expertise and experience.

In assum ing  tha t the councils elected in 1920 w ere draw n m ore from  the low er and lower- 

m iddle classes o f  society  the literature is quite correct, the councillo rs located in this study, did 

com e d isproportionately  from  the low er range o f  the second-class and th ird-class houses, how ever, 

the councils w ere not com posed solely o f  these individuals. A lthough the num ber o f  councillors 

elected from  the upper classes was sm aller they had not totally  d isappeared and, as evidenced by 

the case o f  A lice Sw eeney, they w ere accorded positions o f  responsibility ; w hile the com parison o f  

house class and political affiliation proves that not all revolu tionaries w ere from  the low er classes 

and not all the m em bers o f  the upper classes w ere conservative pacifists. The increase in the 

agricultural occupations o f  the councillors is also at odds w ith the profile  provided in the literature, 

in that there is not a to tal shift tow ards labourers at the expense o f  the farm ers, although the num ber 

o f  sm all farm ers did increase significantly  and there w as a substantial increase in the num ber o f  

labourers on the councils. H ow ever, the suggested in troduction o f  shop assistants does not 

m aterialise w ith in  these results. In fact, the proportion o f  shopkeepers and o ther service providers 

such as postm asters, grocers and m erchants actually  declined. H aving  said that, there is no denying 

that the period betw een  1898 and 1920 saw the com plete transfer o f  pow er from  the landlords to 

the lowly locals, p roviding for the representation o f  the  local people by their own class, a 

possibility w hich they w ere slow  to avail of, but one w hich by 1920 w as evident in every rural 

d istrict exam ined in th is study.

This involvem ent o f  the low er classes in local governm ent w as not, how ever, to extend in 

any substantial w ay to  the very poor, w hile illiterates and fem ales had but token representation on 

the councils. T he dearth  o f  fem ale representation on the rural d istrict councils at each stage in their 

developm ent proves that although the Local G overnm ent (Ire land) A ct provided for fem ale 

em pow erm ent, the take up on such an unprecedented opportun ity  w as very low. A n exam ination o f  

the lists o f  candidates nom inated  show s that it w as not that w om en received  insufficient support on 

polling day but tha t they m ade few  attem pts to put them selves forw ard for positions on the councils 

in the first instance.

T. Garvin, 1922: The Birth o f  Irish D em ocracy  (Dublin, 1996), p.66
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Perhaps one o f the most significant results to arise from this study o f  the individual 

councillors elected in each rural district is the proof that where substantial regional differences 

appear in the composition o f  the rural district councils (differences which in relation to age, socio

economic status and occupation only appear in a significant form in 1920) they are not differences 

at a provincial or even a county level. Rather, they are in large part differences between 

neighbouring rural districts caused by variations in topography, land quality and the socio

economic conditions o f  each individual territory. These differences were apparent even within the 

rural districts themselves at the level o f  electoral divisions and the fact that the needs and wishes of 

the individual electoral divisions had full representation at district council level, thanks to their 

ability to elect two representatives each, made this a truly representative form o f  local government.

This poses problems, however, when it comes to studying the councillor profiles of 

counties or regions. Contrasting preferences on the part o f the electorate o f  the individual rural 

district councils counteract one another, resulting in a compromise which masks stark regional 

differences. A larger-scale study would suppose that the rural districts within different counties, for 

example, must follow the patterns o f  their own county, a fact not borne out by this research. This 

research proves the opposite to be the case as certain rural districts in County Meath bear closer 

similarities to the rural districts o f  County Donegal and vice versa, while the rural district of 

Londonderry N o.2 stands apart from the other rural districts studied, with its substantial protestant 

and unionist population, presumably bearing closer resemblance to some o f  the other rural districts 

in unionist-dominated Ulster than the rural districts in the south and west o f  Donegal.

The results garnered in this study highlight the need for a complete re-examination o f the 

secondary literature relating to the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 and its legacy, in order to 

rectify the misconceptions relating to the profile o f  the councillors throughout the period taking 

account o f regional variations and discrepancies caused by a range o f  factors, not least the presence 

in certain areas o f protestant unionist majorities. With such discrepancies in mind, it must be noted 

that there was generally, a monumental shift in the political ideologies o f the rural district 

councillors over the twenty one years examined in this study, while the socio-economic profile of 

local representatives changed drastically from the protestant, unionist, landlord dominated local 

authorities, to those dominated first by home rulers and then by Sinn Fein.

These dramatic shifts over a relatively short space o f time, had serious implications at a 

national level for the local government board which was charged with the supervision o f the 

operation o f the rural district councils. It forced them to alter their tactical approach with each 

significant change in the personnel o f  the councils, and while the shift from unionist landlord to 

nationalist occupier proved challenging the shift from nationalist to Sinn Fein revolutionary was to 

prove impossible. The alteration o f the councillor’s profile from that o f  1914 to that o f  1920 was to 

revolutionise central-local relations. The local government board, faced with the challenge o f  an 

alternative state structure, that o f  the provisional government o f  Dail Eireann, attempted and failed 

to prevent a Sinn Fein landslide at the local government elections through the introduction of
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proportional representation. This thinly veiled rationale o f governmentality failed to secure the 

local government board’s rights o f surveillance over and ability to control the territory and 

population o f  Ireland. The ultimate failure o f the local government board to attain this goal became 

apparent at the first meeting o f the newly-elected councillors in June 1920, when the vast majority 

o f the rural district councils in Ireland, swore their allegiance to the government o f Dail Eireann.

In doing so they firmly severed all the information gathering channels, carefully 

constructed over an extended period that allowed for the surveillance and knowledge o f Ireland by 

the local governm ent board, and by default the British state. Thus, the changing profile o f  the Irish 

rural district councillor, outlined in this section, not only altered the face o f  local representation, but 

it also played a huge part in simultaneously destroying the techniques o f governmentality, the 

avenues o f statistical gathering and every possible type o f  central-local mediation which had been 

developed by the local government board to control and superintend Irish local government and 

through those local bodies, the population and territories o f  Ireland.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DEVELOPMENT AND MAINTENANCE OF THE LOCAI. 

INFRASTRUCTURE NETWORK

4.1 Transport Infrastructure
4.1.1 The Importance of a Quality Transport Infrastructure

The nineteenth century in Ireland saw a rapid increase in the development o f  both traditional and 

new forms o f transport infrastructures, with railways and canals becoming increasingly dominant. 

The introduction o f  the motor car in the final years o f the nineteenth century increased demands for 

the improvement and developm ent o f  the road network, with road surfaces being widened and 

levelled to accommodate this new type o f  traffic. As this trend continued into the twentieth century, 

so too did the speed and ease with which people and information were transported from the farthest 

periphery o f the country to the centre o f the state’s administration in Ireland, Dublin. The 

development o f the transport network, therefore, facilitated the state’s attempts to gather 

information about the population, allowing agents o f the state to travel to previously inaccessible 

locations in the pursuit o f  statistics and knowledge relating to the subjects o f  the state.

Prior to the introduction o f  the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 control o f the road 

network was vested in the grand juries, and although it has been noted that Ireland was well 

provided with roads built by the county cess,' this type o f road building was beyond the control o f 

the state. The Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act removed all the powers relating to infrastructure 

from the grand juries, who were devoid o f any form o f central state supervision, to the newly- 

created county, urban district and rural district councils, which were directly under central state 

control through the auspices o f  the local government board. The majority o f  these new local 

authorities assumed their role in relation to transport with alacrity and were responsible for the 

creation o f many o f  the roads on which today’s transport network has been founded. In addition, 

they were responsible for the developm ent o f  piers and harbours, in an attem pt to facilitate the 

improvement and expansion o f  many backward, rural, local economies. This chapter will examine 

the success o f the rural district councils in the maintenance and developm ent o f  the transport 

network across their districts, investigating their interaction with other bodies both local and 

national and the various issues which impacted on the creation o f  a fully functional infrastructural 

network throughout the period 1898 -  1925. This chapter will also examine the extent to which the 

state successfully acquired control over the transport network, a feat dependent on its ability to 

gather and collate detailed information relating to the people and territories it wished to govern.

T.W. Freeman, ‘Land and People, 0.1841’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  Ireland, v, 
Ireland under the Union, 1. 1801 -  70 (Oxford, 1989), p.256
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4.1.2 The Transfer of Grand Jury Functions to the Rural District Councils

The Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct transferred  the infrastructural functions o f  the grand ju rie s  to 

the new ly estab lished  local authorities.^ The district councils acquired  all the functions o f  the grand 

ju rie s  w hich had been transacted  through the baronial presen tm ent sessions, so that local w orks 

w hich had been undertaken at the level o f  the barony w ere now  transferred  to the substantially 

sm aller area o f  the rural district.^ These functions included the construction  and repair o f  roads, 

bridges, arches, p iers and harbours and the m aintenance o f  the drains, pipes, and ditches w hich ran 

alongside the roadw ays. The baronial sessions had also  held responsib ility  for ensuring that 

landow ners kept the ir roadside hedges properly trim m ed and the ir fences fully m aintained.

In add ition  to  inheriting  all o f  these functions, the rural d istric t councils also inherited the 

local contractors w ho had been em ployed by the grand ju rie s  to  undertake the necessary 

construction and repair w ork on the infrastructural netw ork. The grand ju rie s  had been instructed in 

1898 not to fo rm ulate  new  contracts w hich w ould extend beyond S eptem ber 1899,'* but som e grand 

ju ries, includ ing  the grand ju ry  o f  County M eath, had no t heeded th is w arning.^ Sim ilarly  affected 

were other grand  ju rie s  w hich had been in the habit o f  en tering  into long-term  contracts and were, 

therefore, unable to  bring  som e o f  their contracts to  a close by the prescribed date. As a result, 

many o f  the first rural d istric t councils w ere bound by the decisions o f  the ir p redecessor bodies in 

relation to the w orks they undertook and contractors they em ployed, in the  short term  at least.

The am ount w hich the rural district councils could expend on infrastructural developm ent 

and m aintenance w as also  inherited from  the grand ju ry . A s w ith the financial expenditure o f  the 

new local au thorities (Section 2.1.3), a lim it w as placed on the am ount w hich the rural district 

councils could  expend  on the transport infrastructure in any given year.^ T he 1898 act provided that 

the rural d istric t councils could not increase their road expenditure  by m ore than tw enty-five per 

cent o f  the average am ount expended by the grand ju rie s , on the sam e functions, in the three years 

prior to  the in troduction o f  the act, w ithout the prior perm ission o f  the  local governm ent board .’ 

The am ount accru ing  to  each individual rural district council, under th is system , w as certified by 

the local governm en t board and notified to  them  on the ir estab lishm ent. This provision was 

included in the act, by B alfour, as yet another attem pt to  appease the landlords w ho w ere being 

rem oved from  pow er, assuring them  that the new  local bodies w ould  not be in a position to 

substantially  increase the rates through grand schem es o f  public work.

For a comprehensive list o f these functions see Section 1.2.2 
 ̂ Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 27 (1)
 ̂ The Derry Journal, 8* July 1898, p.5. The grand jury o f Donegal responded to this suggestion by

the local government board, by stating that ‘they will not as far as possible ... throw any impediment in the
way of its successor.’ Ibid, 15 July 1898, p.6
 ̂ Abstract o f  the Queries Respited and of the Presentments Granted at Summer Assizes, 1898, (MCA,

Grand Jury Collection), p. 10
 ̂ Although commonly referred to as ‘road expenditure’ this encompassed all the infrastructural

expenditure o f the rural district councils.
’ Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 27 (2)
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This fear was not without foundation as public works had long been used as a way o f 

providing employment for the poor o f  Irish society, as it allowed them the opportunity to earn their 

own wage and provide for their own family, without recourse to begging or entering the 

workhouse. With every agricultural depression or localised famine, cries by m embers o f the public 

for an increase in the num ber o f public works schemes strengthened, resulting in the widely held

contemporary belief that without some form o f  control on expenditure, the new local authorities

would introduce public works on an unprecedented scale. The benefits o f  public works schemes 

were widely recognised by all sectors o f the community, but the burden o f  funding these public 

works was borne by the ratepayers, with the larger ratepayers being most affected. Thus, the 

introduction o f an annual limit o f  expenditure, approved by the local government board, in tandem 

with the rating o f all occupiers, ensured that the new local bodies were unable to embark on 

unchecked public expenditure at the expense o f  the larger, landed ratepayers.

4.2 The Maintenance of Infrastructure: A Joint Effort

4.2.1 Co-operation between the County and the Local

With the assumption o f  office by the new local authorities in April 1899, the infrastructural 

functions o f the grand jury  were officially transferred to the county, urban district and rural district 

councils. The urban district councils were responsible for the roads within their districts, leaving 

the remaining rural and sm aller urban areas under the jo in t supervision o f  the county and rural 

district councils. These two bodies were forced to co-operate in order to ensure the efficient 

construction, maintenance and repair o f  the county’s transport infrastructure. This overlapping o f 

responsibility between the districts and the county, combined with the early demise o f  the rural 

district councils, has generated the idea that the rural district councils had no real functions in 

connection with the transport infrastructure other than carrying out duties imposed on them by the 

relevant county councils. This projects an inaccurate view o f the rural district councils’ role, which 

was substantially more im portant and practical in nature.

Taking over from the baronial presentment sessions gave the rural district councils 

supervisory powers over the entire infrastructural network o f  the district, with the exception o f 

roads in the district that were classified as main or county roads.* The councillors were responsible 

for the recommendation o f  projects requiring attention in their electoral divisions and deciding on 

the viability and necessity o f  works suggested by members o f  the public. All o f  the above 

recommendations, combined with projects proposed by the county surveyor, were then debated by 

the councillors and a vote taken when a difference o f opinion arose. Their finalised lists o f  works

* For detailed information about the mileage of roads under the care of each rural district council see
Appendix II - Return for the year ended 31^' March 1901, giving the name o f each Administrative County in 
Ireland; the Mileage o f Roads (including Main Roads) maintained in each Rural District; the average Cost 
o f Maintenance per Mile o f such Roads (including Main Roads); the average Cost o f  Maintenance per mile 
o f such Main Roads; and the Total Mileage, Expenditure and Cost o f Maintenance o f Roads under each 
heading. 1902 (324) lxxxviiii.509. (Hereafter Maintenance o f Roads in Rural Districts (Ireland), 1901).

148



were sent to the county council for approval. The sanctioning o f  works by the county council was 

their last official role in relation to the transport infrastructure, until the contracts had been 

completed, when they were responsible for the certification o f  contractors’ payments, on the 

recommendation o f  the district council’ or when legal proceedings were instituted by the district 

council against defaulting contractors.

As with the estimate and demand o f  the rural district councils, the county councils 

generally approved o f  the suggestions o f  the district councils, due to their better acquaintance with 

local circumstances and the works in question. The decision o f the county council was mediated by 

representations made on behalf o f  the rural district council’s decision by the county surveyor and 

the chairman o f  the rural district council, who was an ex-officio m ember o f the county council. 

These officials affirm ed the necessity o f carrying out the works certified by the rural district 

councils and answered any queries which the county councillors had. In this way the infrastructural 

functions o f the county councils were more authorising and supervisory in nature than determining 

and controlling. The county councils could refuse to sanction the works applied for, but this 

generally only occurred as a result o f  budgetary constraints within the district or the county. If a 

work was refused at two successive quarterly meetings, the rural district councils were entitled to 

appeal the decision to the local government b o a r d . A s  with any supervisory body, the decisions of 

the county councils were not always to the liking o f  the rural district councils; however, the main 

cause o f conflict in the early days was not the councils’ refusal o f  permission, but rather the county 

councils’ neglect in certifying payments to the contractors o f the rural districts and the contentious 

issue o f main roads (Section 4.2.4).

4.2.2 The County Surveyor

One o f  the reasons for this lack o f  conflict between the rural district councils and the county 

councils was the presence o f  the county surveyor as an intermediary. The county surveyor was an 

official appointm ent transferred directly to the county council from the grand jury , with the same 

duties, rights and responsibilities as the role had acquired under the grand jury. The role o f the 

surveyor was primarily that o f  an advisor to the council in all matters relating to the practical 

construction, m aintenance and repair o f  infrastructure, including architectural structure and 

engineering works. W ith the introduction o f the rural district councils this county officer became a 

de-facto m ember o f  the district council staff, aiding and advising the district councillors on the 

works requiring urgent attention, the contracts to be renewed and the projects which should be 

undertaken. The role o f  the county surveyor was created as part o f  grand jury  reform in 1833 and 

appointments to the position were based on a candidate’s successful completion o f  an examination,

Contractors who performed their works in each quarterly or half year to the satisfaction of the 
county surveyor and the councillors had their payment forms certified at the quarterly meetings of the district 
councils. These forms were then forwarded to the county council from the clerk of the district council, and 
payments authorised by the county council.

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 82 (4)
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a requirem ent retained in the 1898 Local G overnm ent (Ireland) Act. “  The ac t fu rther provided for 

the appointm ent o f  assistan t surveyors in the larger counties w here the am ount o f  w ork  created by 

the introduction o f  the rural d istric t councils w ould have been prohibitive for one su rv ey o r.’^

The position o f  perm anent assistan t surveyor was also filled by exam ination , but 

candidates for tem porary  assistan t surveyor positions could be em ployed w ithou t the  requisite 

qualifications i f  they could  provide p ro o f  o f  their ability to carry out the ir duties effic ien tly  to the 

local governm ent board. Such p ro o f generally  took the form  o f  character references and assurances 

from  the rural d istrict councillo rs as to  the cand idate’s capabilities. The role o f  the  tem porary 

assistant surveyor w as therefo re  m ore open to allegations o f  corruption  than  tha t o f  the county 

surveyor. H ow ever, these tem porary  assistan ts w ere under the w atchful eye o f  the coun ty  surveyor 

and in the counties in th is study area the ir abilities w ere never found w anting. The fac t tha t many o f  

these assistant surveyors w ere put forw ard by the district councils to sit the ir surveyor exam inations 

is testam ent to  this.'^

The county councils o f  the  larger counties could, i f  they w ished, d ivide the ir county  into 

special roads d ivisions to  facilita te  the w ork o f  the county surveyor and his s ta f f  C oun ty  D onegal 

was one such case, w here the county w as d iv ided into tw o road divisions, north and south , resulting 

in the partition o f  both Letterkenny RD C and Strabane N o .2 RDC.'^' This action appears to  have 

had little im pact on the d is tric ts’ ability  to function effectively  in relation to  infrastructure, m erely 

necessitating the presence o f  the tw o surveyors at the roads m eetings o f  the respective district 

councils.

D espite being em ployed  by the county council, the county and assistan t surveyors spent 

considerable am ounts o f  tim e w orking  w ith the rural district councils and the ir sub-com m ittees,'^  

considering the v iability  o f  projects, the expenditure they w ould necessitate, and the urgency with 

w hich such w ork w as required. In general, the surveyor travelled around the d istrict exam ining  the 

extant roads, bridges, fences, arches, piers and harbours for defects or dam age and  observ ing  the 

m anner in w hich the contractors had been carrying out their contracts. From  these  the surveyor 

com piled a report w hich he p resen ted  to the council a t its quarterly  m eetings. The reports detailed 

the condition o f  the roads and the o ther infrastructural w orks, the problem s w hich had arisen  since 

the previous m eeting  and inform ation as to  w hich contractors should  not receive paym ents due to a

"  R.B. McDowell, The Irish Administration, 1801 -  1914 (London, 1964) p.35. However, under the 
Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 the Lord Lieutenant’s power to select surveyors to fill county 
vacancies was removed and the county councils were empowered to advertise for, interview and select a 
surveyor, provided the selected candidate had successfully completed the requisite examinations.

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 83 (l)(b)
Minutes of Quarterly Meetings o f Letterkenny Rural District Council, 16* April 1909 (DCA, Rural 

District Council Collection, RDC/6/1/16)
Maintenance o f  Roads in Rural Districts (Ireland), 1901
Rural district councils were empowered to form sub-committees o f their own members to 

investigate specific matters. One common reason for the creation o f a sub-committee was when works 
specific to one electoral division were being considered. These ‘divisional committees’ comprised members 
of the council, but could also include members o f the public with a specific interest in or knowledge about 
such a project. In general the chairman o f the council was an ex-officio member o f all such committees. 
Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 6I& 62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 39 (1).
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serious neglect o f  their duties. In addition the surveyor presented  lists o f  projects w hich he 

determ ined needed im m ediate attention w ith a sum m ary o f  the expected  cost and duration o f  such 

work. The surveyor included these new  projects, w ith those already in progress and inform ed the 

council o f  the balance rem aining from  their annual lim it o f  expenditure. T he council then voted on 

w hether or not to  adopt the report o f  the surveyor in full or in part, and i f  the latter w hat parts (or 

projects) they d isagreed  with.

Prior to  the start o f  the new  financial year, the county  surveyor w ould include his 

projection for annual expenditure in his report to  the district council. H is figure o f  expenditure was 

calculated  by com bin ing  the estim ated costs o f  w orks the councillo rs w ished to  undertake, the 

projects the surveyor felt w ere necessary and the continu ing  contracts that the council were 

involved in. I f  this figure surpassed the annual lim it o f  expenditure  allow ed to the district council, 

certain w orks could  be rem oved. If, how ever, all the w orks included on the su rveyor’s sheet were 

view ed as essential m aintenance w orks then the rural d istric t councils could apply to the county 

council for an ex tension  o f  their lim it o f  expenditure for one year or, i f  the councillors and surveyor 

agreed that it w ould  be an annual occurrence, for a perm anent extension. The county council then 

applied on the d istrict co u n c il’s b eh a lf to the local governm ent board. These requests for increased 

lim its o f  expenditure  w ere generally  approved by the local governm ent board w ithout question, 

given that such requests w ere m ade only w hen there w as no o ther alternative open to the district 

councils and only w hen the request had the full support o f  the county surveyor, w hose opinion was 

held in high regard by the local governm ent board.

This co-opera tive  version o f  council-em ployee relations w as generally  the experience 

where the surveyors w ere involved. The district councils w ere only too aw are that the county 

council trusted  the op in ion  o f  their surveyor im plicitly. M oreover, the fact that the appointm ent o f  

each surveyor w as based, in the first instance, on his successful attainm ent o f  professional 

qualifications ensured that there was rarely any reason to  doubt the validity  or objectivity  o f  his 

judgem ent. T here w ere o f  course exceptions to this. On one occasion  E denderry N o .3 RDC dared 

to incur the w rath o f  its surveyor through its decision ‘not to  approve or adopt the County 

Surveyor’s E stim ate  am ounting  to £[7]55 13 10 but argue to  keep w ith in  our lim it, viz. £538 15 

0 .’'^ A t the fo llow ing  m eeting o f  the council, a letter from  the surveyor w as subm itted , pointing to 

the fact that although the council did not adopt his estim ate they had advertised  the w orks at his 

increased prices and w ould  therefore exceed their lim it regardless. U pon further consideration the 

council saw  the e rro r o f  its w ays and rescinded their p revious m otion, adopting the su rveyor’s 

suggestion to request an increased lim it o f  expenditure.'^

The only case o f  a surveyor actually being d iscip lined by one o f  the district councils, 

w ithin the study area o f  this research at least, was in L etterkenny R D C , w hen a m otion was

Minutes o f Edenderry No.3 Rural District Council, 22"'* Jan 1918 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, E/1/10). The figure o f £755 included in this quote was recorded as £655 by the clerk but further 
reading o f the minutes showed that it was actually £755 and has therefore been rectified here.

Ibid, 8* Feb 1918
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discussed by the council to have the county surveyor reprimanded for not attending the meeting 

punctually at 1.30pm. The surveyor arrived at the meeting in the middle o f the discussion and 

explained that his late arrival was due to his train having been delayed by five minutes. It would be 

presumed that this explanation would have sufficed, especially when coupled with the fact that this 

was the first meeting to be held at 1.30pm, after a recent decision by the councillors to alter the 

time from two o’clock. Despite this, the motion to reprimand the surveyor was passed, with the 

council apparently oblivious to the irony in the fact that had they not altered the time of their 

meeting, the surveyor would have actually attended early, in spite of the delayed train.

Although these two examples are clearly the exceptions in what were otherwise amicable 

and co-operative relations, this did not stop the rural district councils attempting to gain direct 

control over the surveyors by by-passing the county councils altogether. A resolution made by 

Loughrea District Council was circulated to all the rural districts in the country requesting support 

for its resolution calling for the district councils to be given ‘absolute control over county surveyors 

and the assistants as far as presentments and payment o f money for public work is involved’.'* The 

sentiment expressed in this resolution appears to have received only limited support, as evidenced 

by the inaction of the rural district councils in this study area, who appear to merely have read the 

correspondence without comment or action. This suggests that the rural district councils were 

generally satisfied with the arrangements relating to supervision o f the surveyors by the county 

councils, once again pointing to the harmonious relationship which existed between the rural 

district councils and their surveyors, despite the potentially problematic supervision o f the county 

councils.

4.2.3 Quarterly and Adjourned Quarterly Meetings

The relationships between the rural district councils, the county councils and the county and 

assistant surveyors were played out through the quarterly and adjourned quarterly meetings of the 

rural district councils. At the outset, it was determined that each district council would hold one 

meeting every three months, to deal with matters arising relating to the transport infrastructure of 

the county. The surveyor’s attendance at such meetings was compulsory and as a result the county 

councils were charged with setting the dates for these meetings, in order that no two district 

councils would choose conflicting dates and times, thereby prohibiting the attendance of the 

surveyor. At these meetings the district council received the county surveyor’s quarterly report and 

combined the necessary works, detailed by the surveyor, with ongoing maintenance works on 

which contracts had elapsed and their own suggestions for works. With the help o f the surveyor the 

councillors estimated the price of each project and when they had decided on the works which 

could be conducted within their available budget, they issued advertisements requesting the 

contractors to submit tenders for undertaking the work. The lists of these works and a list of the

Minutes of Drogheda No.2 RDC, 5'*’ Oct 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, M/1/1); 
Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 25*'’ Nov 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, TR/1/1)
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payments to contractors that had been authorised by the council were forwarded to the county 

council for ratification ‘within two days after the date o f  the meeting at which the same was 

form ulated’

While quarterly meetings were all that the Local Government (Ireland) Act prescribed, it 

quickly became clear that a second meeting would be required to examine, discuss and decide on 

the tenders to be accepted, inform contractors o f their success, or otherwise, and fix a date for the 

successful contractors to enter into bonds with the district councils. As a result, the local 

government board directed that the district councils adjourn the quarterly meeting when all the 

necessary business had been transacted and schedule an adjourned meeting for the remaining 

business. These meetings became known as ‘adjourned quarterlies’ and were held on a date 

sufficiently after the quarterly to allow the contractors to submit tenders for the work that had been 

advertised.^®

The dates o f  these meetings were set by the district councils themselves, while the county 

surveyor’s attendance appears to have been determined by the presence on the agenda o f matters 

additional to the usual business o f  examining tenders. As a result, the acceptance o f tenders was left 

at the sole discretion o f  the rural district councils, albeit strictly controlled by the orders o f the local 

government board, detailing what constituted a valid tender and the circumstances which would 

allow the council to accept a tender other than the cheapest offered. As the county councils had 

already agreed in principle to the acceptance o f tenders for the works advertised they remained 

outside the tendering process, merely being informed by the district councils o f  the names and 

addresses o f the contractors accepted, leaving little room for conflict between the county and rural 

district councils.

One area relating to quarterly meetings which did arouse excitement and resentment was 

the location chosen to hold the quarterly and adjourned quarterly meetings, but this was conflict 

between the district councillors, rather than between the district and county councils. The quarterly 

and adjourned quarterly meetings o f the district councils were not held in the boardroom o f the 

local workhouse, but rather in one o f the local courthouses, to facilitate the local contractors who 

had been attending at the courthouses to perfect their bonds from the days o f the baronial 

presentment sessions. This rather innocuous arrangement led to conflict on many o f the district 

councils, where the councillors from each electoral division vied with one another to have the 

quarterly and adjourned quarterly meetings held as close to their respective areas as possible, thus 

facilitating the contractors from their areas by shortening the distance they had to travel to finalise 

their contracts with the council. In general, the rural district councils chose the courthouse located 

at the most central point in the district for the quarterly meetings. When concern over this location

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 21®' April 1900 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/1)

The lapse of time between these two meetings varies across the district councils and through time 
but in the majority of cases, the adjourned quarterly meeting occurred approximately two weeks after the 
initial quarterly meeting.
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w as expressed a system  o f  ro tation  w as form ulated  to allow  the m eetings to  be d iv ided  betw een 

tw o or three courthouses.

In one rural d istrict, how ever, no such am icable agreem ent could be reached. The rural 

d istrict council o f  D unfanaghy argued over the location o f  the next quarterly  at the previous 

adjourned quarterly  and the location o f  next adjourned quarterly  at the previous quarterly , w hile 

m otions w ere also raised at the ordinary  m onthly m eetings o f  the councils to a lter the decisions 

m ade at the quarterlies. T his continued  until February 1907, w hen the locations o f  the rem ain ing  

quarterly  m eetings for tha t year w ere decided  on and from  then  on the locations for all the quarterly  

m eetings o f  the year w ere decided  annually , until January 1913 w hen they reverted  to  decid ing on 

the location o f  one m eeting  at the p receding  one.^' W hile D unfanaghy R D C  is the exception  rather 

than the rule in this instance, the level o f  conflict excited in arriv ing at such a sim ple decision 

illustrates the vehem ence w ith w hich the local councillors could and did fight for the ir constituents 

over those from  other e lectoral d iv isions. This lends further credence to  the assertion  that the rural 

district councils p rovided a form  o f  local governm ent unsurpassed before or since as far as the 

representation o f  the needs and view s o f  local com m unities was concerned.

As the rural d istric t councils, and indeed the county councils, grew  in experience and 

ability in their jo in t transaction  o f  th is infrastructural business the local governm ent board reduced 

the frequency o f  infrastructural m eetings from  quarterly  to half-yearly  w ith the business transacted 

at the adjourned quarterly  m eetings being  transferred  to adjourned half-yearly  meetings.^^ This 

procedural alteration  w as subject to  delayed  institution w ith m any o f  the rural d istrict councils 

holding at least tw o m ore quarterly  m eetings before changing to half-yearly  m eetings. T his delay 

presum ably allow ed the d istric t councils suffic ien t tim e to m ake arrangem ents for the  changing o f  

the expiration dates on ex tan t contracts and the dates on w hich paym ents w ere due to  contractors, 

bringing these in line w ith the new  m eeting  tim e-tables.

W hile this sw itch  from  quarterly  to half-yearly  m eetings m ay have im pacted  negatively on 

the operative efficiency o f  the rural d istric t councils, the opposite w as actually  the case w ith the 

business o f  the quarterly  m eetings being transacted in a m ore stream -lined  manner,^^ w hile 

em ergency repairs necessita ted  in the period betw een the tw o half-yearly  m eetings w ere undertaken 

by the county surveyor. T his also m eant that paym ents for contractors and lists o f  w orks to  be 

undertaken by the d istric t councils w ere only  forw arded to the county  council tw ice a  year, greatly 

reducing the county co u n c il’s burden o f  w ork  and the opportunity  for conflic t betw een  the tw o 

bodies.

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 1899 -  1925 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/1 -  RDC/3/1/17)

Ibid, 16* Nov 1912 (RDC/3/1/10).
Although the clerk was obliged to hire assistance for the completion o f contractors’ bonds, a time- 

consuming process at the adjourned quarterly meetings, which would take twice as long at a half-yearly 
meeting. Without such assistance the council would have been obliged to adjourn the adjourned half-yearly 
meeting for a second day. The wages paid to the assistant could not be levied off the rates and as a result a 
charge of Is was placed on every contractor’s bond finalised at such meeting.
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4.2.4 The Main Roads Controversy

The one important issue regarding the transport infrastructure which did give rise to conflict 

between the county and district councils, however, was the designation, or lack thereof, o f  county 

roads as main roads. Clause eight o f  the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 provided that half 

o f  the expenses arising from the maintenance o f the main roads in a county would be paid by the 

county council, while the rural districts through which the road ran would be responsible for the 

remainder.^'' The cost o f  the maintenance o f all the other roads in the county was to be borne by the 

rural district in which the works were carried out. The act placed responsibility for the designation 

o f ‘m ain’ roads firmly in the hands o f  the new county councils and although it compelled the 

county councils to send copies o f  their provisional declarations o f the main roads to the district 

councils for their approval, before the declaration was confirmed, there was nothing in the 

legislation com pelling the county council to take the opinion o f  the rural district councils into 

account. The only action open to a rural district council who were dissatisfied with the final 

decision o f their county council was an appeal to the local government board, whose decision, as 

always, was final.^^

This clause was shrouded in controversy from its inception, as the MPs became embroiled 

in a lengthy debate on the issue. Many o f the parliamentarians believed that main roads should be a 

charge on the county at large and not levied o ff the districts through which they ran, given that the 

traffic on such roads was often bound for distant locations and therefore o f  more use to the districts 

where the traffic had its destination. There was also a general belief that roads under the control o f 

the county council would be maintained more equably than if those roads were under the control o f 

individual rural districts with varying financial resources to expend on their improvement. Other 

MPs expressed concerns about the legal implications o f dividing the charges o f  roads between the 

county and the districts, as evidenced by problems afflicting sim ilar legislation which was in 

operation in England, Scotland and Wales. There, lengthy litigations had occurred as the district 

councils fought, and defeated, the county councils.^^

Many M Ps were further concerned by the fact that this legislation effectively allowed the 

county councils to reduce the number o f main roads in Ireland at a time when facilitating the ease 

and speed o f travel was vital to economic expansion and also to the growth o f  the tourist industry 

which had been developing in the later part o f the nineteenth century. As a result, there were calls 

in W estminster for a reduction in the level o f  discretion accorded to the county councils in such 

matters, favouring the inclusion o f a clause providing that the mileage o f  main roads in a county 

could not be reduced. Others believed that all the roads in the county should be maintained at the 

cost o f  the county in order that the relative poverty o f  an area would not contribute to its continued

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 8 (1 )
Ibid, Clause 8 ( 3 ) - ( 1 2 )
H ansard’s Parliam entary Debates, 4* Series, 57, 2"‘* May 1898, pp 69 -  73 The district councils 

acquired a reduction in their share o f  the transport infrastructure expenses, by successfully arguing that 
footpaths adjoining main roads were county not district charges
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infrastructural isolation, accentuating the pre-existing inequalities between the wealthier and poorer 

districts. Against such arguments were those who believed that the development o f  rail transport 

negated the need for expenditure on the road network, and the government.^’

Despite these weighty concerns, the clause empowering the county councils to declare the 

county’s main roads remained in the local government bill which passed through parliament and, as 

the MPs had feared, the county councils quickly set about abolishing the main roads within their 

territories. The majority o f  the county councils issued declarations stating that there was not a 

single main road in their county, within ju st six months o f their establishment. This decision was 

taken in spite o f the advice issued by their county surveyors, who, in conjunction with the rural 

district councils had drawn up lists o f  the roads to be maintained as main roads. The only county 

councils which issued declarations listing their main roads were Fermanagh, Galway, Kildare, 

Kilkenny, Limerick, Mayo, Queens County, Roscommon, Sligo, Tipperary N orth Riding, 

Tipperary South Riding and Tyrone.^*

Surprisingly, this decision was met with approval by the majority o f the rural district 

councils, including those which had submitted requests to have roads in their districts designated as 

main roads. The reasons for this unusual stance are not clear as few o f  the councils elaborated on 

the matter in their minutes and little attention is given to it in the newspapers. However, it can be 

assumed that it was either because they did not fully understand the repercussions o f  the total cost 

o f the road maintenance or because they did not want to begin their foray into self-governm ent 

rowing with their county councils. Glenties RDC was the only council in the study area to object 

from the outset to the wholesale removal o f main roads. They unanimously passed a resolution 

strongly disapproving o f  the declaration o f the county council especially ‘considering the large area 

o f Glenties Rural District [and] the number o f  roads that are to be m aintained’. They claimed that it 

was ‘grossly unfair to put the whole cost o f  maintaining the trunk lines on the ratepayers’, 

especially considering the fact that they were ‘chiefly used by tourists’ and also that the rural 

district was classified as congested and as such should be exempted from the general declaration.^^ 

This statement by Glenties RDC would seem to be the more natural stance for any o f the 

rural district councils with a large percentage o f the previously main roads to take, as the district 

councils which agreed with the county council’s declaration were sanctioning the substantial 

increase o f the cost o f  road maintenance in their districts. It would also be presumed that the local 

government board would have supported the district councils that did object to the decisions o f  the

Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 57, 2"'' May 1898, pp 68 -  95 The later point is 
interesting in light o f later transport developments. Donegal County Council, in voting to abolish the rail 
network in the county in the 1960s, cited the growth o f road transport as one of their reasons for not wishing 
to expend money on the continued maintenance of the county’s railway system. While a local historian in 
Meath comments on the irony o f the roads which were ‘upstaged by the railway’, later upstaging the railway 
again, B. Peppard, Social and Economic effects o f Railways in Meath 1837 -  1964, in L. McNiffe (ed) 
Meath: Studies in Local History (Navan, 1999)

Maintenance o f  Roads in Rural Districts (Ireland), 1901
Minutes o f Glenties Rural District Council, 10* June 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 

RDC/4/1/1)
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county  council, especially  considering  the concerns expressed  by m any o f  the M Ps about the 

rem oval o f  m ain roads. H ow ever, the local governm ent board lent th e ir support to the county 

councils, m erely c iting  the increased sim plicity and the equable spread  o f  costs across the districts, 

a rising  from  the abolition  o f  m ain roads, as the reasons for the ir support o f  the  county councils.^°

D espite the decisive vote against the declaration o f  m ain roads by the county councils and 

the local governm ent board the issue o f  m ain roads w as not conclusively  settled at this point. The 

Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct contained a provision w hich sta ted  that the issue o f  m ain roads 

could  again be d iscussed  after an interval o f  five years from  the date o f  the ir initial declaration.^' 

This w as included in the act to ensure that roads w hich had increased or decreased in im portance 

after the introduction o f  the act could be prom oted or dem oted as necessary . This clause grew  in 

im portance as m any o f  the rural district councils began to realise the ir m istake in not dem anding a 

declaration  o f  m ain roads and started to  canvass the county councils to  reconsider their decision. As 

the county councils continued to  ignore the resolutions they passed, the frequency and strength o f  

the dem ands o f  the  rural d istric t councils increased.

There w as not, how ever, a universal m ove aw ay from  the initial statem ents approving o f  

the county co u n c il’s decision  not to  have main roads. It w as, ra ther, a m ove by the rural district 

councils w hich w ere negatively affected by the lack o f  m ain roads. Som e o f  the rural district 

councils continued  to  voice their approval o f  the system  in place, in particu lar the rural districts 

w ith a sm all m ileage o f  w ould-be m ain roads or those w here m any o f  the m ain roads had their 

destination. O nce again the reasoning behind this stance is absent from  the records o f  the district 

councils, although it is likely that it was based on the fact that m ain roads represented a county at 

large charge, w here the upkeep costs w ould be d istributed evenly across all the districts in the 

county. In th is w ay the rural districts w ith a sm aller share o f  the m ain roads were 

d isproportionately  burdened by having m ain roads declared. T he rural district councils w hich 

w ished to  have m ain roads declared  w ere those w ith a large m ileage o f  m ain roads running from  

one end o f  their d istric t to  the other, but w hich received no tangib le  benefit from  the traffic  on these 

m ain roads given tha t the ir destination  was in another rural district. A s such they resented having to 

pay the high costs associated  w ith the upkeep o f  these heavily  trafficked  roads, w hich inflicted 

undue hardship  on the ir ratepayers for the benefit o f  others.

Som e o f  the rural d istricts began to cam paign fo r a change in the ‘no m ain road ’ 

declaration o f  the county council as early as 1905. By 1913 they  had form ulated  a statem ent 

requesting tha t the county  council rescind their ‘no m ain roads re so lu tio n ’ in the ‘interests o f  the 

poorer congested  d is tric ts’ o f  the c o u n ty .T h i s  resolution w as then sen t round the district councils 

in the county seek ing  the ir support. W ith each rural d istrict that passed  the resolution, the pressure 

on the county council to  take som e form  o f  action increased. H ow ever, it w as 1916 before the

30 2 5 '* Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.6
Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 8 (3)
Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 28* Oct 1905 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/3/1/17); 4* Jan 1913 (RDC/3/1/10)
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county council was forced, through the efforts o f  the district councils, to reconsider its declaration. 

Despite the weight o f  opinion in favour o f  rescinding the motions, many o f  the wealthier rural 

districts in Donegal, including Letterkenny, Londonderry N o.2, Ballyshannon and even Bundoran 

Urban District were in favour o f retaining the original declaration.^^ These districts contained a 

relatively small mileage o f  the prospective main roads and so were concerned that a new 

declaration would place extra financial pressures on their budgets and ratepayers. On the back o f 

their support, Donegal County Council decided to re-iterate their previous resolution that there 

were no main roads in the county, a decision which was formally issued in February 1917. '̂*

The rural district councils were not the only group which had slowly changed their 

opinions on main roads, the local government board had also slowly altered its view o f the ‘no 

main road’ resolutions o f  the various county councils. Even as early as 1901 it had sanctioned new 

declarations relating to main roads in Cork, Armagh, Antrim, W aterford and W exford. This left just 

half the Irish counties without a main road network at this early date, M eath and Donegal 

in c lu d e d .A lth o u g h  the date o f  the changeover to main roads in Meath has not been formally 

ascertained,^* it is clear from comments made in passing on other subjects that main roads were in 

force in the county by 1919. In Donegal, on the other hand, the local government board took into 

consideration the renewed declaration o f the council issued in 1917 on the basis o f  an appeal made 

to them against the county council’s decision. They ordered that an inquiry be conducted under the 

supervision o f their C hief Engineering Inspector and on consideration o f his report were convinced 

that the declaration o f the county council ‘would be inequitable ... that it could not be upheld, and 

that it devolved upon the Local Government Board to make a declaration in place o f  the County 

C ouncil’. The new declaration included the roads classified as main roads by the county surveyor, 

subject to certain modifications which the local government board deemed necessary, and came 

into effect on the T ' April 1918.^^

While the procedure detailed above may seem like a relatively straight-forward progression 

from one step to another and from one body to another the actual intricacies which were played out 

in reaching this final declaration in 1918 were the cause o f swathes o f correspondence and much 

concern, consternation and conflict. N ot only were the rural district councils which were in favour 

o f the creation o f a main road network arguing with the county council, and in the early years with 

the local government board, their two superintending authorities, they were also arguing with the

M inutes o f  Q uarterly M eetings o f  Letterkenny Rural D istrict Council, IS**" N ov 1914 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RD C /6/1/16); Minutes o f  Londonderry No.2 Rural D istrict C ouncil, 10* June 
1916 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/10/1/2); M inutes o f  Bundoran LFrban District Council, 
5“’ June 1916 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, UDC/3/1/2)

M inutes o f  M ilford Rural D istrict Council, 10* March 1917 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, RDC/7/1/19)

Maintenance o f  Roads in Rural D istricts (Ireland), 1901
The records o f  the quarterly m eetings o f  the Meath Rural D istrict Councils do not appear to have 

been as well preserved as those in Donegal, while those which have survived are sparse in the detail which 
they contain. As a result there are som e significant gaps in our knowledge about the operation o f  the transport 
infrastructure functions o f  the councils there.

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 13* Oct 1917 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/12)
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other rural district councils which were happy to continue the system already in place. This second 

category o f district council was not without adversaries either. By aligning themselves with the 

county council in this manner, the district councils were placing them selves in opposition to the 

considered opinion o f  the county surveyor and in later years the local government board.

Having said that, the fact that several o f  the rural district councils combined their opinions 

in 1916 to either encourage or discourage the county council in its examination o f  the possibilities 

for the creation o f  a main road network, highlights the fact that co-operation between rural districts, 

and indeed between urban and rural districts, did occur. M oreover, it illustrates the fact that rather 

than acting as isolated, individual bodies the rural district councils were capable o f  successfully 

combining to demand action on issues o f importance to them and the population they controlled. In 

addition, the local government board, in revoking the decision made by the county council in 

favour o f  that dem anded by the county surveyors and the district councils, showed that although it 

was a central authority, it did use its network o f inspectors and experts to take into consideration 

the wishes o f the local representatives who had a better knowledge o f local needs than the central 

state authority in Dublin. This emphasises the existence o f a two-way movement o f  ideas and 

procedures, not merely from the centre to the periphery, but from the periphery back to the centre 

and central policy. It can be argued then, that this alteration o f  the original views and opinions o f 

the local government board shows a willingness to co-operate with the local authorities in an effort 

to continue the mediation o f local possessive pluralist interests, ensuring the continued control by 

the local government board o f  the operation o f  local government and by default the local 

population.

4.3 Interaction, Co-operation and Conflict 

4.3.1 The Role of the Congested Districts Board

The congested districts board (CDB), which had been established in 1891, in an attempt to address 

the poverty related problems afflicting the west coast o f  Ireland,^* had been given responsibility for 

certain infrastructural development functions which overlapped with those o f the rural district 

councils in the congested districts. A ‘congested’ district was one where more than twenty per cent 

o f  the population o f  a county lived in electoral divisions where the average rateable value per head 

was less than £1 lOs.^^ This definition resulted in County Donegal being classed as a congested 

district and as such all the rural district councils in the county were involved to a greater or lesser 

extent with the CDB. The rural districts in the far west o f  the county, Dunfanaghy and Glenties, 

were the C D B ’s most regular correspondents, followed by Inishowen, M ilford, Letterkenny,

For general information on the congested districts board see H.D. Gribbon, ‘Economic and social 
history, 1850 -  1921’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 
-  1921 (Oxford, 1996), pp 283 -  287 and C. Breathnach, The Congested Districts Board o f  Ireland, 1891 -  
1923: poverty and development in the West o f  Ireland (Dublin, 2005)

H.D. Gribbon, ‘Economic and social history, 1850 -  1921’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 -  1921 (Oxford, 1996), p.283
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Stranorlar and Donegal Town, while the remaining rural districts seldom dealt with the board in 

any meaningful way.'*®

The extent o f  the interaction between the rural district councils and the CDB has not been 

even briefly alluded to in accounts o f the operation o f  the CDB, suggesting that like the rural 

district councils themselves, their interaction and co-operation with the board have been 

forgotten.'*' W hat this research has ascertained is that the CDB and the rural district councils in the 

congested districts had a reciprocal relationship. The rural district councils applied to the CDB for 

grants to undertake necessary infrastructural works for which they had insufficient funds. If  the 

CDB saw fit, the rural district councils were granted the funding and had the county surveyor and 

the district contractors carry out the work on the C D B ’s beha lf These grants from the CDB 

generally carried the provisos that matching funding would be collected, either in the form o f 

contributions from local philanthropists or through the rates, and that the district councils would 

take full control over the m aintenance o f the project once it was completed. In this way the CDB 

was able to expend more funds on carrying out necessary works and less on planning and 

organising the operational side o f  the projects, while the rural districts acquired much needed 

funding for their functions. The works for which the CDB granted funding in the rural districts 

were road and bridge building and repairs, and the maintenance and developm ent o f  piers, harbours 

and boat slips.

While it would be presumed that any such grants from the CDB would be m ost gratefully 

received in the impoverished rural districts in the west o f Donegal, the reality was somewhat 

different, clearly highlighting the problems created by a combination o f inexperienced local 

authority members and a poverty stricken district. The case o f  M eenacladdy Bridge in Dunfanaghy 

RD aptly illustrates this point (Plate 4.1). The bridge had been badly damaged by ‘excessive 

rainfall’ on 25"’ August 1901 and the county surveyor reported that a ‘steel superstructure’ would 

be the most suitable material for the repair although it would cost approximately £30.'*^ The district 

council immediately sought the help o f  the CDB which initially reported that it could ‘not entertain 

the application’ and on an appeal by the council cited the state o f  its own funds as the reason 

behind its inability to accede to the request.'*^ In January o f  the following year, the CDB 

reconsidered its stance and offered the district council a grant o f £20 towards the ‘reconstruction o f 

a satisfactory wooden bridge’. This generous offer, amounting to more than half the cost o f the 

steel structure that was required, was unceremoniously turned down by the councillors who 

claimed that it was quite insufficient and that the CDB should have it properly rebuilt before its

The relationship between these rural districts and the congested districts board was confined to the 
circular correspondence that they received based on the fact that they were part o f  a congested county.

Further research in this area is necessary in order to provide important background to the operation 
o f  the congested districts board.

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 12* Oct 1901 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/2)

Ibid, 9"' Nov 1901; 26* April 1902 (RDC/3/1/3)
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‘m aintenance is handed over to a poor district like D unfanaghy’.'*'* The resultant stand-off 

continued until O ctober 1903, when the county surveyor recom m ended that the council accept the 

£20 offered by the CD B and use it to construct a foot bridge which w ould at least have allowed the 

school children to cross the river in winter months. The council agreed.'*^

This decision did not, however, solve the problem o f  the construction o f  a permanent 

bridge and the Clerk was again directed to address the C D B , informing it that the only reason the 

council had not undertaken the works itself was its lack o f  funds."*^ On that occasion the councillors 

met with a more favourable response from the CDB which offered them  a grant o f  £100. The only 

condition attached to this grant was that the work was carried out according to plans and 

specifications approved by the CDB. The councillors were still unsatisfied and replied to the CDB 

stating that they had insufficient funds for the work and that the work should be carried out by the 

CDB ‘as the Bridge was originally built’ by it. This sta tem ent m et with no response from the CDB 

and the council declined to take any further action on the matter. A t this stage the area had been 

without a bridge for three years, and the works which initially w ould  have cost only £30 to 

complete were going to incur a charge on the district o f  £100, despite several previous offers from 

the CDB. This repeated refusal o f  much needed funds by the district council can only be explained 

in terms o f  the councillo rs’ inexperience and inability as local representatives. This fact was not 

lost on the local population who returned only h a lf  o f  the councillors to office after the local 

elections o f  IQOS."*’

The new councillors were a much more efficient group and one o f  their first actions on 

taking up office was to thank the CD B for its offer o f  £100 and inform it that they would be glad to 

accept it. However, due to the lengthy gap between the C D B ’s first offering the £100 and the 

council’s belated acceptance o f  it, the offer had lapsed, necessitating the application by the council 

for a renewal o f  the C D B ’s offer.''* The result was yet another delay, until July 1906, when the 

C D B confirm ed that it would  renew its offer. At this point the cost o f  the works had further 

increased to an estimated cost o f  £140, but unlike the previous council, the new council acceded to 

the request o f  the county surveyor and sanctioned the expenditure, finally a llowing work on the 

bridge to begin five years after it was first discussed.''^

It should be noted that not all the infrastructural business transacted between Dunfanaghy 

RDC and the C D B  followed the pattern o f  the example above. At the same time as the negotiations

M inutes  o f  D un fanaghy  Rural District Council ,  17* Jan 1903 (D C A , Rural District Council 
Collection, R D C /3/1 /3)

Ibid, 10* O ct 1903 (R D C/3/1/4)
Ib id ,9 *  July 1904
Ibid, 10* Sept 1904; 1®‘ O ct 1904 (RDC/3/1/4).  T he  council elected in April 1905 bore only a slight 

resem blance  to the prev ious one both in term s o f  personnel and in term s o f  their ability to function as an 
efficient local authority . T he  council o f  1905 was m ore determ ined  to avail i tse lf  o f  any  grants possible, not 
ju s t  for roads but also in term s o f  labourers’ cottages and public  health  issues. T he  determined removal o f  
council lors w ho w ere not w ork ing  for the benefit o f  the local population , by the local electorate, shows that 
they w ere well aw are o f  the repercussions o f  poor local representa t ives and sough t to rectify the matter.

Ibid, 7* Oct 1905; 7* July 1906 (R D C /3 /1 /I7 )
Ibid, 7*  July 1906 (R D C/3/1/17)
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over M eenacladdy Bridge were being conducted, Dunfanaghy RDC was accepting funding from 

the CDB for the repair or maintenance o f other bridges, piers and harbours in the district, albeit 

with smaller amounts o f  money in question, and in the other rural districts in Donegal almost every 

offer o f funding from the CDB was gratefully accepted. What the use o f the above extreme 

example seeks to illustrate is the level o f interaction which could occur between district councils 

and the CDB and the extent to which the CDB sought to facilitate the needs o f the population as 

expressed by the mral district councils.

Plate 4.1: M eenacladdy Bridge as it was eventually built, with the proposed steel superstructure in place 

(Photo: Peadar O ’Brien, O ct 2007)

It also highlights the pow er held by small, impoverished rural district councils in negotiations with 

a national board, proving that although they were under the supervision o f  the county council and 

local government board, the rural district councils could still conduct their own negotiations, on 

their own terms, through their own personnel. W hether this was to the benefit or the detriment of 

the local population was determined not only by the ability, efficiency and interest o f  their local 

representatives in local affairs, but also by their willingness to allow the district to expend money 

in order to gain the funding necessary to undertake projects that were vital for the infrastructural 

development o f the district.
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4.3.2 Liaising with Other District Councils

Unlike the other functions o f  the rural district councils, such as public health and sanitation and the 

building and m aintenance o f  labourers’ cottages, the infrastructural functions o f  the rural district 

councils could not be dealt with in isolation from the other rural and urban districts within the 

county and neighbouring districts situated across the county boundary, as roads, rivers and the 

coastline did not obey the country’s administrative boundaries. As a result, the rural district 

councils were forced to liaise with one another and with the urban districts in the creation, repair 

and maintenance o f  their transport infrastructure.

This relationship was almost always amicable and, as a result, little is mentioned in the 

minutes about their interaction other than the fact that the council had resolved to liaise with 

another district council and describing the matter which it pertained to. In the majority o f cases, one 

rural district council would undertake to advertise, contract for and supervise the work, while the 

other council would pay their share o f the costs. In the early days o f  the district councils some 

confusion surrounded the protocol which should have been followed in order to initiate this 

interaction. Celbridge RDC in Co. Kildare sent a letter to M eath County Council asking them to 

contribute towards the erection o f a bridge between the districts o f  Trim and Celbridge. The county 

council in Meath quickly informed Celbridge that the m atter should originate with Trim RDC and 

passed the letter on to them.^° As the district councils’ experience increased they became less 

dependent on the county councils for direction. By 1901, Letterkenny and Stranorlar RDCs were 

co-operating in the repair o f  a bridge between the two districts, without the need for guidance from 

the county council. Letterkenny RDC had agreed to pay half the costs o f  the works with Stranorlar 

RDC agreeing to undertake the repair work, having ascertained the approval o f  Letterkenny RDC 

to the tender they had accepted.^'

This interaction between the rural district councils did not end with transport infrastructure 

works which involved two districts, but developed into a supporting role with rural district councils 

which had sim ilar ideas on policies grouping together to demand reforms from the county councils 

and the local governm ent board. This was clearly illustrated in the division o f County Donegal into 

two factions during the main roads debacle, when one group o f rural district councils supported the 

county council’s stance while the other group dem anded that main roads be declared. This co

operation between the rural district councils to achieve specific transport infrastructure related aims 

re-appeared on several occasions, particularly in relation to the campaigns for and against the 

purchase o f  a steam roller and the use o f  direct labour (See Sections 4.6.2 and 4.5).

M in utes o f  T rim  Rural D istr ict C ou ncil, 6 *  Jan 190 0  (M C A , Rural D istrict C ou n cil C o llec tio n ,
T R 71/1)

M in u tes o f  Q uarterly M ee tin g s  o f  L etterkenny Rural D istr ict C o u n c il, 19*'’ July 1901 (D C A , Rural 
D istrict C o u n c il C o llec tio n , R D C /6 /1 /1 6 )
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4.3.3 The Role and Influence of the Local Population

The transport infrastructure functions o f the rural district councils excited more widespread public 

interest than their other functions combined. This can be accounted for by the scope for corruption 

inherent in the selection o f tenders and contractors, the possibilities that the infrastructural 

functions presented for the provision o f much-needed employment in the districts and the impact 

that the road network had on everyday life, whether it was increasing access to markets from the 

isolated peripheral regions or facilitating the access o f tourists to those same isolated regions, 

encouraging the economic development o f the countryside. As a result, correspondence from 

individual members o f the local community and groups o f activists were commonplace items on 

the agendas of the quarterly meetings. In addition, the assessment o f the opinions o f landowners 

and the support o f local people for new projects relating to the transport infrastructure necessitated 

correspondence between the councils and the people whom the works would affect.

Almost every quarterly and adjourned quarterly meeting o f the rural district councils 

involved some representation from a member of the public, but the most interesting form of this 

correspondence appeared as ‘memorials’ from groups of local people requesting improved boat 

slips, harbours and roads. These memorials explained the necessity o f such developments to local 

communities and provide an interesting insight into the socio-economic conditions prevalent in an 

area. Less common, but also present, was correspondence from local people where, rather than 

asking the council for help, they informed them of the actions they needed to take, as was the case 

in Dunfanaghy RD. There, a deputation from several of the electoral divisions advised the council 

to apply for a share of the newly available grant of £100,000 for marine works, a subject which the 

council had never taken under consideration before. This impetus from the locals resulted in a full 

discussion of the matter and a resolution to apply for a portion o f the grant was duly adopted.^^

Other rural district councils, such as Trim, went a step further, inviting complaints from 

members of the public ‘regarding roads and works’ and land occupiers who failed to keep their 

hedges properly trimmed back along the roads.^^ In later years, discussions over the introduction of 

direct labour, in place o f contractors, lead to a huge increase in the number o f memorials received 

from members o f the public (Section 4.5). The majority o f these came from labour unions whose 

correspondence became a prominent feature of Meath’s local authority meetings, as early as 1906, 

much earlier than Donegal where unionisation only really became an issue after the First World 

War.

In addition to the local population’s advisory role, the rural district councils often required 

the assistance of local landowners and occupiers to facilitate the maintenance and development of 

the transport infrastructure network. The maintenance of hedges was one o f these issues. The rural 

district councils were charged with ensuring that the width of the various roadways were

M inutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 8* N ov  1902 (D C A , Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, R D C /3/1/3)

Minutes o f  Trim Rural District C ouncil, 5*  A ug 1899 (M C A , Rural D istrict C ouncil Collection, 
TR/1/1); 18* M ay 1902 (T R /1/2)
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m aintained and to  this end had been given pow ers to  prosecute local landow ners and occupiers who 

d id  not ensure that th e ir hedges w ere properly trim m ed and m aintained. The councils frequently 

requested  that their c lerks d irect the county su rveyor’s attention  to  the matter,^'* w hile the roads 

com m ittee o f  Trim  R D C  stated that it w ould consider com plain ts against offending occupiers at its 

m eetings on the second M onday o f  each m onth, in order that it w ould be in a position to bring 

prosecutions against offenders, betw een the 1*' O ctober and 31®‘ M arch .”

W hile actions such as these m ust have raised tensions betw een the offending  hedge ow ners 

and the councils, the m inutes provide no evidence o f  serious or p ro longed disputes in the m atter; 

the th reat o f  im m inent prosecution w as, presum ably, suffic ien t im petus to  encourage the necessary 

hedge m aintenance. H ow ever, w hen a property ow ner or o ccu p ie r’s lack o f  care resulted in the 

deterioration o f  the transport infrastructure, lengthy and conten tious debate could occur which 

highlighted  not ju s t  the conflict betw een the rural d istrict councils and the guilty parties, but also 

betw een opposing  groups o f  locals. The B urnfoot Road in Londonderry  N o .2 RD w as one such 

case.

Londonderry  N o .2 RD C first received com plain ts about the condition  o f  B urnfoot Road in 

a com m unication  from  a num ber o f  the ratepayers o f  Inch ED  in A ugust 1900, w hich stated that the 

road ‘w as overrun w ith w ater to  a considerable d ep th ’, a state o f  affairs w hich w as causing great 

inconvenience to  the local p o p u l a t i o n . T h e  m atter w as sent to the county surveyor, who 

investigated the alleged situation and reported back to the council. The flooding on the road was 

occurring  as a result o f  a canal, situated on property belonging  to Lord Brassy, w hich was blocked 

w ith w eeds. The council directed that the L ord’s agent, M r. B arton, be given instructions to have 

the m atter attended to , but he replied to the council sta ting  tha t the Lough Sw illy Railway 

C om pany w as cu lpab le .”  O n considering  the m erits o f  the claim  and having contacted  the railw ay 

com pany the council again  w rote to  M r. Barton, sta ting  that in its opinion he w as liable for the 

repair w orks. The railw ay com pany, the council and M r. B arton then entered into a period o f  

negotiations over the w orks needed, w hich lasted until A pril 1902. By that stage the council began 

to th reaten  legal proceedings against B arton, although the county surveyor recom m ended that if  

there w as any doub t abou t the success o f  the cou n cil’s case the m oney should  instead be spent on 

raising the level o f  the road.^* This suggestion was approved o f  by the d istric t council, w hich set up 

a com m ittee  to  investigate the viability  o f  the suggestion. U pon consideration  o f  the m atter, 

how ever, the council decided that the best course o f  action w ould be to  clean out the canal and

For example Minutes o f Drogheda No.2 Rural District Council, 21®‘ Sept 1899 (MCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, M/1/1)

Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 18'*' May 1901 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
TR/1/2). This was the only period when prosecutions for failure to comply with the directives of the surveyor 
and the district council in relation to this matter could occur.
“  Minutes o f Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 11* Aug 1900 (DCA, Rural District Council
Collection, RDC/10/1/1)
”  Ibid, 8* Sept 1900; 10* Nov 1900

Ibid, 12* April 1902

165



ensure that it rem ained free from  silt and vegetation, thereby ensuring the level o f  the w ater w ould  

rem ain below  the level o f  the  road except in extrem e conditions.

This decision w as based purely  on budgetary necessity as the cost o f  ra ising  the road was 

beyond the co uncil’s m eans. D espite the  county  su rveyor’s initial d isapproval, he eventually  ag reed  

w ith the plan and recom m ended an expenditure o f  £100 on the w ork prov ided  th a t Lord B rassy  

paid a portion o f  the cost.^® W hile the role o f  the Lough Sw illy R ailw ay C om pany was never 

explicitly stated in the m inutes they nonetheless agreed to pay £30 for the rem oval o f  the bedrock  

in the stream , and Lord B rassy  agreed  to  pay one third o f  the total cost.*® D espite  th is agreem ent, 

the m atter did not end there. The delay caused by the necessary negotiations w ith the relevant 

parties had resulted in a huge increase in the price o f  the w ork to  £247 10s w hich, even w ith the 

agreed contributions w as too large a sum  for the council to expend on a m inor repa ir contract, w ith 

uncertain success. A s a resu lt, the rural district council decided to construct a new  B urnfoot Road, 

and set about acquiring the land by agreem ent first and then through its pow ers o f  com pulsory 

purchase, offering  suitable com pensation  to  the landow ners affected.®' In the  interim , £60 w as 

given by the council for the c lean ing  o f  the drain responsible for flooding  the road.®^

The series o f  negotiations into w hich Londonderry N o .2 RD C w as forced to  enter w as not 

unique, but rather a com m on state o f  affairs, w hich h ighlights the  intricacies that w ere involved 

w hen public represen tatives w ere charged w ith supervising the use and m ain tenance o f  private 

property. Such a sequence o f  events further illustrates the reasons behind the lag tim e betw een 

w ork being approved by the council in principle and its im plem entation in reality , w hile it also 

hints at the frustration o f  a local population  w ho w ere unable to  use the ir local road during wet 

w eather for a period o f  five years. T hroughout these negotiations, com m unications w ere received 

from  the residents o f  the area, con tinu ing  their lam ents about the condition  o f  the road, and from 

people travelling through the region w ho had to traverse the section o f  road in question. These 

com m unications depict the strain  p laced on relations betw een the rural d istric t council and the local 

population as frustration  m ounted  due to  repeated delays. The p u b lic ’s annoyance over this w ould, 

how ever, have been slight com pared  to  the strain on relations betw een the landholders and the road 

users, as a result o f  the landho lders’ refusal to co-operate w ith the rural d istric t councils from  the 

start.

The local population  and the rural district councils, then, had a re la tionsh ip  w hich varied 

from  co-operation to coercion  (w here com pulsory  purchase o f  land w as necessita ted), and from

Minutes o f Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 13* Sept 1902; Oct 1902; 2 T ‘ Jan 1903 
(DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1)
“  Ibid, 15* April 1903. The flooding occurred at a place called Tooban Junction, a station on the
railway line, which suggests that while the land in question was owned by Brassy, the railway company was 
leasing the land from him and that it was therefore its responsibility to clean the streams.

Ibid, 13* June 1903; 12* Oct 1904. The Local Government (Ireland) Act gave the county councils 
powers of compulsory purchase (See Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 10
(3)), which they transferred to their rural district councils for the purpose o f acquiring land for public works,
including the building of roads and labourers’ cottages.
“  Ibid, 10* June 1905
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satisfaction with works completed to dissatisfaction with lengthy delays before works could be 

completed. This dissatisfaction also extended to the necessity o f having to expend ratepayers’ 

money on public works, when private property was at fault for the destruction o f public 

infrastructure. On the other hand, the range o f  members o f the community, from the ordinary 

ratepayer to the largest landlord, with whom the rural district councils successfully negotiated, 

illustrates the scope o f  their powers and the intricate networks o f  local power which they 

tentatively traversed in order to fulfil their functions.

4.3.4 Railway Authorities

One other group with whom the rural district councils had regular interaction in relation to their 

transport infrastructure functions were the various railway authorities who were engaged in 

widespread railway building and development across Ireland during the lifetime o f  the rural district 

councils. There were two main types o f railway in Ireland after the 1880s, commercial and 

subsidised, the commercial lines connecting the major cities and those that served the remote rural 

areas which were built with the assistance o f state grants and guarantees.^^ One o f  the ways in 

which this state subsidy was financed was by the placing o f a charge on the rates o f  the districts 

served by the railway. By the very nature o f this state subsidy, financing railways in areas where 

commercial com panies found it unprofitable, this rate impacted most heavily on the population of 

the poorer rural districts who could least afford it.^“*

These rural districts naturally resented this charge on their districts, especially when the 

service their populations were paying for was less than acceptable. The directors o f the railway 

companies were forced to formulate jo in t committees for the governing o f the construction and 

operation o f the railways that included representatives o f the local-authority areas through which 

the railway would run. This provision allowed the district councils to select a number of 

councillors, proportionate to the extent o f the charges their district would bear. This provision was 

presumably included by the government to engender equable relations between the district councils 

and the railway companies, as it gave the district council a chance to voice its opinions to the 

railway management. In spite o f  this, the railways were the subject o f  negative resolutions from the 

district councils almost from the introduction o f the new local authorities.

Dunfanaghy RDC was among the most vocal railway protesters, passing resolutions 

condemning the lack o f work being given to the people in the townlands that the Letterkenny and 

Burtonport Extension Railway was being built through. It warned the board o f works o f the 

necessity o f ensuring that the interests o f the CDB ‘in regard to the development o f  the mines, 

minerals and quarries should be thoroughly safeguarded, and the fisheries fostered by cheap

H.D. G ribbon, ‘Econom ic and social history, 1850 -  1921’, in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A New History o f  
Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 -  1921 (Oxford, 1996), pp 312 - 313
^  This was a provision which had little impact on the rural district councils o f  Meath, given that the 
railway lines there focused on Dublin and were therefore served by the com m ercial railways.
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freights and a fast se rv ice’.̂  ̂ It c ited  the d issatisfaction  o f  the public w ith, and the injury caused to, 

the m arkets o f  the entire north and w est o f  D onegal by the m anner in w hich the Lough Sw illy 

Railw ay C om pany had operated  the L etterkenny line as its reason for this concern . This rather 

vague point w as elaborated  on m ore fully  by the council alm ost a year later w hen  it condem ned the 

‘irregularity and unpunctuality  in the arrival and departure o f  trains at the various sta tio n s’ w hich 

caused ‘great expense and inconvenience to  business people and the travelling  public.

The Letterkenny councillo rs w ere also  unim pressed w ith the m anner in w hich  the railw ay 

com pany was conducting  the construction  o f  the Letterkenny to  B urtonport ex tension , especially  

on the occasions w hen the com pany took  it upon itse lf to close county roads by p lacing  gates 

across them, and block county  rights o f  w ay into local quarries. The refusal o f  the ra ilw ay  com pany 

to  com ply w ith the orders o f  the rural d istric t council resulted in the d istrict co u n c il’s requesting the 

county council to take legal action  against the com pany.^’ Legal action w as also  pursued by 

Londonderry N o.2 RD C against the railw ay com pany for failure to provide p roper sanitary

accom m odation in their station at F ahan, w hich w as blam ed for an outbreak  o f  T ypho id  fever in the
68area.

As tim e progressed, the reso lu tions o f  the d istrict councils against the  railw ay  com pany 

focused m ore on the lack o f  value for the m oney received by the ratepayers in the d istricts. In 1912, 

the councillors o f  D unfanaghy R D  w ere d isappoin ted  to  d iscover that the railw ay  com pany was 

refusing to grant concessions on tickets for those travelling  to the potato harvest in Scotland, as it 

had done in previous years. The council passed a resolution protesting against th is action, stating 

that as ‘contributors tow ards the m ain tenance and upkeep o f  the line, we ... say tha t th e ir refusal to 

grant those tickets as h itherto  issued by them  is m ost unjust in the c ircum stance’.^  ̂ S im ilarly, 

Inishow en RDC objected , in its capacity  as representative o f  the  guarantors o f  the railw ay, the 

ratepayers, to the m anner in w hich  the railw ay, built out o f  public funds, w as m anaged  and the fifty 

per cent fare increase w hich w as instigated  w ithout a parallel im provem ent in the w ages o f  the 

com pany’s em ployees or the service tha t they provided.^” W ith conditions stagnating  and in som e 

areas w orsening after the F irst W orld W ar, the rural district councils began to cam paign  for an end 

to the necessity o f  the d is tric t’s rates being  expended  on a railw ays service that ‘the public w ere not 

now  getting any benefit fro m ’.”  T his cam paign  never reached a defin itive ou tcom e as rate

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 2"“* June 1900 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/1); 9* Aug 1902 (RDC/3/1/3).
“  Ibid, 11'*’ July 1903 (RDC/3/1/3)

Minutes o f Quarterly Meetings o f Letterkenny Rural District Council, 18* Oct 1901; Nov 1901
(DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/6/1/16)

Minutes of Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 28* June 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/lO/I/1)

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 6* June 1912 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/9)
™ Minutes o f Inishowen Rural District Council, 11* Sept 1916 (DCA, Rural District Council
Collection, RDC/5/1/10)

Minutes o f Strabane No.2 Rural District Council, 1®‘ Nov 1920 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/8/1/13)
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collection was thrown into disarray with the onset o f  the W ar o f  Independence and the upheaval 

caused by the introduction o f  the Free State in 1922.

4.3.5 Conclusion

An examination o f  the national and local authorities, local interest groups and local commercial 

enterprises, with w hom  the rural district council interacted in the carrying out o f  their transport 

infrastructure functions, produces a clearer picture o f  the role played by the rural district councils. 

N ot only did the rural district councils act as an intermediary betw een the local people and the 

county council and local governm ent board, they also interacted with a whole host o f  other groups 

who impacted on the transport infrastructure network and as a result on the daily lives o f  the local 

population. The interaction between the local people and their local representatives ensured that 

nothing occurred in relation to the transport infrastructure that the local authority was not made 

acutely and rapidly aw are  of, a llowing immediate action to be taken. This factor was all the more 

significant given the length o f  time negotiations could take before funding was acquired, land 

purchased or, simply, action taken.

The transport infrastructure functions o f  the rural district council were by no means 

straightforward or confrontation-free, rather, in order to please one interest group or body the rural 

district council ran the risk o f  upsetting the opposite group. Having said that, the rural district 

councillors showed little fear in definitively letting their feelings be known, when the action o f  an 

outside body or individual adversely affected the ratepayers o f  the district and the money that they 

provided for the im provem ent o f  the transport infrastructure.

4.4 Contractors

4.4.1 Competitive Tendering and Providing Security

Although the rural district councils were busy interacting with a range o f  local groups and national 

bodies, the county council and the local government, the one group with whom  they spent most 

time com m unicating  and interacting were their contractors. M any o f  the contractors employed by 

the district councils, in the early days, had been contractors for the grand ju ry  and, as such, had the 

advantage o f  experience, a quality much appreciated by the young local authorities which were 

a ttempting to adjust to their new  roles. With this experience, though, cam e problems o f  apathy, 

laziness and malpractice, issues which had to be addressed by the district councils in order to 

ensure the continued successful maintenance and construction o f  the transport infrastructure 

network. The local governm ent board was only too aware o f  these problems, which had been 

inherent since the reign o f  the grand juries and they, in conjunction with the government, ensured 

that legislation was put in place to curtail these problems, thereby attem pting to prevent the spread 

o f  corruption to the new  local representatives. M ost o f  these provisions were embodied in the
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comprehensive rules and procedures which surrounded the advertisement and acceptance of 

contractors’ tenders and the types o f guarantees that could be provided.

Once the works selected by the rural district council at their quarterly meeting had been 

sanctioned by the county council, they were advertised. The advertisem ents invited contractors to 

submit tenders to the clerk’s office, before closing time on the day preceding the adjourned 

quarterly meeting (the date o f which was also set at the quatlerly meeting). Tenders were to be 

submitted on standardised forms so that each contractor was aware o f  all the necessary details 

which he had to provide.
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Plate 4.2: Copy o f  Tender to be com pleted by Contractors in Ballyshannon Rural D istrict (Source: D CA, 

Rural District Council C ollection, R D C /1/2/7)

If the contractor was successful, the tender forms were signed and sealed, by the contractor and the 

council’s representative, becoming the contract for the completion o f  the works, once the approval 

o f the county council was given to the decision o f the district council.

The decision o f the district council was to be based as far as possible on financial 

considerations, with the local government board directing that the lowest tender should always be 

accepted, unless there was a strong case for accepting another. The local government board 

provided the councils with special forms which they had to com plete if  a tender other than the
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lowest was accepted. These forms were sent to the county council for its approval o f  the 

explanation stated therein. W ith regulations like these it was hoped to make the tendering process 

more transparent and less open to accusations o f corruption on the part o f the councillors. The lack 

o f correspondence received by the council from members o f  the public making these allegations 

proves that this policy was successful. However, one notable exception was the accusation levelled 

against Councillor Hugh O ’Donnell o f Glenties RDC. Councillor O ’Donnell was accused o f acting 

as a road contractor, after he had accepted the position o f councillor, an offence punishable by 

expulsion from council membership. The minutes state that his explanation was ‘considered 

satisfactory’.̂  ̂This rather short and deliberately vague answer suggests that he had in fact assumed 

this dual role, but that the council was unwilling to expel him, making itself complicit in this 

deception o f  the local government board. The local government board chose to ignore this slip and 

no further action was taken.

Acceptable reasons for the non-acceptance o f  the lowest tender received included cases 

where the tender was not correctly completed, where the contractor had previously been given a 

contract and not perform ed the work satisfactorily, where the contractor offering the lowest tender 

was totally inexperienced, or where the county surveyor stated that it would be impossible for the 

contractor to undertake the work successfully for the suggested amount. Where two contractors 

tendered the same amount for a project, and were the lowest tender received, the rural district 

councillors ‘tossed’”  to determine the successful candidate, further preventing accusations o f 

corruption.

There was, however, one area where corruption was a serious problem in the early days o f 

the rural district councils, and that was where the security given on contracts was involved. In order 

for a tender to be valid it had to include the names, addresses and occupations o f  two people 

willing to act as ‘Sureties’ '̂* for the contractor. In the event o f  the contractor’s failure to complete 

his work, the responsibility for completing the work or paying the council for the cost o f the 

remaining work would fall on the people named as sureties. The lack o f  regulation o f the 

qualifications necessary for a person to act as surety on a contract led to serious abuses o f the 

system, with rogue contractors naming bankrupts or other equally disreputable contractors for the 

role. This led to problem s in the enforcement o f  the completion o f  contracts, resulting in the waste 

o f the council funds and the continued deterioration o f the transport infrastructure due to the failure 

to complete necessary m aintenance works. In order to address these problems, the local 

government board issued orders prohibiting the councils’ accepting tenders where other contractors

Minutes of Glenties Rural District Council, 28* Oct 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection,
RDC/4/1/1)

Tos 
Sur

acted as guarantor for the contractors’ contracts.

Tossed, in this instance meaning to toss a coin or draw lots.
Surety: a derivation of security, used by all the rural district councils to refer to the people who
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were named as surety, and preventing the contractors naming insolvent members o f  the community 

on their tenders.”

Once the tenders for each work had been accepted the clerk or the chairman o f  the council 

invited the successful contractors to come forward and ‘perfect their bonds’, a process involving 

the contractor’s signing his contract and the clerk or chairm an’s sealing the form with the seal o f 

the council. Contractors who failed to perfect these bonds at the adjourned quarterly meeting, or in 

some districts on the day after the adjourned quarterly, without an adequate explanation, were to be 

blacklisted, preventing the consideration o f  tenders offered by them for a period o f  three years. 

This useful provision prevented contractors from offering tenders for works they had no intention 

o f accepting, which would have resulted in the transfer o f the work to the county surveyor for 

completion or its being postponed for re-advertisement until the next quarterly meeting. The 

sureties for each contractor were also required to perfect bonds, binding them to their agreement to 

act as guarantor for the com pletion o f  the works and, as such, they could also be blacklisted for 

failing to arrive at the clerk’s office to perfect their bonds, within the prescribed tim e.’®

4.4.2 Problems with Contractors

The contractors selected by the rural district councils to undertake the maintenance o f  the transport 

infrastructure were under the supervision o f  the county surveyor who, aided by his assistant 

surveyors, travelled around the county four times a year examining the work, or lack thereof, o f 

each contractor. The information gathered during the course o f these inspections formed the basis 

o f the county surveyor’s quarterly report presented to the rural district councils at their quarterly 

meetings. Payments to the contractors were decided on by the councils at these meetings, in 

conjunction with the county surveyor, who recommended the amount o f  money he felt was due to 

the contractors on the basis o f  the work performed in the previous quarter.

For perennial contracts, such as those for the continual maintenance o f the road surface, 

money could be deducted as a result o f  inattention to details such as the clearing o f  roadside drains, 

the sweeping o f loose material o ff  the road, and the maintenance and continued levelling o f road 

surfaces through insufficient quantities o f road metal’’ being applied by the contractor. Neglect o f 

these vital issues was a common com plaint in the surveyors’ reports, as serious damage was done 

to road surfaces by heavy rainfall and severe frost, when combined with a lack o f  road contractor 

care and efficiency. This neglect led mainly to the deduction o f wages but could, if  the situation 

was sufficiently grave, result in the prosecution o f  the contractor. Contracts for specific works, 

such as the one-off construction o f  a road or bridge, included a date by which the project would be 

completed. This date was selected by the contractor and as such he was liable to penalties if he

Minutes of Stranorlar Rural District Council, 23'̂ ‘‘ Jan 1900 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/9/1/1); Minutes of Kells Rural District Council, 5*'’ Aug 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, K/1/1)

The time allowed for this varied between the rural district councils.
”  Road metal was a contemporary term used to describe fine, hard stones widely available from local 
quarries in the period.
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failed to meet the deadline. For every week the contractor was late in completing his work, a sum, 

agreed before the contract was signed, would be deducted from the overall total he would receive. 

If the delays were sufficiently long, these contractors could also be proceeded against for breach of 

contract.

Contractors who were nearing the point where this action could be taken were given a 

warning by the surveyor, and if  they continued their inaction, they were informed through the 

‘serving o f notice’ that they were being prosecuted for failure to complete their contracts. In most 

cases this was enough to ensure their compliance, but in a small number o f cases within the study 

area prosecutions were carried out, and the contractor’s sureties made responsible for the 

completion o f  the work. If  they failed to do so, they too were prosecuted. It should not be assumed 

that this was a step taken readily by the district council or suggested regularly by the county 

surveyor. Legal proceedings involved lengthy delays to the projects under construction and resulted 

in increased expenditure which had to be levied o ff the ratepayers o f the district, if  the council were 

unsuccessful. This measure was therefore used only as a last resort, when all other options in 

coercing the contractor to complete the work had been exhausted.

Where a contractor had legitimate grounds for not com pleting his contract, such as a 

serious illness, he could request to be excused from it, although he would only receive 

remuneration equal in value to the work he had successfully completed. This amount would again 

be based on the report o f  the county surveyor, and would allow the contractor to avoid legal action 

against him. Although the rural district councils could demand that the sureties undertake the 

remainder o f the work, the majority simply re-advertised for a contractor who could complete the 

work. One such instance where a contractor was released due to illness without any action being 

taken against his sureties was in Dunfanaghy RD where the council relieved Edward McGinley o f 

his contract after receiving a letter from his father, explaining that his son was mentally unfit to 

carry on his road maintenance contract.^* Some o f  the reasons for which contractors were excused 

suggest a sense o f local camaraderie and sympathy am ong the councillors towards the plight of 

their contractors who were, after all, only local ratepayers. One example o f  this is the request by a 

contractor to be released from his contract owing to ‘the death o f  horses and his own health having 

broken dow n’’ .̂ Letterkenny RDC made no effort to verify this account o f  his circumstances from 

the surveyor or the local representative o f his area, merely releasing him from his contract without 

question.

The provisions regulating the appointment o f  contractors, then, contained many provisions 

for the smooth and efficient repair, maintenance and construction o f  the transport infrastructure 

network, while also attem pting to remove the stigma o f  corruption attached to such appointments 

since grand jury  times. This attem pt was largely successful, in the short term, through the increased

M inutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District C ouncil, 11* Jan 1902 (D C A , Rural District Council 
C ollection, R D C /3/12)
™ M inutes o f  Quarterly M eetings o f  Letterkenny Rural D istrict C ouncil, 14* Oct 1904 (D CA , Rural 
District Council C ollection, R D C /6/1 /16)
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transparency with which contractors were selected and the increased m onitoring o f  the sureties 

selected by them. Despite this, many local people were still unhappy with the fact that what could 

be a rich source o f  local em ploym ent was closely guarded in the hands o f  a few contractors and 

their employees.

4.5 Direct Labour

4.5.1 Arguments For and Against

The Irish rural population had held great expectations for a total reform o f  the road contract system 

after the introduction o f the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898. Despite the many changes this 

act brought to the tender procedure, the system was still viewed as archaic, corrupt and unfair. 

When no guarantee o f a com plete system overall was forthcoming, calls from the general public 

and labour organisations began to mount for the replacement o f  contract work with a system known 

as direct labour. To this clam our was added the voices o f the local rural district councillors, many 

o f whom had promised some form o f  increased local em ploym ent as part o f  their election 

manifestos (See Section 2.3.3).

Direct labour was the term used to describe an alternative m anner o f having public works 

carried out other than through the established system o f competitive tendering to contractors. In 

direct labour schemes local labourers were employed directly by the council to undertake the 

necessary infrastructural works. This system held several advantages over the contract system; not 

least the increase in em ploym ent locally, as any local labourer was entitled to apply to the council 

for work on these schemes. This opened up the field o f public works to many who had insufficient 

funds to act as contractors. Contractors, by the very nature o f  the tendering and contract system, 

had to be in a position to pay for the requisite materials and the wages o f  their workmen during the 

period o f the project as they did not receive the full amount o f  money unless the project was 

successfully completed, on time, and certified by the surveyor, district council and county council. 

This lag period between accepting the work and being paid precluded the poorer members o f 

society from undertaking such work for the council, a problem removed by direct labour.

In addition, the direct em ploym ent o f labourers to undertake the work sanctioned by the 

councils effectively ended the levelling o f allegations against the district councils o f  favouring 

certain contractors above others or allowing corrupt officials and contractors to combine forces, 

thereby, inflating the prices they would receive for public works. These allegations appear to have 

been made without any substantiation and no proof was found o f  this type o f  collusion in the 

course o f this research, however, many wished to remove any such sm ears on the characters o f  the 

rural district councils.*®

This is not suggesting that all the rural district councils were equally innocent, with the number of 
councils, councillors and contractors some corrupt practices were bound to have been carried out, but there is 
no evidence to prove this.
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W ith these considerations in m ind, the local governm ent board issued an order in 1901 

am ending  its previous Local G overnm ent (Procedure o f  C ouncils) O rder, 1899, allow ing the 

county  and d istric t councils to  have w orks carried out by d irect labour at their discretion.*' This 

perm issive legislation led to the ad hoc introduction o f  d irect labour schem es across the country 

w ith the rural d istrict councils in M eath establishing schem es alm ost a decade before som e rural 

d istricts in D onegal. In fact, it was the end o f  1918 before every d istric t in the country had some 

form  o f  direct labour schem e in operation.*^ The ex ten t o f  the d irect labour schem e introduced also 

varied  considerably , w ith som e districts sim ply using  direct labour w hen no tenders w ere received 

for certain  w orks, w hile in o thers d irect labour to ta lly  replaced contract w ork.

M any o f  the rural d istric t councils tab led  m otions in the ir early  days, suggesting that the 

introduction o f  a system  o f  d irect labour should be d iscussed, requesting  the opinions o f  the county 

surveyor on the applicability  o f  the system  to the ir district. Initially , the county surveyors appeared 

to favour only the lim ited usage o f  d irect labour, stating  that it w as best suited to districts w here 

there w as a sign ifican t am ount o f  traffic  and w here the councils could  afford to  use steam  rollers, 

sw eeping  m achines and stone breakers and w here they ow ned the ir ow n quarries. W hen 

D unfanaghy RD C asked for the su rveyor’s opinion he stated that ‘d irect labour w ould not be 

advantageous “ch iefly” because it is m uch m ore co stly ’ due to the necessity o f  em ploying 

‘gangers’ or superv isors w ho w ould have had to  be paid high w a g e s .S i m i l a r  requests from 

O ldcastle  RD in 1900 w ere also refused and it w as 1907 before d irect labour becam e a serious 

issue in M eath. In D onegal on the o ther hand, d irect labour only began to  be used at the end o f  the 

First W orld W ar. Even then , it was never as w idespread as in M eath as it appears to have been used 

only w hen no tenders w ere received for w orks advertised , in o ther w ords, the w orks left by the 

d istrict councils in the hands o f  the county  surveyor.

4.5.2 Direct Labour in Meath

It appears that the introduction o f  d irect labour in M eath, so m uch earlier than in D onegal, w as due 

to the  m uch m ore advanced  state o f  labour union organisation  in M eath. A s early  as 1906, the rural 

d istrict councils w ere receiv ing  correspondence from  the various branches o f  M eath Labour Union 

and the Labourers F riendly Society. T he society ‘earnestly ’ appealed to  the council to approve 

d irect labour, w hile the  un ions attem pted  m ore coercive tactics. The B ellew stow n B ranch o f  M eath 

Labour U nion called on the rural d istric t councils to send resolutions in favour o f  direct labour ‘on 

all roads and other county  w orks under their con tro l’ to the county  council. It fu rther requested that 

the chairm an attend the m eeting  o f  the county council in his capacity  as ex-officio  representative o f  

the rural d istric t council and vote in favour o f  the m otion ‘o r by next election  w e shall see w ho will

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 9* Feb 1901 (DCA, Rural District Council
Collection, RDC/3/1/2)

Forty Seventh Annual Report under “The Local Government Board (Ireland) A c t”, 35 and 36 Vic. 
C.69, Year Ending 31^' March 1919 (hereafter 47'^ Annual Report o f  the Z,G6), p.5

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 6* April 1901 (DCA, Rural District Council
Collection, RDC/3/1/2)
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fill his position’. A rdee N o .2 RD C w as no t to  be m oved by such threats, passing  a resolution 

sta ting  that they sym path ised  w ith the ju s t  claim s o f  the labourers, bu t felt them selves ‘precluded 

from  adopting this resolution  ... ow ing to  the th reat w hich is em bodied in it’.*''

The D iam or and B allinacree branches o f  M eath L abour U nion, w ere m ore practical in their 

approach, requesting  tha t all roads, no t ju s t  those w here the w ork w as estim ated  to cost m ore than 

one shilling, be included in a d irect labour schem e, as those valued at m ore w ere located at too 

great a distance from  their districts to  provide em ploym ent. T his practical approach w as follow ed 

by the rather optim istic  jo in t resolution  o f  the Labour U nions o f  M eath , w hich asked that the 

labourers in their o rgan isation  be given preference over non-m em bers and  that ‘the scale o f  wages 

be set at 12s per w eek  in w in ter and 14s per w eek in su m m er’.*̂  N eed less to  state, the district 

councils w ere not in a position  to com m ent on these issues, as d irect labour schem es had not even 

been form erly considered, let alone con ten tious details such as those included above.

Regardless o f  the negative im pact w hich threaten ing  reso lu tions such as that o f  the 

B ellew stow n B ranch had on the general stand ing  o f  the labour unions, it nonetheless helped to 

bring  the issue to the fore, w hen com bined  w ith the o ther less th rea ten ing  requests by other 

branches o f  the labour union. By D ecem ber 1907 M eath C ounty C ouncil had form ulated  a system  

o f  d irect labour for the larger d istric ts in the county, w ith O ldcastle  R D  fo llow ing  in 1909 and 

A rdee N o.2 RD in 1911.**’ A rdee N o .2 R D C  was very cautious abou t in troducing a schem e o f  

d irect labour into its sm all d istric t, refusing  to  jo in  the d irect labour schem e form ulated  in 1907 and 

in 1908 deciding to  postpone consideration  o f  any such schem e until it w as assured  o f  its success in 

the larger districts. W hen it finally  agreed  to  have a d irect labour schem e draw n up for the district it 

w as only passed as a resu lt o f  the casting  vote o f  the council chairm an and  even then could only be 

used on certain roads prescribed by the councillo rs them selves, in conjunction  w ith the county 

surveyor.*^

This uncertainty on the part o f  the d istrict council m anifested  itse lf  once again in a 

resolution passed by the council, less than  th ree years later, in January  1914, sta ting  that the district 

w ould return to the contract system  o f  road m aintenance. This reso lu tion  w as adopted  by the slim  

m ajority  o f  four votes to  th ree and w ent against the considered opinion o f  the county  surveyor who 

had been highly satisfied  w ith  the m anner in w hich the infrastructural w orks had been carried out 

under the system . The surveyor had d iv ided  the rural d istrict council into tw o sections, w ith a 

forem an or ganger in charge o f  the m en in each and w as satisfied  tha t desp ite  the high price o f  

stone, as a result o f  the d istance it had to  be ‘carted to m ost o f  the ro a d s’, the system  provided

Minutes o f  Ardee No.2 Rural District Council, 13* Nov 1906 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, AR/1/4)

Minutes o f Oldcastle Rural District Council, 29* July 1907, 26* August 1907 (MCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, OL/1/5)

Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 13* March 1909 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
TR/1/12); Minutes o f Ardee Rural District Council, 11* March 1911 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, AR/1/6)

Minutes o f Ardee Rural District Council, January 1911 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
AR/1/6)
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‘better value for the money expended’.** The councillors refused to heed this warning, but it was 

not lost on the county council which refused to sanction a return to the contract system, requesting 

the district to reconsider. The council eventually agreed and postponed consideration o f the matter 

for a year. W hatever happened during the intervening year the matter was never revisited, possibly 

as a result o f the new personnel elected after the election o f  1914, although it was more likely due 

to a subsequent decision on the part o f Meath County Council to have all the roads in the county 

maintained by direct labour.*^

The other rural district councils in the county appear to have been more settled in their 

decision to have their transport infrastructure maintained by direct labour. Even in Edenderry N o.3 

RD, where the only negative report about the utilisation o f  direct labour arose, the council made no 

attempt to alter the system back to that o f  the contract system. Instead, it simply drew the attention 

o f the surveyor to ‘the condition o f the Direct Labour Roads in this district’, which were ‘very dirty 

and in need o f cleaning besides showing want o f material in several cases’.̂ ® The county council o f 

Meath was certainly exceedingly happy with the manner in which the direct labour system was 

working throughout the county. It renewed its 1915 resolution com pelling all district councils to 

utilise direct labour in 1918 for a further period o f  three years. In contrast to the situation in 

Donegal (See Section 4.5.3), these rural districts did not attempt to end or even suspend the direct 

labour dominance over road employment during the troubled period o f  the war o f independence 

and civil war.

4,5.3 Direct Labour in Donegal

The minutes o f the rural districts o f County Donegal contain little detailed information about direct 

labour after the failed attem pt by a number o f the district councils to have it introduced in 1901. In 

November 1913 the Londonderry No.2 RDC attempted to persuade the county council to have 

direct labour introduced only for the works for which it did not receive tenders, but this was refused 

by the unanimous decision o f  the county council.^' By the end o f the First World War, however, 

direct labour was being utilised in these circumstances. It also became more widespread as the cost 

o f materials and labour soared as a result o f the war, while the money offered by the councils for 

the completion o f  works remained stagnant. This change in policy was to be short-lived, with the 

onset o f  the W ar o f Independence and the carnage that it wreaked on the local transport 

infrastructure. The rural district councils in Donegal suspended works by direct labour permanently 

in some cases and for an initial period o f  six months in others. This measure was designed to 

prevent money being expended on the repair o f  infrastructure which was in danger o f being

M inutes  o f  A rdee  Rural District C ouncil ,  26'*’ April 1911 ,  2 6 *  July 1911; 2 8 *  Jan 1914 (M C A ,  
Rural Distr ict  C o u n c il  C o l lec t io n ,  A R /1 /7 )  

l b i d , 2 8 *  A p r i l l 9 1 5  ( A R /1 /7 )
M inutes o f  Edenderry N o . 3 Rural District C ounc il ,  2 3 ’‘* O ct 1917  (M C A ,  Rural District Council  

Collection , E /1 /1 0 )
M inutes  o f  L ondonderry  N o .2  Rural District C ouncil ,  12*  N o v  191 3 ,  13*  D e c  1913 (D C A ,  Rural 

District C ouncil  C o l lec t io n ,  R D C / 1 0 /1 /2 )
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repeatedly destroyed by ‘the troubles’, thereby placing intolerable pressure on the ratepayers, or as 

Letterkenny RDC put it ‘to save money for rates’^̂ .

4.5.4 Overall Operation of Direct Labour

The above is one o f  the rare instances where the local government board made permissive 

legislation and allowed it to remain so for the duration o f  their lifetime in charge o f  the rural district 

councils. The fact that the board allowed the ad hoc uptake o f  this provision without any sign o f 

intervention suggests that there was little substantial difference in the benefits accruing to the use 

o f either system. It trusted the initiative o f  its local representatives, combined with the learned 

opinions o f the county surveyors’ to decide what was best for each locality and county. The extent 

to which this was successful within the study area o f this project can only be alluded to by the lack 

o f  correspondence from the local population disagreeing with the choice o f  the local authorities. 

The rural district councils in Meath were bombarded with resolutions from labour unions and 

community groups dem anding the introduction o f direct labour. In Donegal, the lack o f such 

correspondence suggests that the population accepted the explanation, given to the rural district 

councils by the county surveyor, that a large scheme o f  direct labour would be less efficient and 

more burdensome on the rates than the contract system already in place.

4.6 Changing Times, Changing Strategies 

4.6.1 Increasing Volumes and Changing Types of Traffic

The end o f the nineteenth century in Ireland saw the introduction o f the motor car to the country 

and by 1903 the government had decided that it was a field in need o f state regulation. In much the 

same way as its decision to regulate the population led to its taxation, the governm ent’s decision to 

regulate motor cars involved the simultaneous introduction o f motor tax. This proved to be a very 

lucrative move by the government given that by the onset o f  the First W orld War the government 

was in receipt o f almost £41,000 every year. O f necessity, this was reduced during the war period, 

dropping to a low o f  £28,000 in the financial year ending the 31®' March 1918, before gradually 

recovering to over £31,000 by the year ending M arch 1920.”  These monies were collected by the 

county councils and provided much needed finances to cover some o f the costs associated with the 

construction, maintenance and repair o f  the transport infrastructure network.

Minutes of Milford Rural District Council, 14* May 1921 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/7/1/24); Minutes of Quarterly Meetings of Letterkenny Rural District Council, 28* May 1921 (DCA, 
Rural District Council Collection, RDC/6/1/16)

Forty Fifth Annual Report under “The Local Government Board (Ireland) A ct”, 35 and 36 Vic. 
C.69, Year Ending ST' March 1917 (hereafter 45'^ Annual Report o f the LGB), p.l 1; Forty Sixth Annual 
Report under "The Local Government Board (Ireland) Act", 35 and 36 Vic. c.69, Year Ending 31" March 
1918 (hereafter 46'^ Annual Report o f the LGB), p.7; Forty Eighth Annual Report under “The Local 
Government Board (Ireland) Act", 35 and 36 Vic. c.69. Year Ending 31 '̂ March 1920 (hereafter 4^^ Annual
Report o f the LGB), p. 15. These figures are interchangeably referred to as motor tax and motor licensing
duties.
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The increase in the number o f motor cars on, and the later introduction o f lorries to, the 

country’s roads that had been designed with horses and carts in mind, led to serious and in some 

cases irreparable damage. This damage and the range o f new techniques needed to address it 

resulted in costs being levied on the road expenditure o f  a district o f  a magnitude completely 

unforeseen at the time o f the introduction o f an annual limit o f road expenditure under the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act, 1898. As a result, requests by the rural district councils for an increase 

in their annual limit o f expenditure were commonplace. These requests were first sent to the county 

councils for their agreement, which was usually readily given, as the district councils’ requests 

were backed by the opinion o f the county surveyors, and the county councils then forwarded them 

on to the local government board for their sanction.

In the study area o f this thesis there is not one instance o f such a request being rejected by 

the local government board, although they did not always agree to requests for a permanent 

increase in the limit, as a temporary increase was all that was required when a large road or bridge 

building project was being conducted. The amount o f money expended by the district councils 

showed an overall, gradually increasing trend from 1899 until the start o f  the First W orld War, 

thereafter the amount o f  money began to increase substantially as the cost o f  materials increased 

and the availability o f labour decreased (caused by Irishmen joining the army). This, combined 

with a hugely inflated cost o f  living, resulted in wage increases and therefore the amount o f  money 

needed to complete a contract or have a project completed by direct labour.

Estim ated Infrastructural Expenditure By Year
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Figure 4.1: Increasing Annual Estimates o f  Transport Infrastructure Expenditure for each Rural District 

C ouncil, 1899 -  1925 (For figures see Appendix VI)
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With the end o f  the war, there was hope for a return to the pre-war prices, but this was to 

be short hved as prices were slow to drop and the First World W ar was quickly followed by the 

W ar o f  Independence and Civil War. This led to a further increase in the annual limit o f  

expenditure required as roads and bridges became the targets o f  attacks by the Irish, British and 

anti-Treaty forces, which were  all acutely aware o f  the importance o f  the com m unication  network 

to their success. It was only with a return to peacetime conditions, after the accession o f  the Free 

State government in 1922, that prices began to stabilise again, and at that, only in som e o f  the 

districts (Figure 4.1).

The above graph highlights the changing financial needs o f  the rural district councils in 

relation to the transport infrastructure o f  their districts. Such expenditure would have placed 

intolerable burdens on the ratepayers had it not been for the increasing income from motor taxation, 

the fact that the rural district councils were entitled to take out loans for capital expenditure and 

that they could apply to certain national bodies for grants for capital and smaller forms o f  

expenditure. These national bodies included the CDB, the board o f  works and the road board. The 

grants initially offered by these bodies often evolved to become loans in later years, with the 

government expecting som e form o f  return on the money expended, no longer giving m oney away 

to fund Irish local governm ent functions.

4.6.2 Steam Rolling, Stone Breaking and Explosives

One reason for the sustained increase in costs in relation to the provision o f  a functioning transport 

infrastructure was the expanding range o f  technologies available to the rural district councils. These 

new technologies, while more expensive than manual labour, were nonetheless more efficient and 

effective, allowing contractors to com plete  their projects more quickly, but also ensuring that the 

work was completed to a higher standard.

The introduction o f  steam rollers was one such important innovation but, as with many 

innovations, its introduction to the rural districts was met with scepticism on the part o f  many 

contractors and rural district councils. As late as January 1911, Letterkenny RD C was passing 

resolutions against the introduction o f  steam rolling in their district, while other rural district 

councils, such as Londonderry N o .2 R D C , had been utilising the county s team roller since 1903.^'* 

The use o f  the steam roller becam e widespread from early 1912 with the introduction o f  grants for 

the purchase and use o f  the machines being offered by the road board. The district councils in both 

Donegal and Meath adopted the advice o f  their county surveyors, who suggested that they should 

accept the grant o f  the road board and raise a loan for the rem aining money to fund its 

introduction.^^ The am ount o f  m oney levied o f f  each rural district, to aid in the purchase o f  these

M inutes o f  Quarterly M ee t in g s  o f  Letterkenny Rural District C ouncil ,  12* Jan 1911 (D C A ,  Rural 
District Council  Co l lec t ion ,  R D C /6 /1 /1 6 ) ;  M inutes o f  Londonderry N o . 2 Rural District C ou ncil ,  14* Feb  
1903 (D C A ,  Rural District C o u n c il  C o l lec t io n ,  R D C /1 0 /1 /1 )

M inutes o f  Ardee  N o .2  Rural Distr ict  C ouncil ,  2 4 *  Jan 1912  (M C A ,  Rural District C ouncil  
C ollect ion ,  A R /1 /6 )
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steam rollers, was calculated in direct proportion to the value o f that district compared with that of 

the rest o f the districts in the county.

The operation o f  the steam roller was a costly affair, but it was more economical during the 

spring and sum m er on account o f the longer days, which permitted the prolonged use o f the roller 

by the contractor. In addition, the work o f the steam roller was more effective and lasted longer 

when carried out in the better weather that would be more common in those seasons.^^ The steam 

rollers were shared among a number o f districts, necessitating the formulation o f a timetable for its 

arrival in a district by the county surveyor, so that the contractors would have the correct amount of 

road metal spread on the road, ready for steamrolling. Any contractor who failed to have this work 

done on time faced the wrath o f the county surveyor and deductions from his contract. Many 

complaints from the county surveyors are contained in the minutes, com plaining about the lack o f 

readiness o f the contractors and those who had not spread sufficient quantities o f road metal to 

make the use o f  the steam roller worthwhile.

With the large num ber o f  roads to be attended to in the various districts, and only two 

seasons where the steam roller could effectively be used, conflict naturally arose between rural 

districts and indeed between electoral divisions, when it appeared that one area was receiving more 

favourable treatm ent than others. The chairman o f Letterkenny RDC was convinced that the only 

roads being steam rolled were those that led to hotels and demanded an explanation for this from 

the county surveyor. Stranorlar RDC objected to the fact that the district was ‘not getting its 

equitable turn out o f  the stone crushers and rollers’, complaining that its contractors could not get 

paid until their roads were steamed rolled, despite them having the material ready for rolling for 

almost five months.

Similar arguments arose over the use o f the county council’s stone breakers, machines 

purchased by the council to help ‘break’ the road metal into the size o f  particles required for 

spreading on the county’s roads to level the surface and remove any potholes which developed. 

This useful invention gave way to the much more effective tool, explosives. Explosives were in 

everyday use by the road contractors after the First World War, but they were speedily removed 

again during the W ar o f  Independence. With the ending o f the Civil War, however, the local 

government departm ent was repeatedly receiving correspondence from the rural district councils 

demanding that explosives be made available to aid the road contractors in acquiring the requisite 

amount o f  stones to repair the badly damaged transport network. Naturally, the government were 

concerned about the idea o f  releasing explosives to groups o f  people who had, only a few years 

before, been accustom ed to blowing up the same transport network in the name o f  Irish freedom, 

but they eventually acquiesced.

Minutes of Milford Rural District Council, 8* Jan 1910 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/7/1/27)

Minutes of Quarterly Meetings of Letterkenny Rural District Council, 14* Nov 1913 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/6/1/16); Minutes of Stranorlar Rural District Council, 9* Dec 1924 (DCA, 
Rural District Council Collection, RDC/9/1/8)
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4.6.3 Effect of Political Turmoil on Infrastructure

The political turmoil from the onset o f the First World War posed serious problem s to the rural 

district councils, which were attem pting to function as normal. During the war, grants were almost 

totally stopped as a direct result o f  the financial stringencies caused by the war effort, a situation 

made worse by the decision o f  the commissioners o f the treasury to suspend the rights o f  local 

authorities to apply for loans on the open market. This decision forced the rural district councils to 

abandon their plans for any works over and above the road expenditure limit granted by the local 

government board, regardless o f  the necessity o f  having such works carried out. These financial 

stringencies, combined with the increasing costs o f  having works carried out, and the general 

increase in traffic o f  all types, led to the widespread degradation o f  road surfaces and infrastructural 

quality across the country. Rural districts in areas where military camps or barracks were located 

were even more seriously affected with ‘exceptionally heavy traffic on certain roads’ causing 

damage which necessitated ‘considerable expenditure ... for the repair o f  the dam age’.̂ *

The contractors within the various districts were also hit badly by the cutbacks in district 

council spending and by the rising costs o f  material and the shortage o f  labour. Such was the extent 

o f  these cost increases that the local government board, despite warning the district councils that 

they would have to account for any expenditure over the contract price, stated that the release o f 

contractors from their contracts m ight be justifiable in some cases.'’̂  This provided the district 

councils with a loophole for their contractors, without explicitly stating as much.

With a return to peacetime conditions, the commissioners o f the treasury relaxed their 

control on local authorities applying for loans, heralding the onset o f  borrowing and repairs to the 

transport infrastructure on scales never witnessed before. This improving zeal was given further 

impetus by an increase in the grants available from the Road Improvement Fund amounting to 

£236,800 for the year ending 31®' M arch 1920, with another £123,308 being added later in the year, 

in order to ‘defray the cost o f  road improvement and rebuilding o f bridges’. H o w e v e r ,  ju st as the 

district councils were resuming normal functioning, in relation to the transport infrastructure, the 

W ar o f Independence began. In addition to the damage caused to the road networks by the war, the 

district councils faced another challenge, how to maintain a transport network without government 

funding. This issue arose with the pledging o f  allegiance by all but the loyalist dom inated rural 

district councils to the provisional government and the severing o f  all links with the local 

government board,'®’ after the June election o f 1920. The local government board repeatedly

98 47"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.5
45"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.7
47'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.4; 48"’ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p. 14
While the local government board was still a functioning body at this stage, many o f  its powers, 

particularly in relation to the supervising o f  the transport infrastructure, had been subsumed by the Ministry 
o f Transport, in January 1920. The local government board still retained powers to sanction loans requested 
by the local authorities and audit their accounts. They also retained powers and duties under the Housing o f  
the Working Classes (Ireland) Act, 1890 -  1919; however they had to consult the ministry when exercising 
these. See 48"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p .14 and Transfer o f  Powers: By Order in Council From Local
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w arned that rural d istric t councils w hich ceased to co-operate w ith them  w ould cease to receive 

grants from  them , a th rea t w hich they m ade a reality , cu tting  o ff  the m ain source o f  local 

governm ent funding.'®^

The resu lt w as the com plete dependence on the rates to  finance infrastructural work, 

resulting  in the stoppage o f  capital w orks, the scaling back o f  m aintenance projects and the 

reduction o f  the am ount o f  road m etal being spread on the road surfaces. This had the effect o f  

reducing the burden on the rates, w hile also em phasising the councils’ com m itm ent to the struggle 

for independence. T his w as highlighted  by Letterkenny RD C w hich claim ed that one o f their 

reasons for expend ing  as little as possible on the roads w as tha t the councillo rs did not believe that 

it w as ‘their duty to  keep up the roads for an army o f  occupa tion ’.’®̂ They also  allow ed contractors 

who had entered  into contracts before the 1** July 1918 to  break the ir contracts, thus alleviating  the 

contractors from  the  burden o f  hugely inflated costs, w hile sim ultaneously  allow ing  the council to 

drop certain w orks, fu rther alleviating the pressure on the rates.'®''

By the end  o f  1921, m atters had reached an all tim e low , and the local governm ent 

departm ent o f  D ail Eireann'®^ w as forced to order the rural d istrict councils to  cut the ir estim ates o f  

road expenditure in h a l f  This action resulted in the Road C ontractors U nion inform ing the district 

councils that they w ould  not allow  their tenders to be opened, if  they w ere only to receive h a lf the 

rem uneration necessary  or if  only h a lf  o f  them  w ould be accepted. This m eant that the district 

councils w ere left w ith one o f  tw o options, m aintain their orig inal estim ate o f  expenditure or face a 

severe shortage o f  contractors. The district councils reduced their estim ates as requested and 

subm itted them  to the county council but, luckily for them , the sign ing  o f  the T reaty and the setting 

up o f  a legitim ate governm ent signalled the end to such poverty stricken conditions.

4.6,4 Transport Infrastructure under the Free State

Dail E ireann w rote to  the  local authorities at the end o f  February 1922 confirm ing  that the full 

am ount o f  the ir estim ate  o f  expenditure  subm itted for the year 1922/23 w ould  be available after all. 

This new s w as m et w ith  satisfaction am ong the rural d istric t councils w hich im m ediately re

advertised  the ir en tire sheets o f  roads w orks, their hurry caused by an underly ing  fear that the new 

governm ent w ould  change its m ind before they had perfected  the contracts for the ir projects. All

Government Board for Ireland to Ministry of Transport, 26* Sept 1919 (NA, Ministry o f Transport, 
MT45/199).

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 14* Aug 1920 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/13)

Minutes o f Quarterly Meetings o f Letterkenny Rural District Council, 5* Nov 1920 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/6/1/16)

Ibid, 16* July 1920 (RDC/6/1/16)
The local government department was the provisional government’s equivalent o f the local 

government board, taking over its supervisory and advisory roles to the rural district council.
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existing contracts were to term inate on the 3T ' March 1922, with new contracts being drawn up to 

take account o f the altered political circumstances and financial inflation.'®^

During the period o f  the Civil War, concern still surrounded the ability o f  the new Free 

State government and its local government department to maintain the level o f funding which they 

were providing to the rural district councils. This is evidenced by a letter sent from the chairman o f 

Letterkenny RDC to the county council. The letter stated that the district council would not be 

accepting tenders until it had obtained sanction for an increase in their limit o f  expenditure. He 

explained that the ratepayers had shouldered a heavy burden in the previous year and Letterkenny 

RDC would not accept tenders which might further increase that burden. He also warned the 

county council that if he was expected to reduce the contracts for his district by h a lf again, he 

would refuse as to have ‘such a large am ount o f works thrown out at the County M eeting would be 

more than he could/would undertake’.'®̂

Such fears appear to have been unfounded and the rural district councils returned to the 

normal administration o f  the construction, maintenance and repair o f  the transport infrastructure. 

The issues which arose relating to these functions in the final years o f the rural district councils 

appear to have altered only slightly from those before the war, with the county surveyor’s report 

still reflecting the need for improved efficiency on the part o f the contractors, but with more 

emphasis on the damage being inflicted on the transport infrastructure by the continually increasing 

number o f  motor cars, heavy lorries and trucks on the country’s roads.

4.7 Conclusion

There is little doubt, then, that while the county councils have been credited with the construction, 

maintenance and repair o f  the transport infrastructure network o f the country in the period 1899 -  

1925, they merely acted as overseers, approving the decisions made by the rural district councils in 

conjunction with the county surveyors. The county councils rarely challenged these decisions, and 

when they did it was more to save money on the rates, or to ensure that their budget was not 

adversely affected by charges which could be borne by the district councils. The rural district 

councils, therefore, held full responsibility for the entire transport infrastructure o f  their district, 

receiving and seeking little guidance from the county councils. The role held by the county council, 

in the period under review here, was similar to that played by the local government board in 

relation to other rural district council functions, that o f  a supervisory, guiding authority. The rural 

district councils, as the decision making, local authority, were answerable for their actions to the 

local population whom they represented and the other local and national authorities with whom 

they interacted.

Minutes o f  D unfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 6* M ay 1922 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/13)

Minutes o f  Q uarterly M eetings o f  Letterkenny Rural D istrict Council, 25* N ov 1922 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/6/1/16)
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The in teraction betw een the rural district councils and the range o f  local groups, local 

authorities, private com panies and national bodies that they w ere in contact w ith, w as vital for the 

effic ien t construction , m aintenance and repair o f  the transport in frastructure. The urgency with 

w hich action often needed to be taken led to conflict betw een these in terest groups, w hen progress 

w as slow er than  any one o f  them  w ould have hoped for. W hile the preservation  o f  good relations 

betw een these netw orks o f  pow er was crucial for the rural d istric t councils, they becam e 

increasingly m ore w illing  to  upset the delicate balance o f  co-operation  w hen the needs and 

requirem ents o f  the ratepayers o f  their districts w ere at stake.

The support o f  o ther rural district councils was vital in the struggle to persuade the county 

councils or the state to  take action on a m atter, but even rural districts in the sam e county w ere 

rarely in com plete agreem ent, as evidenced by the split over the m ain roads saga. The inter-local 

conflict w hich did arise betw een the rural district councils them selves, and w ith the county councils 

in relation to  several aspects o f  their transport infrastructure functions, h ighlights that local 

governm ent tension  w as not alw ays created from  the top dow n and certa in ly  not alw ays from  the 

centre to  the local. Local authorities were quite capable o f  creating  th e ir ow n conflict as rural 

d istric t councils operating  under varying financial circum stances had vary ing  needs and priorities, 

w hich did not alw ays fit w ith the plans o f  o ther rural district councils or the county councils.

In fact, the transport infrastructure functions o f  the rural district councils created 

rem arkably  little tension w ith the local governm ent board, possib ly  due to the trust the board and 

the rural d istrict councils placed in the opinion o f  the county  surveyors. A nother possibility  is the 

fact that the sm ooth developm ent o f  the transport infrastructure w ith in  the rural districts was so 

im portant to the local governm ent board that they could not afford to  get involved in petty disputes 

w ith the rural d istrict councils. The continued developm ent o f  the road, rail and sea transport 

netw orks provided the local governm ent board, and thus the state, w ith a continuously  im proving 

avenue o f  inform ation gathering and collation. The increased speed w ith w hich local governm ent 

inspectors could traverse  their d istricts allow ed for the m ore effic ien t ascerta in ing  o f  the current 

attitudes o f  the population , w hile the speedy relay o f  this inform ation back to the centre w as a huge 

benefit to  the local governm ent board. Such advancem ents placed the local governm ent board in a 

greatly  im proved position  in relation to their ability to  m onitor the population, through the 

increased speed w ith w hich they could gather inform ation. T his allow ed the m ore efficient 

surveillance o f  the population, increasing the local governm ent b o ard ’s know ledge o f  the 

population  and enabling  them  to m odulate central policy  in a m anner that w ould m ake its 

im position acceptable to the average citizen.

T he transport netw ork created  and m aintained by the rural d istric t councils created links 

betw een areas w hich had previously  been isolated, a llow ing  for the developm ent o f  trade and 

em ploym ent links betw een electoral divisions, rural districts and counties, and betw een the 

periphery and the centre. The roads, bridges, piers and harbours w hich the district councils built, 

com bined w ith the in troduction o f  m otorised transport, allow ed an increase in the speed with which
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people, goods and information could travel from the centre to the periphery and back, while further 

altering the manner in which people viewed their geographic position within the country, as the 

new and improved infrastructure opened up a wide range o f previously inaccessible destinations.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND SANITATION

5.1 From Womb to Tomb’ -  Increasing the Reach of the State

5.1.1 Replacing the Boards of Guardians and Rural Sanitary Authorities

U nder the Public H ealth (Ireland) Act, 1874^ the boards o f  guardians w ere officially  reconstituted 

rural sanitary authorities as a result o f  their ever-increasing role in the im provem ent o f  the public 

health and sanitation o f  the rural areas o f  their unions. U rban sanitary  d istricts w ere created  in 

urban centres w ith a population o f  over six thousand and in sm aller tow ns w hich specifically  

requested that they be accorded the right to m anage their ow n sanitary affairs (See Section 1.2.2). 

The areas in a union not included w ithin an urban sanitary d istric t w ere to  com prise the rural 

sanitary d istrict, w ith the personnel o f  the board o f  guardians acting  as the rural sanitary authority. 

The 1874 act w as quickly  replaced by the Public H ealth (Ire land) A ct, I 8 7 8 \  a m easure w hich 

consolidated and am ended m uch o f  the previous sanitary legislation. The act presented the rural 

and urban sanitary authorities w ith new  responsibilities for the inspection o f  dw ellings, the rem oval 

o f  nuisances, the provision o f  clean w ater supplies and the creation  o f  proper sew erage netw orks 

across their territories. It also clarified  and extended legislation re lating  to lodging houses, m arkets, 

slaughter houses, m eat and infectious diseases. D espite this increase o f  pow er, it appears that the 

already overburdened boards o f  guardians m ade little effort to  enforce this new  legislation w ith the 

result that few  im provem ents had been m ade in the general health  and w ell-being  o f  the un ions’ 

population, p rior to  the estab lishm ent o f  the rural district councils in 1899.

The Local G overnm ent (Ireland) Act, 1898, provided that the business o f  the rural sanitary 

authority  in each d istric t w ould  be transferred to the rural d istric t council and that the additional 

pow ers w hich the urban sanitary authorities held w ould be bestow ed upon the rural district 

councils.'* Every urban and rural district council acquired  the functions o f  the boards o f  guardians 

under section one hundred and fifty o f  the Public H ealth A ct, 1878, w hich  related ‘to the execution 

o f  the regulations m ade w hen Ireland appear[ed] to be th reatened  by any form idable epidem ic, 

endem ic or infectious d isease’ .̂ The energy and efficiency w ith w hich the rural district councils 

carried out these functions w ill form  the basis for this chapter, w hich exam ines the ir role in relation 

to the further incursion o f  the state into the popu lation’s private  property  and spaces.

M uch has been w ritten by foucauldian  scholars about the m anner in w hich the s ta te ’s 

carving o f  a role for itse lf in relation to public health  and san ita tion  w as a technique o f  

governm entality . Foucault h im se lf described the m ove from  sovereignty  to  political econom y and

' G. Rosen quoted in P. Carroll, ‘Medical Police and the History o f  Public Health’ in Medical History,
46, 2002, p.473 
 ̂ 37&38 Viet, c. 93
 ̂ 41&42 Viet. c. 52

'* Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 33
 ̂ Ibid, Clause 32
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then to governm entality  no t as a d istinct breaic but as a triangle w ith the population  as its target and 

the apparatuses o f  security  as its m echanism .^ The security  o f  the state relied on the creation  and 

m aintenance o f  a strong and healthy  population, the security  o f  the population relied  on the 

prevention o f  the spread o f  disease th rough the im provem ent o f  sanitary cond itions and the 

provision o f  proper healthcare. This dual approach led to the board o f  guard ians, w hich already 

held functions relating  to  the m edical care o f  the population through the d ispensary  system , fever 

hospital and even the w orkhouse, acquiring  pow ers re la ting  to  public health  and san ita tion . W hen it 

appeared that this w ork  w as too m uch for one body to adm inister successfully , the  state divided 

responsibility  betw een the boards o f  guardians, w hich continued to  adm inister m edical health  care, 

and the new ly-established rural d istric t councils, w hich w ere charged w ith the im provem ent o f  

public health and sanitation. Thus, the boards o f  guardians rem ained the au thority  w hich  the public 

voluntarily  approached w hen m edicinal care w as needed and w hich dealt, th rough the poor law, 

w ith the ‘social dan g ers’ o f  pauperism ,’ w hile the new ly-created  rural d istric t councils took  on the 

role o f  a type o f  m edical police, in tervening in dom estic arrangem ents and forcing  the com pliance 

o f  the local population w ith the ir orders, through legal m eans if  necessary.*

The use o f  the term  m edical police to  describe the m anner in w hich the public health  acts 

w ere adm inistered in Britain in the late n ineteenth and early tw entieth  cen turies is a contentious 

issue. O sborne argues that B ritish  public health in the n ineteenth century ‘did not partake o f  a 

police rationality ’, w hile C arroll successfully  establishes the point that w hile m edical police was 

not a term  com m only used by the laissez-faire princip led  governm ent in W estm inster, at the turn o f  

the tw entieth  century, the com parisons betw een public health legislation in B ritain  and Ireland and 

the m edical police o f  the continen t bear strik ing resem blance.^ O sborne states tha t ra ther than the 

police rationale, so p revalen t on the continent, the governm ent, instead, fo llow ed a strategy o f  

security appropriate to  a liberal government.'®  This point is picked up by C arroll w ho suggests that 

in order to preserve an appearance o f  liberality, the state avoided the use o f  phrases w ith negative

M. Foucault, ‘Governmentality’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect-  
Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago, 1991), 
p. 102

G. Procacci, ‘Social economy and the government of poverty’ in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. 
Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect -  Studies in Governmentality with two lectures by and an interview with 
Michel Foucault {Chicago, 1991), p. 158
* From the viewpoint o f  health legislation, the division o f the provision o f  health care into curative
and preventative under the boards o f  guardians and the rural district councils respectively, represents a long 
running policy predicament, to deal with both segments jointly or separately. Prior to the rural district 
councils, all the health function were held by the boards o f guardians, but after the abolition o f  the rural 
district councils, the two arms o f health legislation were again joined under the board o f public health and 
assistance. However it was again separated in 1970 with the health boards taking control o f the curative 
aspects of health, while the roads, environment and sanitary services sections in the modern day county 
councils tend to the preventative aspects once held by the rural district councils.
® T. Osborne, ‘Security and vitality: drains, liberalism and power in the nineteenth century’ in A.
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f government (London, 1996), pp 99 -  122; P. Carroll, ‘Medical Police and the History of 
Public Health’ in Medical History, 46, 2002, pp 461 - 494

T. Osborne, ‘Security and vitality; drains, liberalism and power in the nineteenth century’ in A. 
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f government (London, 1996), p.l 16
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connotations such as medical police, favouring the use o f the more positive terms o f  public health 

and, even albeit slightly less liberal, state medicine, to deceive the population into thinking that 

medical police tactics were not being utilised."

Carroll’s arguments are reinforced through a reading o f  O gborn’s discussion o f the links 

between law and discipline in England in relation to the Contagious Diseases Acts.'^ Ogborn does 

not enter into the medical police/public health debate, but instead focuses on detailing the links 

between medical and legal knowledge in the nineteenth century, suggesting that the proponents of 

public health ‘understood sanitary regulation in terms o f  the legal protection o f people from 

assault’.'^ The legal protection o f  good sanitary conditions and the legal action taken to improve 

poor sanitary conditions definitely suggests the presence o f a police-like rationale in nineteenth 

century public health legislation. This point is further reinforced through an examination o f the 

public health and sanitation functions o f the Irish rural district councils, which, when situations 

necessitated it, took legal proceedings against members o f  the local population guilty of 

endangering the sanitary condition and wellbeing o f the locality and community. The use o f legal 

procedure and the court system suggests that while medical police was not a commonly used 

terminology, it was a commonly used avenue for protecting the improvements which had been 

made in securing the population from the dangers o f poor sanitary conditions.

The aim o f  improving sanitary conditions across Ireland necessitated the imposition o f 

state authority at all levels o f  society, including the previously preserved, sacred domain o f the 

family. Through the ever widening scope o f the public health acts and the energies o f the rural 

district councils in their imposition, the local government board and thus the state became aware of 

every significant moment in people’s private lives, from the day they were born, when their birth 

would be registered, until their burial. Every member o f the population had a moral obligation to 

every other m em ber to ensure that no action on their part would endanger another’s ability to live 

in a healthy, sanitary environm ent -  an obligation to be enforced by the rural district councils under 

the public health and sanitation acts, which they were given the responsibility for enacting.

To this end the rural district councils were charged with the inspection o f each and every 

dwelling house in the country, with the examination o f every yard, the provision o f clean water, 

through the improvement o f supplies and the prevention o f  pollution and the provision o f a proper 

sewerage network. This latter aim focussed on compelling every household to dispose o f their own 

sewage environmentally. In addition, the population was forced to inform their rural district council 

in the event o f  a family m em ber’s becoming ill with an infectious disease. They had to then follow 

the directions o f the district council, even when this necessitated the destruction o f personal items 

or the isolation o f a family member in a workhouse fever hospital.

P. Carroll, ‘Medical Police and the History o f  Public Health’ in M edical History, 46, 2002, p.491 
27&28 Viet c. 85; 29&30 Viet, c.35; 32&33 Viet. c. 96
M. Ogborn, ‘Law and Discipline in Nineteenth Century English State Formation: The Contagious 

Diseases Acts o f  1864, 1866 and 1869’, m Journal o f  Historical Sociology, 6(1), 1993, p.28
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This state invasion o f formerly private space, allowed for the increased state knowledge of 

local populations, but it simultaneously resulted in state-local conflict as the population objected to 

this forced imposition o f state authority, questioning its legitimacy. The legitimacy o f the rule of 

the newly-created rural district councils was also to be tested, with the tensions created by the 

encroachment of state power being directed at the rural district councils as the local representatives 

o f the state. In addition, the local people, employed by the rural district council to enforce the laws, 

were the subject of attack from other local people and also from their superior officers, the rural 

district councils and the local government board, when it was felt they were acting too leniently on 

those who broke the public health laws. Ties o f local kinship between the rural district councillors, 

their staff and those who elected them were sorely tested by the public health legislation, but 

despite this pressure their effectiveness as representatives o f the state can be seen in the 

improvements they enacted in the sanitary conditions of their areas up to 1925.

5.1.2 The Public Health Staff -  Representatives of the State or the Public?

The rural district councillors as a body could not undertake all the responsibilities o f the rural 

sanitary authority without employing assistants. Every rural district council in the country 

employed an executive sanitary officer, a medical officer o f health (MOH) and a sanitary sub

officer (SSO)''*. Later developments in public health law led to the expansion o f this team of 

sanitary experts to include a dairies, cowsheds and milkshops'^ inspector and registrar, a registrar 

o f births, a veterinary inspector, a tuberculosis inspector and in the larger counties a superintendent 

medical officer of health. Apart from the latter, many of the new positions were simply added onto 

the role of the existing SSO and MOH, whose salaries were increased according to their additional 

duties. This practice saved the rural district councils the expense o f advertising and selecting a new 

employee of unknown ability. On occasion, new officers had to be appointed as not all of the 

existing officers were willing to accept an increase in their, already long, list of duties, for the level 

o f remuneration offered.

The practice of an individual’s holding more than one office became common from the 

establishment of the rural district councils. The newly-created role of executive sanitary officer was 

filled by none other than the clerk o f the district. This was based on the recommendation of the 

local government board, which felt that as the role was clerical in nature it would be best filled by 

someone with experience in dealing with clerical issues and interacting with the national board. 

The decision to recruit already experienced local officials was also evident in the selection o f the 

SSO and MOH. The additional functions granted to the boards of guardians under the public health

The sanitary sub officer was also referred to as the sub sanitary officer. There is often confusion in 
the minutes of the councils over the titles to be accorded to the MOH and SSO. The MOH was officially 
known as the Sanitary Officer, although this title was used so rarely that the more common name is used here 
for clarity’s sake. The ‘sub’ in sanitary sub officer, therefore, refers to the fact that the SSO was working 
under the supervision of the Sanitary Officer/MOH.

Milkshops referred to every milk vendor, no matter how small.
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acts were added to the already full list o f duties o f  the relieving officers'^. When these new 

functions were transferred to the rural district councils, it was logical for the councils to employ the 

relieving officer o f  the board o f guardians as their SSO. Similarly, the medical officer o f health was 

first employed by the board o f  guardians as a dispensary doctor for one o f the dispensary districts, 

under the M edical Charities Act o f  1 8 5 l'’ and had acquired extra responsibilities under the public 

health legislation o f  the 1870s.'* Thus while the functions remained the same, these officers were 

now answerable to two different authorities, even if the m em bership o f the two bodies was 

substantially similar.

By their own admission the dispensary doctors and relieving officers had devoted relatively 

little time to their public health duties under the boards o f  guardians, which were naturally more 

concerned about the continued efficient discharge o f  their officers’ main functions than they were 

about the new, non-poor law related public health functions, which they had belatedly acquired. 

The establishment o f  a separate local authority, however, marked the end o f this blase attitude 

towards public health. The rural district councils, under the watchful supervision o f the local 

government board, set about enforcing the discharge o f their public health role through the SSO 

and MOH, who were not accorded any leniency as a result o f  their increased workload, although 

they did receive some additional remuneration. As far as the rural district councils were concerned, 

the main concern o f  the SSO or MOH should be the discharge o f  their public health functions, 

although when the same group met as the board o f guardians all public health considerations were 

set aside in favour o f  the efficient operation o f the poor law and medical charities through the 

relieving officer and dispensary doctor. In this way, the two different roles held by the same officer 

were kept distinctly separate.

The specific duties accorded to the M OH and SSO were overlapping in nature and 

therefore the cause o f a certain amount o f conflict between the two officers. A SSO was appointed 

for each dispensary district, although in the larger districts, or in densely populated areas, 

additional appointments could be made. The SSOs were responsible for ensuring that every house 

in their area was in a sanitary condition through regular inspections and that every inhabitant had 

access to a regular supply o f  water. SSOs were also responsible for ensuring that the general 

environment o f  the district was sanitary and pollution free. In the event that inhabitants were living 

in unsanitary or dangerous conditions, or that they were causing pollution by their actions, the SSO 

informed the M OH. The MOH would then inspect these premises and report to the rural district 

council detailing the actions which should be taken. Unsanitary inhabitants were ‘noticed to have

Relieving Officers were first employed to ensure that people in immediate need of relief could be 
accommodated without having to wait for the next weekly meeting o f  the guardians.
”  14&15 Viet. c. 68

Under the Medical Charities Act, 1851, responsibility for the management o f dispensaries was 
transferred from the grand juries to the board o f guardians, in an attempt to consolidate all the health related, 
local government functions within one body. Each union was divided up into several dispensary districts, 
formed by combining several electoral divisions. For more information on the dispensary system see R. D. 
Cassell, Medical charities, medical politics; the Irish Dispensary systern and the poor law, 1836 -  1872 
(Woodbridge, 1997).
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the nuisance abated’’̂  within a period o f  fourteen, twenty eight or ninety days, depending on the 

rural district council and the severity o f  the offence committed. The SSOs were responsible for 

serving these notices on the defaulters and inspecting the premises, at the end o f  the time specified, 

in order to ascertain if  the orders o f  the rural district council had been complied with. Failure to 

comply would result in legal action being taken against the offender.

Regardless o f  w hether or not the SSOs found anything offensive in their districts, they 

were compelled by order o f  the local government board to report to the council at every meeting 

and to keep a diary o f  their activities. This step was taken in order to ascertain that the SSOs were 

actively inspecting their districts and taking appropriate action. This order was one which caused 

severe confusion to the SSOs in the early days o f  the rural district councils. Practically every SSO 

in the study area was berated by the local government board for the neglect o f  their duties, in 

furnishing reports o f  their activities to the rural district councils.^” Upon enquiry the rural district 

councils discovered that the majority o f  SSOs were unaware that they should submit a report even 

when nothing needed to be attended to within their district. The fact that this was a nationwide 

phenomenon is evidenced by a com m ent made by the local government board in an early annual 

report, which stated that ‘any failure o f  duty on the part o f  these officers did not arise so much from 

neglect/indifference as from an imperfect conception o f  the duties attaching to their positions’^'.

The role o f  the M OH was less laborious and more supervisory in nature. The MOH 

responded to the complaints made against occupiers by the SSO, verifying the accuracy o f  their 

reports and determining the action to be taken. The M O H ’s main role, however, was in relation to 

the treatment o f people with infectious diseases. On diagnosing a patient with an infectious disease, 

the MOH was compelled to inform the relevant SSO, giving full instructions as to the steps which 

needed to be taken to prevent the further spread o f  the disease, including instructions relating to the 

transfer o f the patient to the local fever hospital and the disinfection o f the premises. The MOH was 

also charged with ascertaining the source o f the infection and ensuring that steps were taken to 

prevent the further spread o f  the disease. There was one MOH for every dispensary district and 

each MOH was instructed to report to the rural district council at every meeting, sum m arising the 

sanitary condition o f  the district, the infectious diseases which were present in the district and the 

suspected or proven source o f  the same. The rural district council would then decide, in 

conjunction with the MOH whose expert opinion (much like that o f  the county surveyor) was, 

generally, highly regarded by the council and the local government board, on the course o f action 

necessitated by the circumstances.

This phrase was used by every rural district council, MOH, SSO and the local government board to 
describe the process whereby a person was informed that legal proceedings would be taken against them if 
they failed to comply with the directions o f  the rural district council or their officers. In later years it was 
shortened simply to ‘that Mr. X be noticed’.

Minutes o f  Drogheda N o.2 Rural District Council, 7* Sept 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, M/1/1)

28'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.48
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There were o f course exceptions to this co-operative relationship between the rural district 

councils and their professional staff, and it often arose over the work o f  another officer, the SSO. 

There are numerous accounts in the minute books o f the rural district councils which detail conflict 

between the M OH and the SSO, a circumstance created due to the overlapping nature o f their 

functions and exacerbated by the regular reports made by the medical inspector o f the local 

government board on his frequent inspections o f  the districts. The report made by the medical 

inspector o f the local government board detailed problems with the sanitary condition o f the 

district, based both on his own inspections and on the reports made to him by the local MOHs. 

Presumably in an effort to protect their own positions, the M OHs regularly blamed the continued 

presence o f nuisances on the neglect o f the SSOs stating that the SSOs neglected to report defects 

to them. These reports were collated by the medical inspector and sent to the local government 

board which then forwarded them on to the rural district council for their comments.

At this point, an interesting feature o f employer-employee relations emerges. Although the 

expert opinion o f the MOH was highly regarded in the health and sanitary matters relating to the 

district, when the MOH accused the SSO o f neglect o f  his duties, the rural district council 

unquestioningly accepted the explanation provided to them by the SSO; one which generally 

blamed the MOH for not heeding their reports. There is never an explicitly stated reason for this 

stance, but the fact remains that in all the rural districts examined, the SSO was trusted implicitly. 

The local government board on the other hand failed to accept these accounts, instead favouring the 

opinion o f  the educated, professional, MOHs causing conflict between the board and the rural 

district councils.

There are two possible reasons which would explain this rather unusual and yet national 

state o f affairs, one is that the SSO having been employed as the relieving officer o f the board of 

guardians was a long-standing appointee who had given satisfactory service to the boards over a 

substantial period o f  time and to whom the district councillors were tied by links o f loyalty and 

friendship. The other possibility is that the MOH, as a well-educated professional, was out o f step 

with the rural district councillors, the majority o f whom were from the lower-middle and lower 

classes o f society, and that his opinions on the proper method o f  conducting sanitary affairs did not 

necessarily correspond to that o f  the councillors and the SSO, who had the benefit o f local 

knowledge and experience. The latter is, partially at least, supported by the fact that many o f the 

suggestions made by the local government board’s inspector were also ignored, with the local 

government board frequently berating the rural district councils for marking the reports o f  its 

inspector “read”, avoiding any discussions o f his expert opinions.

Naturally, the local government board would not accept the account o f either officer 

without some form o f p roo f When serious discrepancies arose between the accounts o f the SSO 

and MOH the local government board demanded that an inquiry be held. One o f the most detailed 

accounts o f this situation comes from the minutes o f Trim RDC where both the SSO and MOH of 

Summerhill Dispensary District furnished reports to the council which were inserted in full into the
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minutes.^^ The first specific com plaint about the SSO o f  Summerhill arose when the local 

government board singled out SSOs Byrne and Fitzpatrick for a second warning to submit reports 

o f  their activities to the district council meetings and directing the rural district council to have 

them attend to the issues raised in the M O H ’s report?^ The rural district council ordered the SSOs 

to follow the instructions o f  the local government board, but they appear to have ignored this order 

as the local government board was forced to re-issue their request to the council a few months later. 

This time the board quoted from the M O H ’s return to it, Form L, which stated that the SSO ‘did 

not appear to inspect his district carefully’. The rural district council again instructed the SSOs to 

comply with the orders o f the local government board.

During this time Dr. Trotter, the M OH, submitted regular reports to the district council, and 

by February he personally asked the council to take action against his two SSOs.^^ The council 

ignored this request even when the local government board forwarded on the next report made by 

the MOH, claiming that SSO Byrne confined ‘his reports to such tumble down cabins as meet his 

view ’ and specifically requested that the SSO submit a written explanation o f  his neglect to them. 

The council, instead o f asking for a report from the SSO, asked the M OH to elaborate on his report 

with names o f occupiers and localities which he had claimed were unsanitary, and simply informed 

both SSOs that the local government board would accept no excuse from them for the neglect o f 

their duties.^^

SSO Byrne submitted the report requested by the local governm ent board, despite not 

being ordered to do so by the council. In it he stated that he regularly travelled through the district 

and had many cases o f  nuisances ‘removed privately which is more pleasing to the parties 

concerned’. Byrne insisted that the problems complained o f by the M OH were not as numerous as 

the doctor claimed, and that Dr. Trotter had not attended to cases that he had reported to him. SSO 

B yrne’s belief that he was carrying out his duties correctly was highlighted in the last sentence o f 

his report which challenged the local government board to hold an inquiry if  they did not approve 

o f  his explanation.^^ In response, Dr. Trotter submitted a lengthy report detailing the epidemics o f 

infectious disease, the filth and debris on the village streets and the blocked drains which he had 

found on his inspections. He listed specific cases o f  families which he had attended in relation to 

disease treatment and could provide written proof o f  his work in the form o f  a statem ent signed by 

him admitting a local inhabitant to the National Hospital for Consumptives in W icklow. He further

This is just the best exam ple o f  one o f  m any o f  these situations. As with the inform ation contained 
in the foregoing paragraphs, inform ation about these relationships can be gleaned from any o f  the rural 
district council minute books dealing with the period 1899 -  1902.

Minutes o f  Trim  Rural D istrict Council, 16* Sept 1899 (MCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection,
TR/1/1)

Ibid, 9* Dec 1899 
Ibid, 10* Feb 1900 
Ibid, 24* M arch 1900 
Ibid, 24* M arch 1900
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requested that the council w ould  ‘not perm it untruthful statem ents [his em phasis] to  be m ade before 

th em ’.̂ *

SSO  B yrne subm itted  a further report again proclaim ing his innocence and the rural district 

council, presum ably  to  end the stream  o f  accusations over the issue, deem ed that the district 

councillors represen ting  Sum m erhill D ispensary D istrict should form  a com m ittee to discuss the 

m atter. T hat the M O H  w as correct, in som e portions o f  his report at least, w as borne out by the fact 

that the executive sanitary  officer issued notices against three o f  the defau lters nam ed in T ro tte r’s 

report.^^ The com m ittee  set up to  investigate the issue found that the SSO  had not carried  out every 

order o f  the d istric t council im m ediately , as he w as unaw are tha t the M O H  had to  provide specific 

returns. H ow ever the  SSO  did  prove tha t he m ade m ore reports to Dr. T ro tter than the M O H  had 

claim ed. The council m erely  ordered  that in fu ture SSO B yrne should  report every case to the 

M O H  and not to try and  have offences dealt w ith w ithout the know ledge o f  the council or the 

M OH. W hile this w as the end o f  the official w rangling over the issue, the M O H  continued 

periodically  to report the inefficiency o f  Byrne as an SSO to the rural district council and the local 

governm ent board.

The lack o f  pun ishm ent or criticism  o f  SSO  B yrne’s neglect in the discharge o f  his duties, 

even w hen it w as proven by a com m ittee o f  the district council, sm acks o f  favouritism , yet no 

effort w as m ade by the council to acknow ledge form ally  the accuracy o f  the reports subm itted to it 

by the M O H . T his is a pattern  w hich was com m on across the rural d istric t councils, but in som e 

districts it led to b latant confron tation  w ith the M O H  and through th is the local governm ent board. 

In D unfanaghy R D C , s im ila r to  T rim , conflict arose betw een the SSO  and M O H  o f  D unfanaghy 

D ispensary D istrict, but in th is instance the council w as b latan t in its disregard  for the opinion o f  

Dr. M cG rath, the M O H . M cG rath  w as appointed as M O H  and dispensary  doctor in M arch 1902, 

replacing Dr. T abuteau, a  long standing  official o f  the board o f  guardians.^®

U p to this point, little open conflict had arisen betw een  the SSO  and M OHs,^' but the 

arrival o f  a new  M O H  appears to have upset the delicate local balance. The first reports subm itted 

by the M O H s after the appo in tm ent o f  Dr. M cG rath reflect this. The M O H s for C rossroads N o .l 

and C rossroads N o .2 d istric ts state that although conditions in the ir districts w ere not good they

Minutes o f  Trim Rural District Council, 21®' April 1900 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
TR/1/1) [Wrongly titled 28'’’ May 1900 on first page o f  minutes]. The full text of the reports by SSO Byrne 
and Dr. Trotter can be found in Appendix III.

Ibid, 5* May 1900
Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 8'*’ March 1902 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/3/1/3)
Dunfanaghy RDC was quite small and very poor and as a result there was only one SSO for the 

entire district, instead o f one per dispensary district as was the norm. The usual accusations o f neglect o f 
work were levied at the SSO, but on the whole relationships had been harmonious, with the MOHs all 
agreeing that SSO McGinley’s work was satisfactory, in a report they made to the local government board 
relating to McGinley’s request for a higher rate of remuneration. The abovementioned Dr. Tabuteau went so 
far as to state that SSO McGinley deserved ‘the greatest credit for the efficient manner in which he 
discharged the sanitary duties, which are as unpleasant as they have been remunerative’. (Ibid, 19'*' Jan 1901 
(RDC/3/12)).
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were improving, wiiile the new M O H ’s report was wholly negative.^^ Further reports by Dr. 

McGrath relating to the sanitary condition o f  the town o f Dunfanaghy, and his calls for a SSO to be 

appointed for each dispensary district, were ignored by the council, until he subm itted a report 

claiming that the SSO had drawn his attention to the ‘want o f  proper sewers in several parts o f  the 

village o f Dunfanaghy’. He recommended the complete overhaul o f  the sewers, replacing the built 

sewers which were ‘prim eval’ with pipe sewers. The council, clearly doubting that SSO M cGinley 

had made such a report, examined his account o f  work and discovered that no mention o f the 

sewers were included. The council sharply reprimanded Dr. M cGrath, informing him that in future 

he should carefully read the SSO ’s report ‘before sending in any reports to this Council which are 

altogether inconsistent with whatever the SSO submitted to him ’.̂ ^

This failed attem pt to force the district council into action by falsifying reports indicates 

the frustration felt by the M OH at his inability to have necessary improvements carried out. Despite 

the lengths the MOH was willing to go to, no further action was taken by the rural district councils 

to remedy the sewerage problems until the local government board drew the council’s attention to 

the M OH’s concerns. The rural district council requested that M cGrath furnish a detailed report 

specifying precisely the problematic areas and appointed a sub-committee with power to employ 

two labourers to help open the sewers for closer inspection.^"* By April 1905 no further action had 

been taken, despite the repeated inclusion o f the sewers in the reports o f  the MOH and medical 

inspector as an issue in need o f  urgent attention. To these reports the council simply replied that 

they considered ‘the sewerage o f  Dunfanaghy in fair order’ While this issue was left in abeyance, 

tensions continued between the council and Dr. McGrath. The district council had erected notices 

around the district, which M cGrath felt were causing tourists to avoid the district. His suggestion 

that they be removed to another location was met with a sharp rebuke from the district council 

which informed him that they did not require ‘any dictation from their officials as to the 

composition or otherwise o f their placards’.

By 1907, the continued avoidance o f M cGrath’s reports relating to the condition o f  the 

sewers necessitated the involvement o f  the local government board, which dem anded that the 

council give it their attention, as its medical inspector was in agreement with M cGrath. The 

council vehemently rejected the assertions o f McGrath and McCarthy, the local government 

board’s inspector, and refused to act other than to instruct the MOH to examine the private 

connections made to the sewers to ascertain if  any o f those were faulty. The state o f  the sewers in 

Dunfanaghy was such that the public also began to campaign for the district council to take action 

and although no order was included in the minutes, a communication by the local government

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 12* April 1902 (D C A , Rural D istrict Council 
C ollection, R D C /3/1/3)
“  Ibid, 11* July 1903

Ibid, 24*  Oct 1903, 14* N ov  1903 (R D C /3/1/4)
Ibid, 8* April 1905 (R D C /3 /I/5 )
Ibid, 12* A ug 1905 (R D C /3/1/17)
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board demanding that action be taicen was answered to the effect that the defects had been 

remedied to the satisfaction o f the general public.^’

Although the sewers issue was partially remedied, tensions with the MOH did not end 

there. Almost every report he submitted to the rural district council had to be backed by repeated 

calls from the local government board before the council would take action. The district council on 

occasion went so far as to suggest that Dr. McGrath was blatantly lying to it and to the local 

government board, despite reports from successive local government board inspectors verifying the 

accuracy o f the M O H ’s report.^* This attitude towards the MOH was also reflected in the belated 

appearance o f  conflict between the SSO and McGrath. The SSO com plained that the MOH took no 

action on his reports, an account accepted without question by the rural district council.^^

Dr. M cGrath continued to campaign for the total overhaul o f  the Dunfanaghy sewerage 

network, throughout the remainder o f his rural district council career. The extent o f the tensions 

which existed between M cGrath and the successive rural district councils is evidenced by the fact 

that not a single mention was made o f  his resignation when he was forced to give up his office due 

to ill-health. The normal practice when any officer resigned was to pass a motion o f  gratitude to 

them for their service or at least to state that their resignation was accepted with regret. McGrath 

was accorded no such honour, the only evidence o f his resignation was the appointment o f a new 

medical officer for Dunfanaghy and the only explanation for his resignation was a mention o f his 

illness in the minutes o f  the guardians.''®

This one account highlights not only the tensions which could arise between the MOHs and 

the rural district councils, but also the damage which such a strained relationship could have on the 

sanitary condition o f  a district. Had McGrath and the rural district council enjoyed a more amicable 

relationship there is little doubt that more immediate action would have been taken on the sewerage 

network, as was the case with sewerage systems in other rural districts in both Donegal and Meath, 

and on the other issues raised by McGrath. As it was, it took a com bination o f the MOH, the local 

government board and public outcry for action to be taken, and it would appear that the leading 

force was in fact the outrage o f  the public. This presumably had more to do with the fact that the 

councillors were dependent on the public for re-election, than with any attempt to ingratiate 

themselves with the public generally. This instance also lends credence to the assertion that when it 

came to the network o f  local loyalties created with the introduction o f the rural district councils, the 

local government board was invariably to be found supporting the medical officers, while the rural 

district councils were, at best, hostile to many o f  the M OHs, having closely aligned themselves 

with the SSOs. This organisation o f local and national forces was the cause o f  much o f  the tension

Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 13* April 1907, 11* May 1907, 12* Oct 1907, 14* 
Dec 1907 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/3/1/6)

Ibid, 11* Sept 1915 (RDC/3/1/11)
Ibid, 14* May I9I0 (RDC/3/1/8)
Ibid, 18* Oct 1924 (RDC/3/I/I4); Minutes of Dunfanaghy Board of Guardians, 1*‘ Feb 1919 (DCA, 

Board of Guardians Collection, BG/81/1/67)
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which arose between the local government board and the rural district council in the administration 

o f  public health and sanitation.

One other cause o f  this tension between the centre and the local arose as a result o f  the dual 

representivity o f  the rural district councils. N ot only were the rural district councils the agents o f  

the state at a local level, they were also the representatives o f  the local people at a government 

level. This dual mandate was to cause a conflict o f  interests as the rural district councils resisted the 

imposition o f  legislation which they view ed as causing undue hardship on the general public. This 

is evident in many aspects o f  the administration o f  their public health and sanitation functions, but 

it merits a special mention here as the M OHs and SSOs were also affected by this dual role, they 

too were representatives o f  the state, but they were to a greater extent than even the councillors, 

ordinary members o f  the local community. This fact is clearly highlighted in the aforementioned  

neglect o f  the SSOs to report on all the work they carried out. The SSOs, when questioned about 

their failure to inform the councils, and thereby the local government board, o f  their work, claimed  

that they were attempting to have nuisances and offences remedied ‘privately’, without the 

involvement o f  outside agencies. This approach had the merit o f  being proactive in the fight for 

improved sanitary conditions, w hile it avoided bringing unwanted publicity to members o f  the 

community, perhaps even fam ily members o f  the SSO, as the appointees to this role were 

invariably locals.

The MOHs were also guilty o f  utilising delaying tactics to afford locals every possible 

opportunity to have offences remedied before bringing prosecutions against them. In this, for once, 

the MOH and rural district councils were com plicit, in that after the failure o f  a local to comply  

with a notice issued by the council, the M OH could recommend that a further period o f  time be 

allowed to the defaulter to have the necessary works completed. This recommendation, however, 

needed the sanction o f  the council before it could be granted. In this way som e occupiers were 

granted several periods o f  twenty eight days to remedy sanitary defects, until the local government 

board stopped the practice, although even it allowed extended periods o f  time when circumstances 

necessitated it, for instance in periods o f  extreme bad weather or in times o f  severe poverty.""

It was possible, therefore, in the early years o f  the rural district councils at least, for the 

SSO, MOH and the council them selves to ignore som e o f  their new responsibilities when it was felt 

that their administration would negatively affect the people who they represented. A s time went on 

this became more difficult to achieve with the local government board becom ing stricter in its 

policing o f  the administration o f  the legislation at a local level. One possible reason that the rural 

district councils and their staff were allow ed to flout the legislation in the initial stages was that the 

local government board actively decided not to enforce the stricter, more contentious aspects in 

order to first gain acceptance for the stricter enforcement o f  the general provisions o f  the acts. Had

Minutes o f  D unfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 23'̂ '* Feb 1901 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/2). This provides evidence for another assertion o f  this research, that the local 
governm ent board could and did mediate state legislation to make it palatable to, and thus enforceable in 
some degree, on local populations.
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the acts been enforced in their entirety from the outset public outcry would have arisen against the 

harsh treatment being meted out to them by the new local authorities. W idespread public outcry at 

an early stage would have forced the government to reconsider the legislation, or force lengthy, 

costly legal proceedings, which would have turned people against the councils and the state, a 

result totally defeating the aim o f increasing the satisfaction o f the Irish with their position within 

the United Kingdom. This is further substantiated by the fact that the local government board itself 

extended periods for the abating o f nuisances in line with local conditions and seasonal variations 

in the weather patterns.

With the widespread acceptance o f the authority o f the rural district council in matters 

relating to public health and sanitation, the more strenuous and contentious issues began to be 

enforced, first by the local government board’s instructions to the rural district councils and later by 

the rural district councils’ instructions to their officers. The result was that within a few years o f the 

establishment o f the rural district councils, the public health acts which had been instituted in 1878 

and generally given only cursory attention by the boards o f  guardians were in full operation, 

leading to substantial improvements in the sanitary conditions o f  the rural districts across the 

country.

5.2 Preventing and Removing Nuisances

5.2.1 Unfit for Habitation -  Inspecting Ireland’s Dwellings

With the creation o f  a healthy population as the primary aim o f the public health legislation, issues 

relating to the way the population lived their lives came under the scrutiny o f the state. The 

eradication o f  disease was believed to be the key to the creation o f  a healthy populace, a situation 

which could only be reached through the improvement o f  living standards generally, the provision 

o f clean, unpolluted water supplies and the proper disposal o f  sewage so as not to affect existing 

water supplies. The first o f  these, the improvement o f living standards was to prove the most 

intrusive aspect o f  this state policy, necessitating the inspection o f private, family space and even 

the personal hygiene o f  individuals by the personnel o f  the state.

The SSO in each dispensary district travelled around the district inspecting the dwellings 

along his route, examining their infrastructural condition, the size and cleanliness o f the living 

accommodation and the cleanliness, number and type o f  inhabitants. W hile overcrowding was a 

perennial problem, a more serious issue was the almost ubiquitous practice, among the lower 

classes, o f  keeping animals in the dwelling houses. For obvious sanitary reasons this was one 

practice totally prohibited by the public health legislation. However, enforcing a policy which 

would abolish a centuries old practice and place a heavy financial burden (incurred in the provision 

o f external accom m odation for the evicted animals) on those who could least afford it, was to be 

one o f  the most difficult tasks to face the rural district councils and their staff.
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The SSO was charged with reporting any premises in which he found animals sharing the 

living accommodation with the family to the MOH, who would then re-examine the premises and 

determine the type o f  action which needed to be taken. The types o f  animals most often found co

habiting with the family included cows, calves, donkeys, pigs and hens/fowl. The extent o f the 

prevalence o f this practice was highlighted by the SSO o f Dunfanaghy RD who believed that fifty 

per cent o f  occupiers in the district were defaulters in that respect. The amount o f  work which 

remedying these breaches o f  legislation would incur was highlighted by his claim that in order to 

totally abolish the practice he would have to devote the majority o f  his time to cases o f  that 

nature."*^

This was time that the SSOs could not hope to devote to only one aspect o f  their vast array 

o f duties, especially when issues such as the overcrowding o f houses, their poor lighting and 

ventilation and the dangerous state o f  their roofs and walls also needed to be inspected. If  any o f 

these aspects o f  the living accom m odation was defective, immediate action would have to be taken 

by the occupier to have the problems remedied. Where the property was rented, the landlord was 

responsible for having long-standing defects repaired, while problems caused by the action or 

inaction o f the tenants would have to be remedied by them. Arrangements such as this, naturally, 

caused tensions between the landlords and their tenants, as the tenants claimed the landlord was 

responsible for having the nuisance abated and vice versa. If the defects o f  a house were severe 

enough to cause harm to the occupants, the rural district council could order that the house was 

‘unfit for habitation’ and demand that it be closed up to prevent anyone living there in the future or 

until it was suitably repaired. Such an extreme step was reserved for the worst cases, when the 

house was considered to be in danger o f  falling down, or in, on top o f the inhabitants.

Another less dramatic but equally important issue which the SSOs were responsible for 

inspecting was the sanitary arrangements, both o f  the houses themselves and o f the surrounding 

sites, the yards and sheds adjacent to the dwellings. It was in relation to this role that another 

widespread practice, which was in complete opposition to the terms o f the public health acts, 

emerged, that o f  keeping manure heaps too close to the dwellings. This was another issue which 

emerged in every rural district within the study area, and one which was to consume much o f  the 

energies o f the various SSOs and MOHs. Manure heaps were commonly found located at the front 

o f houses opposite their front doors or against the gable wall o f  the house, harming the structure of 

the house and ro o f The public health legislation prohibited the practice on the grounds that the 

manure was dangerous to public health generally, but more particularly to that o f  the inhabitants o f 

the houses. In addition to the smell and blockage o f  light and air, run-off from the manure heaps 

regularly collected in puddles o f  stagnant water in the yards o f  the houses or, in extrem e cases, 

during wet weather, would follow the slope o f  the ground and flow into the house.

M inutes o f  D unfanaghy  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 6* O ct 1900 (D C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil 
C ollection , R D C /3/1 /1)

200



While the removal o f  animal faeces was vital to the improvement o f  the general sanitary 

condition o f a dwelling house, the removal o f human waste was equally important. With the 

introduction o f the rural district councils came the first concerted attempt to make occupiers 

dispose o f their sewage in a sanitary manner. Orders were made dem anding that privies and water 

closets, otherwise entitled sanitary conveniences, be installed in rural homes, while sewerage 

systems were installed in the towns and villages to ensure the improvement o f urban sanitary 

conditions. Action was taken against people who allowed the sewage from their homes to flow into 

their yards, the roads and streets o f  the district. However, the landlords could also be called upon to 

remedy these problems, as occurred in Kells RD where the landlord o f the house occupied by the 

female national school teacher at Nobber was noticed to provide proper sanitary accommodation as 

she was ‘obliged to discharge all her slops onto the public street’.'*̂

Such unsanitary practices had significant implications for the health o f  individual occupiers 

and the wider populace, posing risks o f infection and disease and leaving the state, and therefore 

the rural district councils, with no option but to intervene in order to improve the health and welfare 

o f the population. Upon inspection o f all the cases reported to the MOH by the SSOs, the MOH 

drew up a list o f  all the cases where they felt that the sanitary legislation had been breached and 

reported on these to the district council at their monthly meetings. The course o f action which the 

MOH recommended was considered by the council, but the final decision relating to the action 

necessitated by the breach o f legislation rested with the rural district councillors.

Every rural district council within the study area, initially granted offending occupiers a 

period o f time'*'' in which to have the nuisance abated through the removal o f the offending item, 

the provision o f  sanitary accommodation and the repair or closing up o f  houses which were unfit 

for habitation. Additional instructions, such as the need to have the property limewashed'*^ or 

roofing fixed were also given to the offenders. This process was not free o f intra-local conflict, as 

tension occurred between the rural district council and certain M OHs in relation to the action to be 

taken by the council when nuisances were not abated within the requisite time period.

Failure to comply with an order o f the council in this respect should immediately have 

resulted in legal action being taken against the occupiers, a step demanded by the local government 

board. However, there were many cases throughout the study area, especially in the early days of 

the rural district councils, where the councillors extended the period for having their notice 

complied with, in some cases to as much as ninety or even one hundred days. The local 

government board often allowed actions such as these to go unnoticed, initially, but as the rural 

district councils were accepted as an authority by the local population the local government board

M inutes o f  K ells R ural D istric t C ouncil, 30* Sept 1899 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C ollection ,
K /l/1 )

T he no tice period  w as fourteen  or tw en ty  eigh t days in itially , a lthough  som e councils did extend the 
period  beyond th is.

L im ew ash  w as a  m ix ture  o f  pow dered lim e and w ater, w ide ly  used as a d is in fec tan t in the period. 
T he m ix tu re  w as sim ila r to  tha t used for w hitew ash ing , a com m only  used  pain t a lternative.
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became stricter and severely reprimanded councils guilty o f  repeatedly issuing notices for the 

abatement o f nuisances, rather than beginning legal proceedings against the offenders.

Although there is no correspondence from the individuals guilty o f  these offences, their 

failure to comply with the initial, and often several subsequent, notices was an outright rejection o f 

the authority o f the rural district council and their staff. In the early days it was only when the 

power o f the court was invoked by the rural district council that immediate action was taken by the 

householders, suggesting that the population was dubious about the lengths to which they rural 

district councils would extend in enforcing the duties placed upon them by the state. As the rural 

district councils became more forceful and decisive in the implementation o f  their duties, thanks to 

the energies o f the local government board and the MOHs, the majority o f  the population began to 

comply with their orders, resulting in fewer legal cases being initiated to resolve mundane sanitary 

issues.

5.2.2 Lodging Houses

Not all living accommodation was in the form o f private houses, and lodging houses were 

becoming an increasingly common feature o f  Irish towns and villages, especially with the growth 

o f tourism and internal m igration since the middle o f the nineteenth century. The state felt that 

people residing in lodging houses, even if only for a short period, should be treated to proper 

sanitary conditions. As a result the control o f the sanitary state o f public lodging houses was 

entrusted to the rural district councils when the other facets o f  the public health legislation were 

transferred to them in 1898.

Each rural district council in the country was authorised to compile a register o f lodging 

houses within their districts and have inspections carried out o f the same. However, authorised did 

not hold the same m eaning as compelled and as Ogborn states ‘permissive legislation allowed the 

local authorities to avoid action’''®. This is exactly what happened in many o f  the rural districts in 

Donegal and M eath, although every report by the local government board’s medical inspector 

propounded the advantages o f  having the ‘common lodging houses’, as they were referred to, 

registered. In Donegal Town RD an attempt was made to register the owner o f  one lodging house 

in Donegal Dispensary District after complaints were repeatedly received from the local 

government board in light o f  their inspector’s reports. The forms were sent out, but no further 

action was taken."*’

Where lodging houses were registered, the rural district councils were empowered to 

undertake thorough examinations o f the provisions made for the keeping o f  lodgers. As with 

ordinary dwelling houses, the SSO was charged with examining the lodging houses and reporting 

back to the MOH. The standards o f  sanitation required in lodging houses were, o f  necessity, higher

M. Ogborn, ‘Law and D iscip line in N ineteenth Century English State Formation: The Contagious 
D iseases A cts o f l 8 6 4 ,  1866 and \% 69 ',\n  Journal o f  H istorica l Socio logy, 6(1), 1 9 9 3 ,p.30

M inutes o f  D onegal T ow n Rural District Council, 12* D ec 1914 (D C A , Rural District Council 
Collection, R D C /2/1/1)
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than those o f  norm al dw ellings and all lodging houses w ere required  to have notice boards hung 

outside their property. The latter point caused som e conflic t in D unshaughlin  RD, w here the 

lodging house proprietors w ere notified by the M O H  and SSO  (unusually  w orking together), that 

they needed to  have notice boards displayed. They failed  to  com ply and the clerk, as the executive 

sanitary officer, noticed the proprietors that if  they failed to  com ply  im m ediately  they w ould be 

‘closed fo rthw ith ’. M et w ith such forceful resistance the proprietors im m ediately  acquiesced.''*

One less easily  resolved case was that o f  the lodging house o f  M rs C hristina W alsh, o f  

Trim  RD. The M O H  o f  Sum m erhill d istrict. Dr. T rotter, severely  critic ised  the condition o f  the 

lodging house, s ta ting  that the ‘interior o f  [the] lodging house [was] filthy  and unsanitary, w ith no 

suitable accom m odation  for lodgers o f  any c la ss .’ H e further stated  that the floor ‘o f  [the] lodging 

room  upstairs [was] broken and w orn and dangerous to the safety o f  the occupan ts.’''  ̂ The 

condition o f  this prem ises w as in d irect contrast to  several in A thboy D ispensary  D istrict, reported 

on at the sam e m eeting, w hich w ere described as w ell-kept, clean  houses w ith no overcrow ding. 

M rs W alsh was prohibited  from  keeping any occupiers until the  floor was repaired, but her 

continued failure to  have the problem s highlighted  by the M O H  addressed, resulted in her landlord. 

Lord Langford, a d istric t councillor, being notified  to  repair the prem ises.

Lord L angford  replied to the notice o f  the council s ta ting  that he w ould attend to  the 

problem s, but tha t ‘he did not th ink  M rs W alsh w as a fit person to have a lodging h o u se ’. The 

council requested  no further inform ation and im m ediately  institu ted  proceedings against Mrs 

W alsh for a breach o f  the ‘C om m on Lodging H ouse B ye-L aw s.’ °̂ W hen the trial w as heard at the 

Petty Sessions the court ruled in favour o f  the d istrict council, o rdering  M rs W alsh to thoroughly 

clean and w hitew ash  her k itchen and rem ove and destroy the bed from  the nook. The nook w as to 

be thoroughly cleaned  and could  not be used as a dw elling  place until the  loft had ‘been rendered 

fit for that p u rp o se’. I f  she failed to  have the court orders carried  out, the court authorised the 

council to carry ou t the w ork for her, at her expense.^’

It should  be noted, how ever, that rural districts w here com m on lodging houses were 

registered w ere the exceptions, rather than the rule, as the m ajority  o f  rural d istricts claim ed that 

there w ere sim ply no lodging houses in their districts to  register. Q ueries from  the local 

governm ent board  and the ir m edical inspector as to  how  th is w as possib le, especially  in the coastal 

areas o f  D onegal w here tourism  had been grow ing steadily , w ere m et w ith repetitive statem ents 

claim ing the absence o f  lodging houses. As the legislation  w as perm issive, there w as little that the 

local governm ent board could  do about this stance, o ther than repeated ly  ask that action be taken, 

citing the reports o f  their m edical inspectors w hich proved the ex istence o f  these lodging houses.

Minutes o f Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 14* March 1905, 4* April 1905 (MCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, DU/1/8)

Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 15* June 1901 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/2)

Ibid, 10* Aug 1901, 24* Aug 1901 
Ibid, 5* Oct 1901
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Thus, while the state attempted to improve sanitary conditions locally, many of its 

representatives at a local level, the councillors, were knowingly preventing this work from being 

carried out. This further suggests that had the legislation relating to the inspection o f  dwellings 

been permissive, little in the way o f  sanitary improvements would have been made by the rural 

district councils. Such inspections were viewed by the rural district councillors as being beyond the 

remit o f the state, as they were overly intrusive to the lives o f  individuals and families. These 

inspections were actions which adversely affected individual liberty and yet were being carried out 

by a supposedly liberal government. This suggestion gains additional credence from the 

relationship between the SSOs and the rural district councils against the M OHs and local 

government board. The fact that the rural district councils knowingly ignored the weak attempts by 

the SSOs to discharge their duties is evidence o f  a concerted attempt by the rural district councils to 

ensure that the implementation o f  state legislation was not as intrusive and all-controlling as that 

aimed for by the state, the local government board and the MOHs.

5.2.3 Environmental Issues

While the forced improvement o f  the sanitary conditions o f private dwellings was the first step in 

ensuring the creation o f  a healthy population, the maintenance o f  a healthy external environm ent 

was also a primary aim o f  the public health legislation. Nuisances which could negatively affect the 

environment could also negatively affect the health o f the community and therefore the rural 

district councils were charged with the maintenance o f sanitary environmental conditions across 

their districts.

Issues which were targeted under this function were the manure heaps kept along roads and 

pathways, from which foul smells emanated and from which run-off would occur during wet 

weather. The run-off from these manure heaps located alongside footpaths, roadways, in fields and 

near houses was commonly found accumulating in stagnant pools in the yards o f  farm houses or at 

the end o f streets in the district. The SSOs were directed by the councils to examine their district 

for nuisances like this and establish who the person responsible for the creation o f  the nuisance 

was. Once ownership o f the manure heap was established the rural district council could notify the 

owner to have it removed and if  the owner failed to comply, legal proceedings could be undertaken. 

Adding to the offensive material oozing from the manure heaps was the human m atter which, when 

no sewerage system was in place, was often allowed to flow unchecked along roads, into streams, 

rivers and the sea.

More harmful to public health was the problem o f  certain individuals leaving the dead 

carcasses o f  their animals along the district’s roads, instead o f disposing o f  them in a safe and 

sanitary manner. In most rural districts, reports reached the councils from the SSOs o f  bodies o f 

horses, donkeys or dogs being discovered along the roadside, having been left to rot by owners who 

had no money or desire to dispose o f  them themselves. In coastal areas, rotten fish posed an 

additional problem for the councils which were regularly forced to find ways to dispose o f  large
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quantities o f  fisii left behind on the coun try ’s piers and harbours to  decom pose, producing vile 

odours and posing  serious health risks. A nother com m on environm ental nuisance at the coast was 

the m atter w ashed in from  the sea in the form o f  the dead bodies o f  sharks and w hales and other 

rubbish brought in during  storm s.

In this w ay the rural district councils w ere entrusted w ith, not only the private health and 

w ell-being o f  individuals, but also that o f  the com m unity collectively . N uisances w hich im pacted 

negatively on the health  o f  the com m unity and individuals endangered the security  o f  the state and 

were therefore subject to  im m ediate rem oval w here possible. Issues w hich w ere particularly  urgent 

could be dealt w ith by the SSO  and M O H  w ithout recourse to  the  rural d istrict councils, although 

any action taken w ithou t the ir approval w ould have to be carefully  accounted for a t the subsequent 

m eeting o f  the council. Legal action was m ore com m only utilised  in dealing w ith environm ental 

nuisances affecting  the entire com m unity  than in cases re la ting  to  private dw ellings. In many 

instances pressure w as brought to  bear on the councils, not ju s t  by the local governm ent board, but 

also from  m em bers o f  the general public who w ere suffering from  a decline o f  living standards as a 

result o f  another p e rso n ’s failure to com ply w ith the public health  legislation and the rural district 

council’s directions.

5.2.4 Improvements over Time?

As the conclusion o f  Section 5.1.2 suggested, the initially slow  im plem entation o f  the public health 

acts tolerated  by the local governm ent board w as not to last. W ithin the first three years the vast 

m ajority o f  rural d istric t councils w ere operating as functional sanitary authorities, a situation 

proven by the appearance o f  statem ents by the SSO s, M O H s and even on occasion the m edical 

inspector o f  the local governm ent board claim ing that im provem ents w ere occurring  in the sanitary 

condition o f  the various rural districts. Evidence o f  a sustained  im provem ent in the sanitary 

conditions o f  the d istric ts by 1914”  can also be garnered from  the reduction  o f  cases o f  anim als 

being reported co-hab iting  w ith people, while less reports o f  over-crow ded houses and houses unfit 

for habitation w ere subm itted  by the SSOs and M O H s to the d istric t council. The practice o f  

keeping m anure heaps too close to  dw elling houses or in areas w here the ru n -o ff from  them  would 

cause a nuisance w as also substantially  reduced.

The cost o f  disposing o f  the body o f  a shark in D unfanaghy was £2. See M inutes o f  Dunfanaghy 
Rural D istrict Council, 9* Dec 1916 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/3/1/12). Some o f  the 
rural district councils in other parts o f  the country had more serious issues to deal with, such as Caherciveen 
RD In Kerry, where the bodies o f  people drowned o ff the Lusitania shipping disaster were washed ashore. 
The district council were fortunate in that the Cunard Steam Ship Com pany Ltd, owners o f  the ship, agreed to 
cover the costs incurred in the burial o f  these bodies, although they did state that they could repudiate 
liability had they so wished. (M inutes o f  Caherciveen Rural D istrict Council, 28* July 1915, 22"‘* Sept 1915 
(Kerry Local H istory and Archives Department, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/48/A/6)).

1914 is used as a stopping point here, as afterwards a regression in the sanitary condition o f  the 
districts occurred during the First W orld War and up to 1922, as a result o f  the political turmoil o f  the period 
changing the focus o f  the rural districts from local functions to national politics. This will be discussed in 
more detail in Section 5.7.
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It should be noted, that while nuisances o f  these types were prevalent in all rural districts in 

1899, the extent o f their existence depended on the wealth or otherwise o f  the district. The districts 

in which nuisance reports o f  the kind mentioned above ceased earliest, were the larger richer 

districts. With the worst o f  the nuisances abated, these rural districts were free to expend time on 

issues relating to the improvement o f  water supplies and sewerage networks, the next step in 

securing a healthy population. As a result, the amount o f  time expended on public health related 

public works is a further indication o f  the improvements in the overall sanitary condition o f  the 

environment and o f  private dwellings within the rural districts. This shift in the concentration of 

time and resources from the inspection o f dwellings, animals and manure heaps to the 

establishment o f  networks o f  pumps, pipes and drains, is apparent in all the rural district councils, 

prior to 1914, although the rate at which it occurred varied according to the economic 

circumstances o f  the rural district and its population.

5.3 Wells, Drains, and Sewerage Pipes

5.3.1 Provision of a Quality Water Supply

The provision o f  proper sanitary facilities and a regular supply o f  clean water was to necessitate a 

raft o f  large and small scale public works, which would account for much o f  the rural district 

council’s expenditure in relation to their public health and sanitation functions. In many areas 

existing water supplies were sufficient, having been provided by the boards o f guardians, the grand 

jury  or in some instances local landlords. However, there were areas where there was no form o f 

water supply, where the existing supply was suffering from pollution or was insufficient to meet 

the needs o f  the local populations.

Instances such as these required the immediate attention o f  the rural district councils, but 

also necessitated huge outlay. As a result, the rural district councils did not readily embark on 

projects o f this magnitude and cost, unless the necessity o f such expenditure was urgently and 

determinedly expressed in the form o f  memorials from inhabitants o f  the townland, parish, town or 

electoral division affected. In some rural districts such requests had to be supported by reports from 

the SSO, MOH and local government board, before action would be taken. W hile the SSO was 

responsible for reporting any problems with the water supply o f  a district to the M OH, who would 

then include it in the next report for the council, the public was also known to intervene.

Memorials were regularly received from the inhabitants o f  an area requesting that their 

water supply be improved. In addition to sending these memorials to the rural district council some 

o f the more politically aware communities sent memorials to the local government board. These 

groups were fully aware that by drawing the attention o f the board to deficiencies in the sanitary 

condition o f  their district the council would be forced to at least address their requests. There were 

other more efficient ways to gain the attention o f the district council as illustrated by one 

particularly proactive group o f  residents in Stranorlar RD. The group entered a meeting o f  the rural
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district council and dem anded that the council ‘sink a w ell and erect a pum p at M ill B rae and ... 

send branches o f  the existing w ater supply to  M eeting H ouse Lane and C hapel L ane’.̂ ''

W hy then , faced w ith the need o f  local populations and responsib ilities under the public 

health legislation, w as there such reluctance am ong rural d istric t councils to  fulfil their 

responsibilities in these m atters? The sim ple answ er to  th is, and it w as also  ev ident in the 

im provem ents to the sew erage netw orks, w as m oney. In order to deliver a quality w ater supply to 

the inhabitants o f  one tow nland, m oney needed to be expended  on the drilling  o f  w ells, the 

provision o f  pum ps and the m aintenance o f  the w ells. In larger v illages and tow ns, m ore 

sophisticated schem es w ere undertaken involving the creation  o f  reservo irs and the laying o f  

netw orks o f  pipes to  supply the w ater to the houses.

The construction , drilling  and laying o f  pipes involved the em ploym ent o f  contractors 

(through the sam e tendering  process utilised for road w orks (See Section 4.4)) or labourers, through 

d irect labour (Section  4.5). W hile the costs accruing to the provision o f  this w ater supply were 

accepted as being fair prices, the problem  the councillors had w ith the expenditure was that the 

local governm ent board  w ould not perm it an area sm aller than  the rural d istrict to be charged with 

the provision o f  a w ater supply to one tow nland. That w as, unless the council could prove that there 

w ere ex traord inary  circum stances m eriting the alteration o f  their protocol, a feat accom plished by 

only a very few  o f  the rural district councils. Increasing the rates across the entire rural district in 

order that one tow nland  w ould receive a supply o f  w ater w as anathem a to the rural district 

councillors w ho w ere only too w ell aw are that their re-election  as councillo rs w as dependent on 

their cautious m anagem ent o f  rate increases.

This pressure explains som e o f  the unusual vo ting  patterns found in the m inutes. A sim ple 

and relatively low  expenditure, and yet vital, operation, such as the erection  o f  a pum p, could be 

rejected by the m ajority  o f  the council w ith only tw o or m aybe th ree o f  the m em bers voting in 

favour o f  it. W hile it is d ifficult to determ ine the electoral d iv isions for w hich councillors were 

elected, it w ould appear that the councillors voting in favour o f  the  expenditure w ere norm ally 

those from  the electoral d iv ision  w hich w as requesting the work.^^ It w as only after sustained 

pressure on the part o f  the  M O H  and eventually the local governm ent board, based on the reports o f  

their m edical inspector, that the rural district council w ould be forced to  have the w ork carried  out.

The decision  to set the rural district as the area o f  charge for all public health  and sanitation 

w ork w as laid dow n in a general order o f  the local governm ent board  dated 5"’ M ay 1899.^^ U nder 

pressure from  the d istric t councils to reform  this system  the local governm ent board undertook a 

review  o f  procedure in 1901, requesting  the councils’ op inions as to  w hat size o f  a population

Minutes o f Stranorlar Rural District Council, 19* March 1900 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/9/1/1)

This can be established through an examination of councillors included on divisional committees 
and the councillors who propose that the work be undertaken in the first place. Where a notice of motion is 
included in the minutes, it would sometimes state ‘Councillor X from Electoral Division Y ’.

Order referred to in the Minutes of Stranorlar Rural District Council, 5* Feb 1900 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/9/1/1) and the Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 4* May 1901 
(MCA, Rural District Council Collection, TR/1/2)
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would merit being charged separately from the rest o f  the district. This request, naturally, led to  

mixed responses as the rural districts answered with their current projects in mind. Thus a rural 

district council which was com pleting a project in a town o f  five hundred would suggest that towns 

with a population o f  over four hundred should be rated separately, while those com pleting a project 

in a town o f fifteen hundred would suggest that towns with a population o f  fourteen hundred should 

be the limit. As a result, the local government board appears to have ignored the suggestions o f the 

rural district councils and m aintained its current stance -  that they could set a sm aller area o f 

charge in special circumstances.

There were two ways in which this cost could be levied o ff the rates; the first, in the case o f 

small schemes, was simply to place the full costs o f  the works on the rates, the second, in the case 

o f larger schemes, was to apply for a loan and then charge the loan repaym ents to the rates. 

Expenditure o f  this magnitude was well-monitored by the local government board, which examined 

each scheme on its merits to ensure that the rates were not being unduly increased. This was 

achieved through the inspections o f  the local government board’s inspector, the reports o f  the SSO 

and MOH and information from the council’s engineer,^’ detailing the proposed works. Much o f 

the necessary information was contained in the minutes, although sometimes more detailed 

information was specifically requested by the local government board. Once the need for such a 

scheme had been established and the sanction o f the local government board acquired for the 

amount to be expended, work could get under way.

In rural areas, sm all-scale schemes such as the sinking o f  a well and the building o f a pump 

at a location convenient to the majority o f the local population, was all that was necessary to 

provide a sufficient supply o f  water for the community. Despite the apparent sim plicity o f  such an 

undertaking, there were many factors which could adversely affect its imposition. First, in order to 

sink a well, a supply o f  water had to be located. The rural district councils favoured the use o f 

natural springs in the area, although in areas where no natural spring could be located an instrument 

known as an Abyssinian tube could be hired ‘with an attendant to work it’, which was used to 

locate suitable water supplies.^* On discovery o f  a spring, a sample o f  the water was sent to the 

water analyst^^ to determine if  the water was free from pollution and suitable for use as drinking 

water. It was further necessary to establish whether or not the water body found would provide a 

year-round supply to the community. If  both these questions received positive responses then the 

council had successfully located an exploitable water supply.

”  In addition to the SSOs and M OHs the council also em ployed an engineer or architect. This person 
was generally a professionally qualified appointee, appointed through a com petitive tendering process. The 
engineer was responsible for suggesting the most appropriate solution for problem s relating to w ater supply 
and sewerage and for exam ining cottages which were considered unfit for habitation. He took over the 
county surveyor’s role o f  exam ining the w ork o f  contractors and direct labourers in relation to public health 
public works. The engineer’s certificate was required on such w orks before paym ent could be made. The 
engineer was also often responsible for over-seeing the building o f  labourers’ cottages, see Chapter six.

Minutes o f  Ardee N o.2 Rural D istrict Council, 13* N ov 1906 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, AR/1/4)

It is not clear from the inform ation in the minutes what the exact position o f  the analyst was, but the 
rural district councils o f  Donegal and M eath utilised the services o f  Sir Charles Cameron.
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H ow ever, find ing  a suitable spring was not the end o f  the m atter, as an agreem ent had to be 

reached w ith the ow ner o f  the site to allow  the public access to  the spring  and to  allow  the council 

to drill a w ell and build  a pum p. The only o ther possible course o f  action  w as for the landow ner to 

sell his property to  the council, a step the m ajority  o f  landow ners w ere unw illing  to  take. I f  an 

agreem ent could  not be reached w ith the landow ner the council could  utilise its pow ers o f  

com pulsory purchase to force the landow ner to sell the portion  o f  land. Luckily, circum stances 

rarely reached that stage, either because the landow ner agreed to  sell or because the council 

decided to use a site  on the land o f  a less troublesom e proprietor. Som e proprietors actually  granted 

the council and the public access to  springs and w ells on the ir land w ithou t charge. In general, the 

only precondition  required  w as that the site was not totally  fenced o ff  from  the rest o f  the ow ner’s 

land and that w hen  the council w as finished it w ould restore the land to its original state, although 

conversely, som e ow ners specifically  requested that the  site they w ere donating  was fenced to 

prevent anim als com ing  to  any harm  at the well.

H aving found a supply o f  w ater and taken (or been given) possession o f  the site, the 

council was at last in a position  to advertise for tenders to  have the w ork  carried  out. The procedure 

for the receipt, exam ination  and selection o f  tenders fo llow ed the sam e pattern as that for 

infrastructural w orks, except that the decisions o f  the d istric t council w ere not m onitored by the 

county council and w ere taken at one o f  the ‘ord inary’ m eetings o f  the council. The tenders o f  the 

contractors included a detailed  breakdow n o f  the charges w hich they w ere proposing. A tender for 

the sinking o f  a w ell and the erection o f  a pum p included the price o f  sink ing  the w ell through clay 

or gravel as a separate  cost from  tha t through rock. The tender also included the cost o f  lining the 

well, the cost o f  the pum p stick, the cost o f  concreting  around the w ell and the cost o f  the stones to 

make a path to  the well.^° A s w ith the road contractors, the cheapest tender w as alw ays accepted 

unless there w as a legitim ate reason, approved by the local governm ent board, for refusing it. 

D irect labour gradually  c rep t into usage in the construction o f  public health  related public works, 

under the superv ision  o f  the co unc il’s engineer. W ith the sealing  o f  con trac to rs’ bonds or the 

em ploym ent o f  labourers the provision o f  a local w ater supply  could begin.

A lthough the sink ing  o f  w ells and the erection o f  pum ps solved the problem s o f  w ater 

supply in rural areas, the w ater supply in larger tow ns w as an issue less easily  rem edied. Populated 

districts required  a larger supply  o f  w ater than could be garnered  from  w ells and springs, and 

therefore, the rural d istric t councils o f  these districts w ere forced to  em bark  on m ore elaborate 

projects, often involv ing  the transport o f  w ater from  reservoirs outside o f  the rural district itself. 

One such exam ple, although not strictly relating to a rural d istrict, w as that o f  the w ater supply o f  

Letterkenny U rban D istrict, w here the county asylum  w as located. The need for a sufficient quality 

w ater supply for the asylum  necessitated  the form ulation o f  a plan to im port w ater from  Lough Salt 

in M ilford RD to L etterkenny U rban District. H ow ever, the asy lum  provided a service for the entire

Minutes of Kells Rural District Council, 29* July 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
K/1/1); Minutes o f Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 22"‘* August 1905 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, DU/1/8). An example of the detailed breakdown mentioned can be found in Appendix IV.
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county, and therefore its upkeep, including the provision o f  its w ater, w as to  be paid  by all o f  the 

rural and urban d istrict councils in the county.

This plan caused m uch controversy  am ong the rural districts, w ith L ondonderry  N o .2 going 

so far as to  suggest an alternative plan to  the asylum  com m ittee to p reven t ‘the en tire county o f  

D onegal being saddled w ith a tax  for the supply o f  w ater for the inhabitants o f  L ette rk en n y ’.^' If  

the rural d istrict councils w ere unw illing  to  undertake public health w orks in one area  o f  the ir own 

district, due to  the burden it w ould  place on the rest o f  the district, they certa in ly  w ould  no t agree to 

the charge o f  a w ater supply  for another district being placed on their rates. T he councillo rs in 

Londonderry N o .2 RD reso lved  that the schem e for providing the asylum  w ith w ater should  be 

form ulated and paid for by L etterkenny U rban District.®^

M ilford RD C on the o ther hand w as eager to  avail o f  the advantages o f  having a w ater 

reservoir already created  and operational in its area. W hen the issue o f  p rovid ing  a w ater supply  for 

the grow ing v illage o f  K ilm acrennan  w as discussed, the council decided to  ask L etterkenny  RD C if  

it would consent to supply  the v illage from  the Lough Salt scheme^^ and w hat the  cost o f  such a 

supply w ould be. Letterkenny R D  replied  stating  that it w ould allow  the L etterkenny  U rban  D istrict 

to  supply the w ater to  K ilm acrennan , but that M ilford RDC w ould have to  inquire from  the urban 

district as to  the costs.^"* T hus, the developm ent o f  a large-scale w ater supply  schem e, w hich 

travelled across rural and urban districts, w as to  bring benefits to all the d istric ts w hich  it traversed, 

w hile sim ultaneously  increasing  the level o f  co-operation betw een the various local authorities.

The w ater supply o f  S tranorlar village w as not to be as easily  rem edied  as that o f  

K ilm acrennan, given that there w as no m ajor w ater schem e already in p lace runn ing  through the 

district. In S tranorlar, the  inhabitants had been clam ouring for an im provem ent to  th e ir  water 

supply for a considerab le tim e. T his need w as backed by the M O H , Dr. Johnston , and the local 

governm ent board. The rural d istric t council was, how ever, u tilising the lack o f  w ater as an excuse 

for inaction in o ther sanitary m atters. The report o f  SSO M cN ulty stated  tha t there  w ere fourteen 

houses in B allybofey and four in S tranorlar w ithout privy accom m odation . T he council in 

considering the m atter concluded  that w ithout having sufficient w ater to  flush the priv ies they 

w ould eventually  constitu te a nuisance them selves and therefore it w ould be best not to  force the 

occupiers to  provide them.^^ T he fact that the provision o f  w ater for this purpose w as its 

responsibility  appears to  have evaded its notice.

Minutes o f Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 14* April 1906 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/10/1/1)
“  In towns, in both urban and rural districts, where purpose built, large-scale schemes such as this 
were introduced a water rent was levied off the local inhabitants. This rent was usually collected by either the 
rate or rent collector o f the area.

The water supply for much o f Letterkenny town and surrounding areas is still supplied from Lough 
Salt, highlighting a continuity o f use from the rural districts to the modern day.

Minutes of Letterkenny Rural District Council, 1*‘ Dec 1911 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/6/1/9)

Minutes o f Stranorlar Rural District Council, 14* August 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/9/1/1)
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It d id  no t escape the notice o f  Dr. Johnston w ho repeatedly  requested  that the council take 

action in the m atter. Johnston  reported  that he had exam ined a series o f  springs in an outlying 

tow nland w hich had an even greater w ater supply than five years previously  and requested the 

council to em ploy  an eng ineer to  report on the viability  o f  his suggestion. The reluctance o f  the 

council to expend  a large am ount o f  m oney in servicing ju s t  one area  o f  its district em erged at this 

point w ith the council refusing  to  take any further action in the m atter unless the area o f  charge was 

confined to Stranorlar.^^ T he local governm ent board refused to  alter the area o f  charge from  that o f  

the rural d istric t and w arned the councillors that they w ould  ‘incur a grave responsibility  should 

they fail to act on the advice o f  the M O H  in regard to the v illages m en tioned ’.̂ ’

R epeated  w arn ings from  the local governm ent board and repetitive requests from  the 

ratepayers and the M O H  eventually  had the desired effect and the rural d istrict council appointed a 

com m ittee com prised  o f  all the councillors, the ratepayers and the M O H  to v isit the proposed 

locations fo r the new  w ater supply. W hile the com m ittee did convene and reported  on the best 

options, the fam iliar tensions betw een the M O H  and rural d istrict council reappeared. A letter from 

Dr. Johnston chastised  the council for not seeking his advice on the w ater supply schem e, 

suggesting tha t although he was supposed to  have been included on the com m ittee, he had not been 

privy to the tim e and location o f  its m eeting. He also objected  to  the language used by som e 

m em bers o f  the council in sta ting  that he was ‘doing  his u tm ost to carry out the schem e 

independent o f  us and that he is in com m unication  w ith the local governm ent board in opposition to 

u s’. Dr. Johnston claim ed he was ‘m ost anxious to  co-operate w ith the council in anything affecting 

the health o f  the d is tric t’.̂ *

The claim s by the d istric t councillors that the M O H  w as acting  w ith the local governm ent 

board against the council p rov ides further evidence o f  the sp lit betw een the professional m edical 

sta ff and the council. T his w as again highlighted w hen the local governm ent board requested a 

report from  Johnston  abou t the schem e suggested by the com m ittee. Johnston reported that the 

schem e suggested  tak ing  w ater from  a spring, w hich w as filled by ru n -o ff from  his ow n m eadow, 

on w hich m anure w as spread on an annual basis and w ould result in the w ater being unfit for 

hum an consum ption . The ex ten t o f  the division betw een the council and  the M O H  is evidenced by 

the fact tha t the d istric t council w ould  not accept the w ord o f  the M O H  for this state o f  affairs, 

requesting that a sam ple o f  the w ater ‘w hich Johnston says is con tam ina ted ’ be forw arded for 

analysis, despite  the fact tha t this w ould incur a charge on the rates.^^

T his once again reinforces the tensions w hich could arise betw een the rural district 

councils and  the M O H s, but perhaps m ore im portantly, it em phasises the  effect that intra-local 

tension could have on the effic ien t provision o f  quality local services. The tensions that arose

Minutes o f Stranorlar Rural District Council, 2"** Oct 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/9/1/1)

Ibid, 5* Feb 1900 (RDC/9/1/1)
Ibid, 19* March 1900, 2"‘* April 1900, 16* April 1900 
Ibid, 4* June 1900
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between the councillors and their staff were often more detrimental to the improvement o f the 

sanitary condition o f  an area than the central-local tensions which arose. Despite having agreed to 

the principle o f instigating a water supply scheme for Stranorlar, extensive delays occurred as a 

result o f the councillors attempts to undermine the suggestions made by the M OH, leaving the 

population suffering unnecessarily from a lack o f  sufficient water.

O f course these rural district councils were the exceptions. The majority o f  rural district 

councils, on being reminded o f  their sanitary responsibilities by the local government board and 

their MOH, took the provision o f proper water supplies into consideration. The wells sunk and 

pumps erected by the rural district councils were the first form o f  water supply in many rural areas 

in Ireland. These water supplies transform ed the living conditions o f thousands o f  households, 

allowing them access to good, clean, unpolluted water for cooking, washing and cleaning. N ot only 

did this simple step allow for an increased standard o f living, but it also led to an improvement in 

the general health and well-being o f  the population, as the water they were consum ing and cooking 

with was for the first time free from harmful bacteria and pollution.

5.3.2 Maintaining Existing Supplies

The provision o f a quality water supply did not end with the sinking o f wells, the erection o f  pumps 

and the establishment o f  larger scale water supply schemes. Once a regular supply o f  clean, good 

quality water had been created, the rural district council was responsible for m aintaining it. By its 

nature, the maintenance o f  a supply o f  good quality water was a time-consum ing operation. The 

SSOs were charged with regularly examining the wells, pumps and reservoirs o f the district to 

ensure that they appeared healthy and were in good working order. If  the SSO was concerned about 

the quality o f the water the m atter was reported to the MOH who examined it and made a report to 

the rural district council. If  the MOH felt that there was a problem with the water, he would 

recommend to the council that the water be sent for analysis.

The main causes for concern were the presence o f animal faecal matter, inflow into the 

well, evidence o f tam pering with or damage to the pump and comments or com plaints from the 

members o f the public. Many o f  the wells and pumps in rural areas were located in fields, often 

with little or no protection from the animals grazing nearby, and as a result the SSOs were always 

vigilant for any indication that animal manure had made its way to the well. Protection had been 

provided for the water in the wells and pumps erected by the council, in the form o f  covers for the 

well and the creation o f false slopes to train inflow and manure away from the water supply itself. 

However, the water supplies which pre-dated the rural districts had no such defences and therefore 

required more intensive supervision.

The residents were also vigilant for anything which might damage their long fought for 

water supplies and, as a result, the rural district councils were in receipt o f  regular correspondence 

from the inhabitants o f  various parts o f  their districts. Reports from the public dealt with a myriad 

o f issues such as pumps being broken, the taste o f  the water having altered and even, as was the
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case in A thboy, p ieces o f  rotten timber from the old  pum pstick and w hitew orm  floating at the 

surface o f  the well.™  W ater from these supplies and that p inpointed by the SSO  and M O H  w as sent 

o f f  for ch em ical and physical analysis by Sir C harles Cam eron. He returned a full and detailed  

report to the district cou n cil a lon g  with his recom m endations regarding its ability to be used as 

drinking water. For exam p le, an extract from one such report stated that the water sent for analysis 

w as o f  a peaty origin  and contained a large am ount o f  ‘am m onia and allum inoid  am m onia (kind  

associated  w ith m icro-organism s such as T yphoid F ever e tc )’ and recom m ended that the population  

be warned to boil the w ater before drinking. The rural district cou n cil w ent a step further than this 

recom m endation , ordering that the w ell be c lo sed  and another w ell sunk at a m ore suitable 

location.^' A ction s such as this, undertaken w ithout any pressure from the local governm ent board, 

the M O H , the SSO  or even  the public, aptly illustrate the w idespread im provem ent in the provision  

o f  local serv ices by the rural district cou n cils in tandem  w ith their increasing experience.

Indeed, the lack o f  a quality water supply w as not a lw ays the result o f  inefficiency  or 

disinterest on the part o f  the rural district councils. In som e areas, poor reports on the water quality  

were in sufficien t to have the w ater supply im proved as there w as sim ply no possib ility  o f  finding a 

supply o f  good  quality, unpolluted water. In Drum conrath v illage in A rdee N o .2 RD, there were 

tw o w ells  and tw o  pum ps to supply the needs o f  a population o f  about 350^^, both o f  w hich had 

been condem ned  as unfit for consum ption over a sustained period. The cou n cil had instructed the 

SSO  to em p loy  w orkm en to have the final one o f  these w ells  cleaned  out to prevent its being closed  

up, but to no avail, as the w ater failed  a second  test.^^ A d iv ision al com m ittee com prised o f  the 

cou n cillors from  Drum conrath ED  w as appointed and so  grave w as the situation that they were 

em pow ered  to ‘undertake any experim ents they deem [ed] necessary for the purpose o f  finding a 

suitable sp rin g’. The d iv ision al com m ittee cam e to the con clusion  that it w ould  be p ointless sinking  

any further w ells  w ithin  the v illage as four w ells  in d ifferent parts o f  the v illage had been  

con d em ned .’'*

D esp ite such  an em phatic response from the d iv ision al cou n cillors, the local governm ent 

board w as not w h o lly  satisfied  and requested the M O H  to m ake a form al report on the water 

supply. His an a lysis w as dam ning at best; o f  the tw o  pum ps, one w as out o f  repair and had been  

condem ned several years p reviously , w hile  the other had been condem ned  tw ice  in the previous 

tw o years. O ne w ell produced a good  supply but w as situated a lon g  the roadside, w ithout any form  

o f  protection. W ith such slim  op tion s, and the p ossib ility  o f  sinking another w ell deem ed totally  

unfeasible, the cou n cil w as forced to make the best o f  w hat supply it had and ordered the repair o f

M in u te s  o f  N a v a n  R u ra l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l ,  1*’ N o v  1924 ( M C A ,  R ura l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l  C o l lec t io n ,  
N /1 /2 3 ) ;  M in u te s  o f  T r im  R ura l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l ,  2 5 *  N o v  1916  ( M C A ,  R ura l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l  C o l le c t io n ,  
T R /1 /1 9 )

M in u te s  o f  T r im  R ura l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l ,  10* N o v  1917  ( M C A ,  R u ra l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l  C o l le c t io n ,
T R /1 /1 9 )

M in u te s  o f  A r d e e  N o . 2 R u ra l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l ,  2 5 *  A pr i l  1906 ( D C A ,  R ura l  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l  
C o l le c t io n ,  A R /1 /4 )

Ibid, 8 *  M a y  1906
Ibid,  13* N o v  1906 ,  11* D e c  1906
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the first pump and the re-analysis o f the water when the repairs had been carried out.’  ̂ Thus, in 

spite o f  repeated attempts by the district council and large expenditure no more satisfactory 

conclusion could be reached.

Plate 5.1: An extant pump in Drumcondra Electoral D ivision  (Photo: Francis Ludlow, Oct 2007)

In addition, one other factor affecting the constant supply o f drinking water to an area that 

was beyond the control o f the rural district council was the vandalism o f pumps and wells. The 

accounts o f vandalism arising from this study area relate solely to the action o f children. There are 

num erous accounts from SSOs in both Donegal and Meath complaining that pumps in their areas 

were broken by children forcing stones into the pump and removing the protective covering. Such 

misbehaviour in Navan RDC led to the engineer suggesting that a special handle and metal top be 

fitted on the pumps in the Commons area, which was ‘constantly out o f repair owing to children 

removing the wooden tops and filling the bore with stones’.̂ * Despite the fact that the culprits for 

this could not be traced and that it was a recurring problem, the rural district council continued to 

have the pump put back into repair without waiting for the local government board to issue 

demands in respect o f the same.

Minutes o f  Ardee N o .2 Rural District C ouncil, 9"' July 1907, 11* Oct 1907 (M C A, Rural District 
C ouncil C ollection, A R /1/4)

Minutes o f  N avan Rural District C ouncil, 19''' July 1924 (M C A, Rural District Council C ollection,
N /1 /23)
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As the rural district councils continued to improve the water supply it became necessary to 

employ an ever-greater number o f  contractors to keep the pumps in repair, to the point that the 

majority o f the rural district councils began to select one contractor for every pump. As with 

general maintenance works, advertisements were issued requesting that interested contractors 

submit their tenders. The contractor who submitted the best terms was selected and charged with 

the maintenance o f  the pump and the supply, the painting o f  the pump and the repair o f  the path 

leading to, and fence surrounding, the pump. This method o f  m aintenance negated the need for 

lengthy delays between the council receiving notification that there was a problem and the 

problem ’s being remedied, as they no longer needed to issue fresh requests for tenders every time 

there was an issue requiring attention.

This strategy had one additional benefit for the council; although they had to pay a set 

annual stipend to the contractor for menial maintenance works, they also had someone, other than 

themselves, who could be held responsible for any failure to provide a constant supply o f clean, 

potable water. Contractors who failed in their duties, like those appointed for the maintenance o f 

roads, would be open to legal proceedings for breach o f contract or leave their sureties responsible 

for completing the work at their cost. Whether this was an attempt by the rural district councils to 

provide a scapegoat for themselves or simply a way in which to secure the swift repair o f the water 

supply machinery, it nevertheless ensured that the local population was guaranteed a constant 

supply o f water, as the pump could be speedily repaired if  and when a problem did arise.

As the rural district councils grew in experience then, they became increasingly efficient in 

their provision o f a regular supply o f clean water. Through this, the health o f  the population slowly 

began to improve as harmful microbes were removed from the water used for washing, cooking 

and drinking. This was one aspect o f  the public health legislation which was never challenged for 

its role in increasing the state’s incursion into the life o f the individual and the family, because it 

brought benefits which no amount o f  political theorising could gainsay. As a controlling tactic 

utilised by liberal government it was flawless; the health and living conditions o f the local 

population were improved, by state agency, in order to provide a healthy strong population, which, 

it was hoped would form the basis for a strong healthy state. In this m anner not only did the state 

increase its security, it improved the living conditions o f  the general populace, a step which it 

hoped would increase the Irish public’s satisfaction with their position within the state, and all this 

without the population’s realisation o f what was being done for it. This was truly a technique of 

liberal governmentality.
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5.3.3 Introducing and Developing a Sewerage Network

‘[I]nstead o f  com m em orating themselves with great cathedrals, the Victorians built

magnificent drains’’’

In much the same way as the provision o f  a quality water supply did not highlight state control, the 

provision o f a sewerage network appeared to be an innocent attempt to improve local conditions, 

asking nothing in return. Osborne, in examining the connection between Victorian drain building 

and power suggests, however, that the aim o f this arm o f the public health legislation was to induce 

cleanliness and, through that, good moral habits.’* The institution o f good moral habits would in 

turn lead to the further im provem ent o f  the sanitary environment and with it the security o f  the state 

through the security o f  the health o f  the population. This represents a rationale o f  liberal 

governmentality as the state forces the insertion o f  sanitary conveniences and drains into the private 

spaces o f the family home, but it does so in a manner which convinces the population that it is 

solely for their benefit. As Osborne argues ‘pipes are literally neutral and anonym ous’.

No matter how neutral and anonymous pipes and sanitary conveniences were, their 

provision still incurred expenditure, expenditure which many o f  the local inhabitants could ill- 

afford. As Section 5.2 discussed, the SSO ’s inspection o f dwellings also covered the sanitary 

conveniences provided. Where these were found wanting, the SSO ordered that privies, ashpits, 

and water-closets be erected. Once again, legal proceedings would be instituted against any 

occupier who failed to comply. This expenditure on private sanitation was supplem ented by the 

costs incurred by the local population through the increase in rates caused as a result o f  the vast 

sums o f money which the rural district council was forced to expend in order to provide an 

operational sewerage network. The rural district councils were only too aware o f  the burden that 

the more elaborate schemes would place on the rates and as a result they were rather unenthusiastic 

in their attempts to put their drain-building abilities to the test.

The provision o f a sewerage network was not an easy task in villages and towns, which 

hitherto had no such facilities. It necessitated the employment o f a professional, independent 

engineer, the opening o f lengthy drains through the streets o f villages and towns, and also the 

supervision o f connections made to the sewerage system by private individuals. In order to have the 

works carried out, contractors had to be appointed or a scheme o f direct labour put in place. The 

amount o f work and the cost involved go someway in explaining the stance taken by the 

Dunfanaghy RD against the suggestions made by MOH M cGrath and the local governm ent board 

calling for the complete replacem ent o f the Dunfanaghy sewerage network (Section 5.1.2).

In spite o f  the burden placed on the rates by large-scale sewerage works m any local 

communities actively campaigned for the council to undertake such schemes, presumably

”  Buer, 1926, p.95 quoted in T. Osborne, ‘Security and vitality: drains, liberalism and power in the
nineteenth century’ in A. Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, 
neo-liberalism and rationalities o f  government (London, 1996), p. 115 

Ibid, p . l l 5  
”  Ibid
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preferring  to  bear the  costs rather than continue to have raw  sew erage flow ing  along their streets. 

This is h igh ligh ted  both through m em orials sent to  the councils as in D unfanaghy (See Section 

5.1.2) and through m ore determ ined m ethods, such as that utilised  by an inhabitant o f  R atoath who 

threatened to take proceedings against the council if  it did not ‘do th e ir d u ty ’ in preventing the 

sew age from  D unshaughlin  flow ing into and polluting a stream  on his land.**’ The perceived 

inaction o f  T rim  R D C  in relation to the A thboy sew erage problem  led one inhabitant to seek the 

help o f  the local governm ent board, stating that ‘deaths’ and ‘great sickness’ w ere caused in his 

house as a resu lt o f  the council’s failure to rem edy the nuisance.*' Such determ ined expressions o f  

opinions on the part o f  the public h ighlight not only their desire for im proved sanitary conditions, 

but also the ir know ledge o f  the dangers resulting from  the im proper d isposal o f  sew age.

A th b o y ’s sew erage netw ork was one location w here e laborate  steps w ere necessary to 

prevent m ore o f  the deaths or great sicknesses com plained o f  above. The council in responding to 

this com plaint, inform ed the local governm ent board that it had already attem pted  to rem edy the 

problem  o f  the sew erage o f  the tow n on tw o occasions, once w hen the contractor was stopped by 

legal m eans from  carry ing  out his work. On the second attem pt the council was prevented from 

carrying out its schem e by the local governm ent board itself*^ T he schem e w hich w as turned down 

by the local governm ent board was form ulated by the co u n c il’s engineer who suggested 

d ischarg ing  the sew age ‘w ithout purification into the A thboy R iv e r’. The local governm ent board 

stated that such a schem e contravened the R ivers Pollution Prevention A ct, 1876*^ and refused to 

sanction a loan for the  council.*'*

H aving failed  to gain the local governm ent board ’s acquiescence the council requested that 

the local governm ent board hold an inquiry to  establish the best m ethod o f  rem edying the issue. 

W hen this failed to  m aterialise they em ployed the professional assistance o f  a M r. H aslam  to 

form ulate a su itab le  schem e. H is report w as considered by a special com m ittee appointed to 

superin tend the progression o f  the schem e. The com m ittee considered  that his schem e was 

‘unsuited to  the requirem ents o f  the tow n being very costly and altogether too e labo ra te’. The cost 

in question w as £1,497. The com m ittee further d iscussed the issue and presented an alternative plan 

to the council, w hich w as less expensive but did include a ho ld ing  tank  to  prevent the raw  sew age 

being d ischarged  into the river.*^ The local governm ent board w as still unsatisfied and requested 

that the council appoin t a ‘com peten t Sanitary E ng ineer’ to  exam ine the matter.*^ The council 

declined to  take any further action, instead inform ing the local governm ent board that it should

“  Minutes o f Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 18'*' April 1905 (MCA, Rural District Council
Collection, DU/1/8)

Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, lO'*’ March 1900 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/1)

Ibid
39&40 Viet. c. 75

*'* Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 24* Feb 1900, 24* March 1900 (MCA, Rural District
Council Collection, TR/1/1)

Ibid, 11* August 1900 
Ibid, 20* Oct 1900 (TR/1/2)
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send one o f their inspectors to examine the issue. This failed to materialise and the council was 

finally forced to employ a qualified sanitary engineer to formulate a legal scheme for the area. 

After some conflict between the councillors with their local knowledge and the experts with their 

practical knowledge a scheme was formulated to the satisfaction o f both the council and the local 

government board, which was estim ated to cost £691 4s 9d.*’

As with the water supply and indeed the removal o f  nuisances generally, the rural district 

councils needed less and less persuasion to undertake capital expenditure works as the years wore 

on. The expenditure o f such a large sum in Athboy marked a new departure in the provision o f 

sewerage schemes in Trim RD, while it also illustrated the positive effect that public 

representations could have on service provision by the rural district councils. If  enough pressure 

was placed on the council by the general population action would be taken. Events in Trim also 

illustrate the type o f  central-local conflict which existed between the rural district council and the 

local government board. Although the councillors were displeased with the local government 

board’s refusal o f  help, there was no flow o f  argumentative correspondence between the two 

bodies. The local government board simply told the rural district council what it wanted done and 

the rural district council ignored the instructions for as long as it could.

This was a familiar strategy utilised by every rural district; they hoped that if  they ignored 

the local government board for long enough, the local government board would forget or surrender 

to the councils’ way o f  thinking -  a vain hope, as illustrated in Athboy. The local government 

board rarely gave in to the wiles o f  the rural district council given that their requests were 

enshrined in legislation and the rural district councils were made fully aware o f  this from the 

outset. The local government board warned all the district councils that failure to provide water or 

sewers or to enforce any o f  the provisions o f the public health legislation would result, first, in an 

order being made setting a time limit for the district council to have the work com pleted, after 

which the local government board would appoint a person to carry out the necessary works at the 

cost o f  the district council.** As has been seen, threats such as this did not stop the rural district 

councils fighting each case on its merits.

Despite the delaying tactics employed, the rural district councils across the study area o f 

this thesis increasingly played an active and willing part in the provision o f  proper sanitation and 

water to the local populations, inserting the drains and pipes, so beloved o f the Victorians, in order 

to provide a better sanitary environm ent in the district. This flow o f  water and sewage, into and out 

o f houses, allowed the state to increase the health o f the population, induce good moral habits and 

thereby improve the security o f  the state. The security o f the British state in Ireland was further 

secured through the fact that the provision o f these sanitary conveniences was not viewed by the 

population as a technique o f state control. Instead it was unquestioningly accepted as an attempt to

Minutes o f  Trim Rural D istrict C ouncil, 29'*' D ec 1900, 12* Jan 1901, 9*  Feb 1901 (M C A , Rural 
District Council C ollection, T R /1/2)
** 28' ’̂ Annual R eport o f  the LGB, p.53
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im prove liv ing conditions, w hile all the tim e it was actually  an a ttem pt to  appease the Irish 

population to their position under the authority  o f  the m onarch o f  G reat Britain.

5.4 Curtailing the Spread of Disease

5.4.1 Notification of Infectious and Contagious Diseases

The im portance o f  the prevention o f  nuisances, the provision o f  quality  w ater supplies and the 

developm ent o f  good sew erage netw orks for the increase o f  the s ta te ’s security  is m ost apparent 

w hen exam ined in conjunction  w ith the rural district co u n c il’s role in the notification and 

prevention o f  infectious and contagious diseases. U nder the Infectious D isease (N otification) Act, 

1889 and the Infectious D isease (Prevention) Act, 1890 the boards o f  guardians, as rural sanitary 

authorities, w ere given pow ers to  deal, forcibly if  necessary , w ith the prevalence o f  infectious 

d iseases in the ir districts.*^ T hese pow ers w ere then transferred  to  the rural d istric t councils upon 

their establishm ent. T he legislation covered a range o f  infectious diseases such as sm allpox, 

m easles, d iphtheria, typhoid , typhus fever, scarlatina or scarlet fever, en teric fever, w hooping 

cough, in fluenza and any others w hich the sanitary authority  felt should  be included. As a result, 

the list o f  d iseases included as ‘no tifiab le’ varied by rural d istric t and through tim e, although m ost 

rural d istricts eventually  included cerebro-spinal m eningitis, poliom yetis and tuberculosis in their 

lists.

H ow ever, this w as another exam ple o f  perm issive legislation and by 3 P ‘ M arch 1900, only 

sixty o f  the coun try ’s rural districts had adopted the acts. In spite o f  this sm all num ber, in 1899 

alone 1,104 cases o f  infectious d iseases w ere notified in the rural d istric ts w here the acts had been 

adopted. The local governm ent board w as keen to persuade the rural d istric t councils to adopt the 

legislation, not least because o f  the w ealth o f  benefits it could  produce for the health o f  the 

population, but also because it provided the local governm ent board w ith yet another statistic- 

collecting opportun ity , further increasing the reach o f  the state into the private lives o f  the sta te ’s 

citizens. In spite o f  th is, m any o f  the rural district councils appeared  to  be keen to adopt the 

legislation, given the obvious benefits provided therein fo r the health  and w ell-being o f  their 

d istric t’s population. T his is evident, not alone w ith the study area, but also from  the local 

governm ent b o ard ’s ow n figures w hich show  that by 1916, 163 o f  the rural d istricts had adopted 

the m easures included in the acts^“, a figure equating  to  around seventy five per cen t o f  the rural 

districts.

In districts w here the legislation w as adopted, notices w ere posted  inform ing the 

inhabitants that it had becom e an offence to conceal the ir infection w ith one o f  the ‘no tifiab le’

52&53 Viet. c. 72; 53&54 Viet. c. 34
45'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.36. In 1916 both Donegal Town RDC and Dunfanaghy RDC 

adopted these acts along with six others. From this point on only one or two adopted the act each year. In 
examining these statistics a flaw in the local government board’s calculations becomes apparent, despite the 
rural districts where the act was in operation increasing by one each year, the local government boards 
figures still show only 163 rural districts where it was in operation. 48'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.37
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diseases, and stating that legal proceedings would be taken against them, and anyone found to be 

complicit. It also became an offence to transport an infected person knowingly from one rural 

district to another. People infected with any o f  the listed diseases were compelled to contact their 

local MOH, while their doctor was also instructed to inform him. In addition, the SSOs were 

directed to be vigilant for inhabitants displaying symptoms o f  infectious diseases during their 

routine inspections. In this way patients would receive prompt treatment and early steps taken to 

curtail the spread o f  the disease. The MOHs and SSOs were ordered to inform the rural district 

council o f their activities under this act at each meeting and the rural district council would then 

forward the relevant statistics to the local government board.

While the infectious diseases acts were not in force in almost a quarter o f  the country’s 

rural districts, it does not autom atically follow that they took no action to curb the spread infectious 

diseases. One o f the reasons why so many rural districts voluntarily accepted the advice o f  the local 

government board and adopted the act was that their functions where an infectious disease was 

discovered were broadly sim ilar to that prescribed by the legislation. In these districts, notification 

o f the diseases was not compulsory, but the rural district council still had to ensure that the MOH 

and SSO took the necessary steps to help prevent the spread o f  the disease (see below 4.4.2), in 

order to maintain the sanitary condition o f the district. So, while this method was less stringent, and 

therefore less effective, there were preventative measures in force in every rural district to control 

the spread o f infection.

One other arm o f  the disease legislation was that relating to the spread o f  contagious 

diseases, which, while not operating in any o f the rural districts in this study area, was nonetheless 

important legislation and as such merits a mention here. The administration o f  the Contagious 

Diseases Acts, 1864 - 70 were transferred, with the rest o f the public health legislation, to the rural 

district councils.^' These acts were separate from the infectious diseases acts as they dealt 

specifically with the endemic o f  venereal diseases which debilitated large num bers o f  British 

soldiers. The effect o f  these diseases on the strength o f the troops posed a direct risk to the security 

o f the state and necessitated that action be taken against its continued prevalence. The people 

targeted by the acts were the lower classes and prostitutes, not the soldiers them selves. The areas 

where the acts were operative were confined to the east coast and ‘some distance inland’, where the 

main British garrisons were stationed.^^

There is little mention made o f  the acts in the minutes o f the rural district councils within 

the study area, suggesting, as would be expected, that there was a certain stigma surrounding the 

issue. Despite this, the rural district councils had powers to regulate the diagnosis, treatm ent and 

prevention o f venereal diseases within their districts until 1918, when the local governm ent board, 

in an attempt to improve efficiency and decrease costs, transferred the powers to the county

For a detailed discussion o f the working o f the acts see M. Ogborn, ‘Law and Discipline in 
Nineteenth Century English State Formation: The Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866 and 1869’, in 
Journal o f  Historical Sociology, 6(1), 1993, pp 28 - 55 

4^^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p. 50
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counci Is.^  ̂ The extent o f  the operation o f the Contagious Diseases Acts in Ireland may be gathered 

from the statistics quoted by the local government board in their final report. They stated that in 

1919 the laboratories had conducted 3,736 pathological examinations, that there were 12,785 

people receiving out-patient treatment and that in-patient care was provided for 15,791 days.^''

The legislation inherited by the rural district councils was thus an all encompassing set of 

rules and regulations for the protection o f the population from a wide range o f infectious and 

contagious diseases. The main aim o f this legislation was to ensure that the relevant medical 

personnel were informed o f an outbreak o f disease at the earliest possible opportunity, allowing for 

the instigation o f  preventative measures, to ensure that other members o f  the population were 

protected from infection. In this way, the energies o f the local authorities and their staff were 

crucial to the maintenance and improvement o f  the health o f  the state’s citizens.

5.4.2 Prevention is better than Cure -  The Development of Disease Prevention

The methods utilised by the rural district councils to prevent the spread o f  infectious diseases 

followed the same steps, almost regardless o f the type o f  disease dealt with. Infected patients were 

removed to the nearest fever hospital, their clothing and bedding, and that o f  their family, burnt and 

their dwelling disinfected and limewashed. In the case o f infectious diseases appearing in school 

children or their immediate family, local schools were closed. While these steps were undertaken in 

all rural districts, the stringency o f  the enforcement o f  some o f the more contentious aspects 

depended, to a large extent, on whether or not the rural district had adopted the Infectious Disease 

(Prevention) Act.

The most contentious issue was that o f the removal o f  infected persons from their homes to 

the local fever hospital for treatment. Fever hospitals were attached to the workhouse, and although 

they provided treatment for all sectors o f the community the stigma o f  the workhouse was still 

partially attached. In addition, the removal o f  a seriously ill family m ember to a workhouse, some 

distance from their home, was the cause o f much anxiety to the rest o f  the family, who were only 

too aware o f  the deficiencies o f contemporary medicine and the likelihood o f the patient’s never 

returning home. This placed the officers o f the rural district councils, particularly the SSOs and 

indeed local councillors, in a very difficult position. W hile the M OH attended the patients and 

ordered that they be brought to hospital, it generally fell to the SSO, usually a local appointee, to 

escort the patients. In some instances the SSO only succeeded in removing them by threatening 

legal proceedings or after having acquired a court order.

Such a responsibility was too much for many SSOs and M OHs, particularly in the early 

days o f  the rural district councils, and in areas where the infectious diseases acts had not been 

adopted. Many o f  the officers flouted the legislation and orders o f the local government board, 

permitting afflicted patients to remain at home, justifying their actions to the council by claiming

46"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.57 
4^^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.50
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that the cases were too advanced or that they were sufficiently isolated in their homes. Action such 

as this avoided imposing, as many viewed it, unnecessary hardship on already misfortunate 

families, but it did leave the officers in question liable to sanctions and possible dismissal by the 

local government board. Little wonder then that one SSO requested that the council employ a 

contractor specifically to convey sick people from their homes to the local fever hospital.’  ̂

However, as with the others aspects o f  the public health legislation, with time came acceptance, 

and after a rather unsteady start there were few mentions made o f people refusing to allow the 

removal o f their sick relatives for medical treatment.

Once the patient was removed to the fever hospital the SSO set about ensuring that all 

clothing and bedding belonging to the sick person was burnt and that the house was thoroughly 

washed out, disinfected and limewashed. This method appears to have been successful, as there 

were rarely other cases o f  infection in the house after such measures were undertaken. Disinfecting 

chambers could be purchased by the rural district councils for these operations, which allowed the 

disinfection o f items without the attendant risk to the health o f the SSO from the chemicals used. 

Needless to state, this was one sanitary expenditure too many, especially when the boards of 

guardians were already in possession o f  one, which was available for use by the district council.’  ̂

The use o f all disinfection measures represented a great cost and inconvenience to the families 

involved, who were generally those who could least afford such expenditure. As a result the district 

council was empowered to pay compensation for the cost o f the clothes and bedding compulsorily 

destroyed although the amount awarded was dependent on the report o f  the SSO.

The other highly contentious portion o f the infectious diseases acts was their prohibition of 

the transport o f infected persons from one administrative area to another. Any person found to have 

knowingly travelled outside o f  their home district while infected, or anyone suspected o f aiding this 

transport, would have legal proceedings taken against them. This served two purposes, the first was 

that it prevented sick people infecting others whilst travelling and the second was that the rural 

district which was the source o f  the infection would have to pay for the prevention o f its spread. 

This particular provision was difficult to enforce as it required the ability to prove that the sick 

person and/or the person aiding their transfer were aware o f the illness when they embarked on 

their journey.

In Donegal a woman accused o f transporting a person infected with typhoid into 

Londonderry Union, simply stated that she could not assist the council in the m atter and refused to 

admit responsibility. The council was unable to take further action, despite repeated attempts by the 

local government board to persuade it. The council simply replied that it would ‘be impossible to

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 23"^ March 1901 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/2). People who required medical attention but were not suffering from an infectious 
disease were sent to the workhouse infirmary, but for some reason this does not appear to have held the same 
stigma. In order to transfer patients to the fever hospital and infirmary the board o f guardians and rural 
district councils were empowered to purchase ambulances for their areas. This was an item which the local 
government board urged the council to purchase, but only a few did.

Minutes o f Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, II*  Oct 1902 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/IO/1/1)
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obtain a conviction...the council are unaware who is responsible... and further action would only 

involve the council in unnecessary legal action’.̂ ’ The fact that the council had the name o f  a 

suspect and had requested an explanation from her does not seem to have deterred its inaction, 

suggesting that this was another instance where ties o f local kinship came before the council’s ties 

to its supervisory body.

The links between the maintenance o f sanitary living conditions, the provision o f clean 

water and functioning sewerage networks, and the maintenance o f  a healthy population is most 

clearly illustrated when the disease prevention role o f the council is examined. The MOHs and 

SSOs were directed to locate the source or cause o f each outbreak o f  infectious disease in their 

areas; an activity which in the majority o f cases lead them back to the water supply, the provisions 

for the removal o f human and animal waste, the living conditions o f the person and the source o f 

their food.®* The presence o f  certain microbes or chemical elements in water could lead to the 

spread o f a range o f  diseases including fever, typhoid and diphtheria, while unsanitary conditions 

and overcrowding were blamed for typhus. Poor ventilation in houses, schools and public places 

were thought to aid the spread o f influenza, measles, and scarlatina, to name only a few, and 

contaminated milk supplies appear to have been held responsible for many o f the outbreaks o f 

enteric fever.^® Cerebro-spinal meningitis was one disease which gained much publicity throughout 

the lifetime o f  the rural district council’s, but it was one to which no single cause was attributed. 

Instead the councils simply requested that all possible precautions be taken as regards isolation and 

disinfection.

5.4.3 The Growing Problem of TB

O f all the disease prevention measures undertaken by the rural district councils, one in particular 

merits special attention, the action taken to curtail the spread o f  Pulmonary Tuberculosis (TB). TB 

was becoming an important issue when the rural district councils were established, but it became 

increasingly more so throughout their lifetime. The extent o f  the attempts by the state to curb the 

spread o f the disease is illustrated by the fact that when all other grants and loans were suspended 

during the First W orld War, the state continued to grant large sums o f  money towards the treatment 

o f the disease.

The first significant mention o f TB in the minutes o f  the rural district councils was the 

instructions issued by the local government board ordering the councils to have posters relating to

M inutes o f  D unfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 24* Oct 1903, 14* N ov 1903, 12* Dec 1903 (DCA, 
Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/3/1/4)

The role o f  the rural district councils in ensuring the quality and hygiene o f  food supplies will be 
discussed in Section 5.5

28''’ A nnual Report o f  the LGB -  48"’ Annual Report o f  the LGB. Some o f  the M OHs did, however, 
take their search for the source o f  infections, slightly too far, as illustrated by the report o f  the MOH for 
Summerhill who seem s to suggest that the sanitary condition o f  one cabin was directly to blame for the 
occupant’s suffering ‘from a m alignant ulcer o f  the neck discharging offensive m atter’. M inutes o f Trim  
Rural D istrict Council, 2 l "  Sept 1901 (M CA, Rural District Council Collection, TR71/2)

See for exam ple M inutes o f  Kells Rural District Council, 15* Sept 1900 (M CA, Rural D istrict 
Council Collection, K71/1)
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the disease posted around their districts. This had already been voluntarily undertaken by some o f 

the rural districts, including Londonderry No.2 RDC which decided not to take action on the local 

government board’s instructions as it had already complied. The determ ination o f the local 

government board in the m atter is clear from its repeated attempts to persuade Londonderry No.2 

RDC to reissue its notices. On receipt o f  the third communication from the local governm ent board 

the council relented and ordered that one thousand o f the notices be printed and distributed 

throughout their district.'®'

By 1906, the situation had grown increasingly serious and the local government board 

directed the councils to form com m ittees to consider what further action they could take to prevent 

the spread o f the disease including the improvement o f local dwellings, the establishm ent o f  a 

sanatorium or the sending o f  patients to an existing one, the appointm ent o f local TB committees 

and the analysis o f  sputum s a m p l e s . T h e  Meath rural districts were involved in the consideration 

o f building a jo in t sanatorium in conjunction with Meath and Louth County Councils, and although 

no such plan appears to have received considered attention in Donegal, provisions were made for 

the transfer o f  patients to the nearest sanatorium. The compulsory notification o f TB was enshrined 

in the TB Prevention (Ireland) Act, 1908,'°^ but like the infectious diseases legislation the adoption 

o f the act was not compulsory. As a result only Ballyshannon, Londonderry No.2 and Glenties 

RDCs in Donegal adopted this act, belatedly in all cases, the two form er in 1915 and the latter in 

1920. The Meath councils were slightly more proactive with Ardee No.2, Trim and Navan RD C’s 

having adopted the act between October 1909 and April 1910.’°'* The main provision o f  the act was 

the appointment o f  a TB inspector for each district, who would remain vigilant for cases o f  TB in 

the area and inform the council accordingly. In areas where no TB inspector was appointed the 

SSOs were given sim ilar powers and a slight increase in remuneration.

Despite repeated calls from the local government board for the adoption o f  the act in the 

remainder o f  the districts, the other councils simply ignored the requests. In fact, the most 

contentious proposal o f  the local government board’s was the analysis o f  sputum samples. This 

analysis was the most accurate diagnostic method available at the time, but its widespread use 

would have incurred huge costs. While many rural districts initially refused to incur such 

expenditure they were eventually persuaded to send at least some sam ples for analysis. The logic 

behind this decision seems to have been that if  the doctors could only send a certain number o f 

sputum samples for analysis in a given period, they would utilise all other diagnostics tests before 

resorting to sputum analysis. In spite o f  this decision, the majority o f  the rural district councils

Minutes o f  Londonderry N o.2 Rural District Council, 12* Oct 1901, 12* Sept 1903, 12* Dec 1903 
(DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1)

For example: Minutes o f  Ardee N o.2 Rural District Council, 13* N ov 1906 (MCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, AR/1/4); Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 11* August 1906 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/3/1/17); Minutes o f  Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 17* Jan 
1907 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1)

8 Edw. V ll c. 56
46"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.43; 48th Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.42
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relented w hen individual cases w ere presented to them  and often gran ted  extensions to the num ber 

o f  sam ples they initially  allow ed to be analysed.

U nder the F inance and N ational Insurance A cts o f  191]'°^ the state provided £145,623 

tow ards the upkeep  o f  sanatoria  and other institu tions w here TB  w as treated. A n additional 

exchequer gran t w as also m ade available to recoup the costs o f  TB treatments.'®^ The treatm ent o f  

TB w as provided in specially -built sanatoria and in o ther institutions such as hospitals and even 

w orkhouses. The locations for these facilities w ere chosen by local insurance com m ittees, the 

com position o f  w hich varied  accord ing  to  the size o f  area in w hich it operated. The m em bers 

generally  included represen tatives o f  the rural d istric t councils w ith in  the area and a num ber o f  

county  councils m em bers.

A s m any o f  the chosen institutions w ere privately run, the local governm ent board 

stipulated  several cond itions w hich had to be m et before it w ould give its approval to the decision 

o f  the com m ittee. The m ost im portant o f  these w ere that proper records o f  each case w ould be kept 

and that the institu tions w ere to be open to the inspection o f  the local governm ent board inspectors 

at all tim es .'”’ T hese provisions for the inspection o f  properties not d irectly  contro lled  by the state 

exhibit a defin ite  penchant for control by the local governm ent board. The ability  to have access to 

the records o f  individual cases cared for in private institutions and the right to inspect these 

prem ises bears the im prin t o f  an all-seeing, a ll-pow erful centralised  state authority. By m aking 

these provisions, using  the excuse o f  m itigating circum stances, the local governm ent board won the 

extension o f  the s ta te ’s surveillance ability to a h itherto  unforeseen extent.

The success o f  the energies o f  the rural d istric t councils and their s ta ff  in reducing deaths 

from  TB w as h ighligh ted  by the local governm ent board w hich stated  that by 1918 a tw enty five 

per cent reduction in TB m ortality had been achieved since 1904.'°* By 1920 '°^  alm ost five 

thousand institu tions and sanatoria had been approved for the trea tm en t o f  TB. In the preceding 

year there had been betw een six and seven thousand  deaths from  TB out o f  a total o f  eighteen 

thousand cases, rep resen ting  a m ortality rate o f  less than tw o per thousand  the low est ever 

attained."® W hile the  spread  o f  TB w as by no m eans halted by these efforts these figures do show  a 

substantial decline in the m ortality  rates. This w as achieved only th rough the energies o f  the rural 

district councils in the ir ro le as sanitary authorities. T here is little doubt, then, that the em ploym ent 

o f  TB officers, the  expenditure  on sputum  analysis to aid early  detection , the d istribution o f  

accurate inform ation to  the public and the councillo rs’ energies on com m ittees form ed to establish 

TB treatm ent schem es and contribute tow ards patien ts’ treatm ents, greatly  reduced the spread o f  a 

disease w hich had, and w ould , cause so m uch m ortality.

l& 2G eo. V c . 48; l& 2G eo. V c. 55 
106 HQpQft o f  the LGB, pp 42 - 43
>07 figpQft o f  the LGB, p.44

Ibid, p.49. They do however stipulate that some o f the reduction between 1908 and 1911 was caused
to the re-categorisation o f  some TB deaths as pneumonia and bronchitis.

This is the last year for which a local govemment board for Ireland was compiled.
‘ 48'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, pp 43 - 46
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5.4.4 Success of the Rural District Councils in Disease Management

The success o f the rural district councils in disease management is difficult to gauge as a result o f 

the paucity o f records prior to their introduction and due to the fact that the com pulsory notification 

o f infectious diseases was never enacted in some rural districts. However, the figures calculated by 

the local government board show a general decline in all infectious diseases across the country. 

Smallpox was entirely absent by 1913 and the last death from it had been in 1 9 0 8 "’, although it did 

recur in 1918 and 1919, having been brought in by soldiers returning from abroad."^ The period o f 

the war led to a general decline in health conditions, both as a result o f  diseases being brought in by 

returning soldiers and due to a decline in the standard o f living in Ireland. Enteric Fever declined, 

with a few hiccups, from 1,170 in 1909 to ju st 643 in 1919,"^ while there were ju st four hundred 

cases o f scarlet fever in the country in 1920, a huge drop from the eleven thousand o f  1878 when 

the public health acts were adopted.

The prevalence o f  other diseases such as dysentery, typhoid, typhus and influenza dropped 

overall. The main manifestation o f these diseases was in epidemic form where one locality would 

be badly affected, but the occurrence o f widespread isolated cases declined sharply. W hile these 

figures are dependent on the accurate reporting o f infectious diseases by the M OH to the district 

council and the local government board, the fact that a drop in disease instance was registered 

despite the increased notification o f these diseases, under the infectious diseases act, suggests that 

an overall improvement did occur. In addition, in the rural districts within the study area o f  this 

thesis, the reduction o f infectious diseases can be inferred from the drastic reduction in the number 

o f reports o f the same to be found within the minutes.

There is little doubt that the improvements enacted by the rural district councils in relation 

to the living conditions, water supply and sewerage networks in their district were directly 

responsible for this reduction. In addition, their determined imposition o f their responsibilities 

under the public health and infectious diseases acts, after teething problems in the early years, 

resulted in the more efficient treatment o f  infectious diseases where they did occur, helping to 

reduce their spread. The importance o f  the role played by the district councils and their officials 

was highlighted by the local government board in 1919, when they specifically entered a comment 

in their report praising them for their energetic administration o f the acts."^

The efficient adm inistration o f the infectious diseases legislation by the rural district 

councils afforded the local government board a much better understanding o f  the prevalence and 

location o f the epidemics and endemics o f  various diseases across Ireland. W hile this allowed for 

the more efficient deploym ent o f  their resources to the worst affected areas, the legislation also 

increased their power over the rural district councils which adopted it. By adopting the acts the

45‘̂  Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.37
47'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.34; 48'^ Annual Report o f the LGB, p.38 
47'^ Annual Report o f the LGB, p.36 
48"' Annual Report o f the LGB, p.39 
47'^ Annual Report o f the LGB, p. 51
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rural district councils left them selves open to m ore forceful dem ands from  the local governm ent 

board, w hich could  institute legal proceedings if  the provisions o f  the acts w ere not carried out 

once they w ere adopted. The infectious diseases sim ultaneously  increased the s ta te ’s know ledge o f 

its constituents, a llow ing  unparalleled  state intervention in fam ily life, as the state w as legitim ately 

allow ed to  force people to  report their private health details and rem ove infected people from  their 

hom es, by force if  necessary.

It w ould  be d ifficu lt to argue that these regulations did not rep resen t a technique o f  medical 

police. This in tervention in the private lives o f  the  citizens o f  the state was m ore akin to the 

continental system  o f  m edical police, so despised by liberal ideals, than to the policy o f  a 

supposedly liberal state. The justifica tion  o f  such stringent and intrusive m ethods, backed by legal 

pow ers and in extrem e cases by police action, as being a m easure necessary  for the security o f  the 

state, fits d iscordantly  w ith ideals o f  public health. O sborne argues tha t such m ethods prove the 

very contrad ictory  nature o f  liberalism  itself."^

W hile the state belatedly gained the pub lic’s acceptance o f  these techniques, the initial 

reaction o f  the  Irish public against the m ethods utilised in rem oving people from  their hom es and 

the inaction o f  the s ta te ’s local representatives suggest that th is w as one piece o f  legislation brought 

in w ithout the local governm ent board ’s usual negotiation o f  possessive-p luralist interests. The 

legislation’s aim  w as to  protect and im prove the security o f  the health  o f  the population regardless 

o f  the ideals con trad icted  or w hether the m ethods em ployed w ere to  the satisfaction o f  the general 

populace. T he com plete  lack o f  consideration evident in this legislation o f  the sta te ’s aim  o f  

increasing the Irish p ub lic ’s satisfaction w ith their position w ithin B ritain , m akes apparent, in this 

aspect at least, the th in ly  veiled aspirations o f  the state for security , regardless o f  hum an cost. The 

Infectious D iseases (N otification) and (Prevention) A cts unquestionably  highlight the presence o f  a 

m edical police rationale  in the techniques o f  governm entality  u tilised in Britain and Ireland in the 

later n ineteenth and early  tw entieth  century.

5.5 From Disease Prevention to General Health Improvements 

5.5.1 Inspection of Factories

In addition to  the vital public health  functions o f  the rural d istric t councils illustrated above, there 

w ere a num ber o f  sm aller provisions w hich w ere nonetheless hugely im portant for the general 

im provem ent o f  the health  and quality  o f  life o f  the population . A n inspector o f  factories was 

appointed to exam ine the w orking conditions experienced by people in a range o f  industries and 

w orkshops across Ireland. The inspector was responsible for a range o f  legislation dating from  the

T. Osborne, ‘Security and vitality: drains, liberalism and power in the nineteenth century’ in A. 
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f  government {London, 1996), p.l 17
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public health act o f  1878 and the Factory and W orkshops Acts o f  1891 and 1895.''^ Up to the 

introduction o f the rural district councils, the inspector had comm unicated his findings to the 

relevant board o f guardians in order to have his recommendations carried out, but with the transfer 

o f the rest o f the public health functions to the rural district councils, the inspector also transferred 

his reports.

The inspector o f  factories operated in much the same way as the SSO, except on a larger 

scale. He travelled around the area for which he was responsible, inspecting every factory, mill or 

workshop he came across, examining its sanitary condition, the working conditions o f  the people 

employed in relation to light, heat and ventilation and also the provision o f  proper sanitary 

conveniences. The inspector served notice on a creamery in Stranorlar RD where there was no 

closet for the use o f  the female members o f  staff, while in Oldcastle RD a bakehouse was found to 

be in need o f limewashing and was also ordered to have a closet installed for the female staff.” * 

Any small defects in the working conditions provided for the employees would result in the owner 

being noticed to have the defects remedied at once.

The inspector gave the rural district councils responsibility for overseeing the repair o f the 

defects and the SSO was to inspect each premises that he was notified o f by the inspector, and 

ensure that the works ordered were carried out. If not the inspector would demand that legal 

proceedings be taken against the offending proprietor. In most cases the m inor defects were 

remedied, but some o f  the workshops examined by the inspector were no more than additional 

rooms in normal dwellings, where perhaps only one member o f  staff worked. The fact that the 

conditions the inspector required were substantially higher than that for a normal dwelling house 

did lead to some slight differences o f  opinion between the inspector and the rural district councils, 

although this does not appear to ever have reached open confrontation, within the study area o f this 

thesis at least.

As several rural district councils pointed out to the inspector, the sm allest o f  workshops, 

located in private dwellings, had the same sanitary conveniences as the neighbouring property, the 

only difference was one m ember o f  staff. As a result, the councils felt that m aintaining the local 

standard o f sanitary convenience was sufficient. Although the inspector, clearly, did not agree with 

this thinking he rarely pursued the issues to force the council’s acquiescence. W hen larger 

workshops and factories were involved, on the other hand, the council appear to have been only too 

happy to help the inspector enforce his orders, presumably as the normal rules o f  kinship did not 

apply, or because large numbers o f  the local ratepayers worked within the factory system.

As with most o f  the public health legislation this element represented an increase in state 

incursion, but this time it was directed, not at the private lives o f  families or individuals, but rather 

at businesses and the working conditions they provided. By improving the conditions under which

54&55 Viet. c. 75; 58&59 Viet. e. 37
Minutes o f  Stranorlar Rural D istrict Couneil, 4'*’ Feb 1901 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, 

RDC/9/1/1); M inutes o f  O ldcastle Rural D istrict Council, 8* May 1905 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, OL/1/4)
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people worked, their health could be improved or at least maintained, thus ensuring that workplaces 

were not the locations where the sanitary improvements, undertaken in private dwellings and in 

public streets, became undone. In this way the inspection o f factories and workshops was simply a 

logical extension o f the inspection o f dwellings, ensuring the health o f the population and as a 

result the security o f the state.

5.5.2 Dairies, Cowsheds and Milkshops Order

The state’s incursion into private enterprise did not end with the factories and workshops o f 

Ireland, it also extended to the dairies, cowsheds and milkshops which supplied the Irish population 

with its staple drink -  milk. As highlighted in Section 5.4 contam inated milk was blamed as the 

carrier for several different infectious diseases. It was only to be expected, therefore, that the state 

would target the production o f milk for distribution, as an area where sanitary improvements could 

be made to the benefit o f  the health o f  the population at large.

In 1899 a Dairies, Cowsheds and Milkshops Order was enacted giving the rural district 

councils powers to inspect and monitor milk suppliers, but this was permissive legislation and 

therefore not widely adopted. However, the Dairies, Cowsheds and M ilkshops Order, 1908 

(hereafter the dairies order) was to change all that. This order extended the basic powers o f the 

earlier order, making it compulsory for the rural district councils to adopt the provisions contained 

therein. The new order forced anyone who wished to sell or supply milk to other people to register 

their details with the rural district council. Suppliers registered with the rural district council were 

subject to random and unannounced inspections o f their property, in particular the sheds and byres 

where the cows were milked and the areas where the milk was processed. The councils were 

empowered to ensure that these areas had adequate lighting, ventilation, and drainage, that they 

were properly and regularly cleaned and that there was a good supply o f  clean water. The animals 

themselves were subject to inspection to ensure their health and well-being. Every aspect of the 

milk production was open to inspection down to the very vessel that the milk was transported in.

In order to enforce these regulations it was necessary to appoint additional staff, or as was 

the wont o f the rural district councils, to increase the burden o f  one o f their other officers. The two 

main officers were a registrar o f  dairies and a dairies inspector. The local government board 

recommended that the executive sanitary officer (i.e. the clerk) should be appointed as the registrar. 

The board stated that the role o f the registrar included the preparation and custody o f the register, 

correspondence, the issuing o f notices and the reporting o f  the actions undertaken by the officials to 

the council, duties which were best suited to someone with previous clerical experience."^ In cases 

where the clerk refused to act as the registrar, one o f the SSOs or the school attendance officer (See 

Chapter seven) were preferentially appointed. The role o f  the inspector o f dairies was often 

undertaken by the SSO or MOH, although given the rather time-consum ing nature o f this role

M in utes o f  D u n fan agh y  Rural D istrict C o u n c il, 11* M arch 1911 (D C A , Rural D istrict C ouncil 
C o llec tio n , R D C /3 /1 /9 )
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separate officials were also appointed. The local government board suggested that a veterinary 

surgeon be appointed as inspector or as ch ief inspector o f dairies to superintend the work o f  the 

ordinary inspectors. This suggestion was followed in some rural districts and by 1920 there were 

197 veterinary inspectors appointed within the 310 urban and rural sanitary districts.'^”

The inspectors were responsible for ensuring that anyone engaged in the supply o f  milk or 

dairy produce was registered with the council. This involved following up reports from the public, 

the SSO, MOH or local councillor detailing people who were engaged in such activities. Once a 

premises was registered, the inspector was compelled to visit the premises on a m onthly basis to 

ensure that all the regulations contained in the dairies order were being com plied with. In cases 

where the premises failed to m eet the inspector’s standards, notices to remedy defects were issued 

and in some cases tem porary notices prohibiting the supply o f  milk to others were made. If  the 

defects were not repaired to the inspector’s satisfaction, or the owner refused to comply, legal 

proceedings would be instituted to permanently prevent the proprietor from supplying milk 

throughout the district.

Although the benefits o f  such legislation would have been immense, the am ount o f  work 

and additional expenditure involved, com bined with the likelihood o f mass public resistance, 

resulted in few o f the rural district councils adopting the act without pressure from the local 

government b o a r d . T h e  pressure which the local government board was forced to exert varied 

from gentle persuasion to the forceful threatening o f legal proceedings, suggesting that this was one 

arena o f central-local relations where the negotiation o f  local possessive pluralism was a necessity.

The order, enacted in 1908, was adopted almost immediately by some rural districts,'^^ but 

there were many who needed to have more stringent pressure exerted on them, than simply having 

their attention directed to the legislation as they simply ignored any circulars they received from 

the local government board in relation to the order. When the local government board grew tired of 

this tactic, it began to write personalised letters to the various councils reminding them  that it was 

their duty to enact the provisions contained in the order and propounding the benefits o f  the 

legislation for the health o f  the local population. In certain cases the local governm ent board even 

sent its inspectors to attend the meeting o f  the council in person and discuss the issue with them.

At this point, some o f  the rural district councils appear to have relented and formed 

committees to discuss the issue. However, these committees generally rejected the proposals as 

being too costly or unnecessary given the small number o f milk producers in their areas. In the 

instances where the committees agreed with the local government board and suggested that the 

order should be enacted, their reports were generally ignored or overturned by the council, although

•20 Report o f  the LGB, p.46
This was despite the councils’ complete approval o f drafts o f the order circulated to them during

1907.
Both Ardee No.2 and Londonderry No.2 RDCs are examples of districts where the provisions were 

enacted almost immediately. See Minutes o f Ardee No.2 Rural District Council, 1908 (MCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, AR/1/4 & AR/1/5); Minutes o f Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 1908 (DCA, 
Rural District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1 & RDC/10/1/2)
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some did eventually agree to enforce the provisions o f  the order. The local government board, 

facing sustained resistance from some o f  the rural district councils, compromised somewhat. It 

informed certain councils that if they felt the extent o f  the dairy industry in their district was 

insufficient to merit the appointment o f  a special inspecting officer they could simply direct the 

SSO to com ply carefully with the provisions o f an earlier sanitary order.'^^ Unusual as such a 

compromise was, certain rural districts still refused, simply adjourning consideration o f the matter 

again.

Having attem pted to have the dairies order enacted across the country, by highlighting its 

benefits and even offering compromises on some o f  the more costly aspects o f the order, and still 

failed, the local governm ent board had no option but to take legal proceedings against defaulting 

councils. The trial case was brought against Kilmallock RDC, Co. Limerick and the local 

government board was successful. This had the effect o f  jo lting  the remaining district councils into 

action, as they did not wish to risk the costs o f  legal proceedings. Dunfanaghy RDC was still not 

convinced by this and proposed to further adjourn consideration o f the matter. However the clerk 

stepped in, pointing out that there was little doubt that the local government board would instigate 

legal proceedings. On receipt o f  this advice, the council finally relented, issuing advertisements for 

a registrar and inspector o f dairies.

The m atter did not end there; convincing the rural district councils to adopt the order did 

not mean that the provisions were successfully enforced. While the rural district councils did 

appoint a registrar and inspector o f dairies, they were not always determined in their supervision of 

their work. Despite being one o f the earliest rural districts to accept the dairies order, Londonderry 

No.2 RDC initially refused to instigate all the provisions o f  the order directing its inspector to 

ignore suppliers o f  sweetmilk and butter producers, although the council eventually agreed to the 

full terms o f  the order.'^® Dunfanaghy RD employed one inspector who failed to attend a single 

meeting o f  the council and when it decided to appoint another inspector his attendance record was 

not much better. Inspector Boyle was already an em ployee o f  the council, working as the school 

attendance officer o f  the district and had fulfilled his duties satisfactorily, but as dairies inspector 

he only sporadically submitted reports and had a long list o f  excuses for not attending council 

meetings in person. He appears to have been a very unlucky cyclist as the majority o f his excuses 

involved some mishap with his bicycle, such as his having injured him self falling o ff it or its need 

for repair! W hile other councils would not have endured such behaviour, Dunfanaghy RD rewarded

M inutes  o f  A rdee  N o .2 Rural District Council ,  15* Sept 1908 (M C A , Rural District Council 
Collection, A R /1 /5 )

For exam ple :  M inutes  o f  D unfanaghy  Rural D istrict C ouncil ,  12* D ec 1908 (D C A , Rural District 
Council C ollec tion , R D C /3 /1 /7 )

Ibid, 11* M arch  1911 (R D C/3/1/9)
M in u tes  o f  L ondonderry  N o .2 Rural District Council ,  10* O ct 1908 -  11* Sept 1909 (D CA, Rural 

District C ouncil  C ollec tion , R D C /10/1/2)
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him by awarding him periodic salary increases, which were, after some discussion, approved by the 

local government board.

It would be unfair to suggest that these cases were the rule, as once the provisions 

contained in the dairies order had been adopted the majority o f the rural district councils fulfilled 

their responsibilities to the best o f  their abilities. In Donegal Town RDC the records o f  the 

inspector o f  dairies were burnt in a fire in the workhouse in 1914, which destroyed all the records 

o f the council. In spite o f  this lack o f  records the inspector continued with his inspections, 

inspecting on average 150 farms per m o n t h . T h e  energy displayed in this instance was replicated 

in the majority o f the rural district councils, once the initial introductory problem s had been 

resolved.

The successful operation o f  the dairies order represented yet another extension o f  state 

power as the state gained entry for its inspectors onto the farms, workshops and even byres o f the 

local population. The rural district councils were dissatisfied with their new role, because their 

imposition o f the new standards m eant that they as a body would be the means o f  causing financial 

distress to many people who had not the means to make the necessary im provem ents to their milk 

production accommodation. However, their energies also resulted in many o f  the less reputable 

suppliers being prohibited from supplying sub-standard milk and while this led to limited local 

shortages until another supplier was found, at least the public was not put in danger from 

contaminated, infected or spoiled milk and dairy produce.

5.5.3 Animal Diseases and Noxious Weeds

The production o f milk and dairy produce was not the only agricultural activity targeted by the 

state in attempts to improve the quality o f  food supplied to the public. The im provem ent o f  the food 

supply necessitated the improvement o f  the conditions under which agricultural goods were 

produced, leading to a raft o f  legislation concerning the improvement o f  pasture, the improvement 

o f animal stocks and the prevention o f diseases. Much o f this legislation was enacted under the 

public health acts and therefore transferred to the rural district councils, but there was one rather 

large exception, the Contagious Diseases (Animals) Act, 1894'^^ which was transferred to the 

county councils, after much debate between the MPs in Westminster.'^®

Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, April 1911 -  2"‘* May 1925 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/3/1/9 -  RDC/3/1/14). It would seem that this was one rural district which the local 
government board simply gave up on, accepting that any work was better than none. The board did continue 
to order the council to pay more attention to the way in which the inspector was carrying out his duties and 
stated that each wage increase was dependent on an increase in the inspectors work -  but this was not 
forthcoming.

Minutes o f Donegal Rural District Council, 10* April 1915 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/2/1/1)

57&58 Viet. c. 57
Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 57, 2"“* May 1898, pp 56 -  63. The debate in this 

instance surrounded whether or not this legislation would be more effective if controlled at a local or county 
level.
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W hile the rural d istric t councils had no general desire to  gain control over these functions, 

the county co u n c il’s ineffic ien t adm inistration o f  them  could  lead to  problem s, like those over 

sheep  dipping in D unfanaghy  RD. There, conflic t erupted betw een the d istric t council and the 

county council over the w ork  o f  the inspector in charge o f  sheep-dipping. The county councils 

consulted  the d istric t councils in relation to the m ost convenien t centres to  have sheep-dipping 

carried  out, cen tres w hich w ould  be convenient to  the m ajority  o f  the sheep-ow ners in the district. 

As a result the d istric t council felt that they had a right to  in tervene w hen the d ipping w as not 

carried out at the centres chosen  or in the proper m anner. T he district council issued a com plain t to 

the county council sta ting  tha t the inspector had not been d ischarg ing  his duties satisfactorily  at the 

centres selected  or u tilising  suitable dip. The county co u n c il’s d iseases o f  anim als com m ittee 

requested  a report from  the inspector, w ho denied the charges and the com m ittee accepted his 

report. This led to  an ou traged  response from  the district council, declaring  that if  the com m ittee 

continued  to ignore the represen tations o f  the district council it w ould  be ‘obliged to draw  the 

attention o f  the  D epartm ent o f  A griculture to the m atter’.'^ '

The D epartm ent o f  A griculture m entioned w as the D epartm ent o f  A griculture and 

T echnical Instruction  set up in 1899, to help im prove the quality  o f  agricultural goods produced for 

sale, export and for private consum ption. It also led to the  developm ent o f  rural trades such as 

knitting, dressm aking , sew ing  and em broidery. The departm ent set up local com m ittees, which 

w ere m ade up o f  rural d istric t council m em bers and o ther locals co-opted by them . The local 

com m ittees ran classes in the aforem entioned skills and also ran grant schem es for the 

im provem ent o f  the quality  o f  live-stock. A farm er w ho w ished to buy a quality bull, ram or 

stallion  could apply  to  the local com m ittee for a grant to aid in the purchase o f  the same. Local 

agricultural show s w ere held w here prizes w ere presented for the  best anim al breeds and for the 

best quality local p roduce such as jam , honey and eggs.

W hile th is w as not strictly  a function o f  the rural d istric t council, the D epartm ent o f  

A gricultural and T echn ical Instruction utilised the councils to  form  local com m ittees, to co

ordinate local gran t schem es and classes and to ensure tha t the relevant legislation was being 

enacted at a local level. The fact that there w as no conflic t recorded betw een the departm ent and 

the rural d istric t councils w ith in  this study area presum ably  ow ed m uch to the fact that the 

departm ent w as handing  over large sum s o f  m oney to  the council for the im provem ent o f  the living 

conditions o f  the local population w ithin the districts. T he departm ent looked to the district 

councils to  ensure that the county  council’s em ployees w ere properly  d ischarg ing  their duties at a 

local level and requested  tha t the district councils’ em ployees be v ig ilan t for any signs o f  the 

d iseases listed under the contag ious d iseases o f  anim als acts such as sheep scab (w hich sheep 

d ipping  aim ed to  prevent), sw ine fever and foot and m outh, w hich had broken out in June 1914.

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 13* Oct 1906, 8* Dec 1906 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/3/1/6); Minutes of Diseases o f Animals Committee, October 1906 (DCA, County 
Council Collection, CC/1/2/4)
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In addition the rural district councils were responsible for the curtailment o f the spread of 

noxious weeds, under various locally specific noxious weed orders made by the Department of 

Agriculture and Technical Instruction, under the Weeds and Agricultural Seeds (Ireland) Act, 

1909*32 weeds classified as noxious were docks, thistles and ragwort, which were

dangerous to livestock and fauna generally, and those whose rapid spread would lead to the 

destruction o f arable and pasture land. Damage to animals and land reduced the amount o f meat 

and crops available for private consumption and for sale within a district, impacting severely on the 

economy of local areas. This legislation, combined with regulations regarding the sale o f meat, 

helped to secure an increase in the health and well-being o f local communities and allowed the 

state to ensure the continued improvement of food supply and production across the country.

5.5.4 Notification of Births and Maternity and Child Welfare Schemes

The other significant improvement, in terms of the general health of the population under the rural 

district councils, was the enactment of maternity and child welfare schemes. These schemes 

provided for elaborate provisions in urban areas including the provision o f hospital accommodation 

for mothers before and just after they gave birth and the establishment o f nurseries, creches and 

baby centres. The plans for rural areas were less elaborate but they provided for the employment of 

a health visitor to visit and advise the mothers of newborn babies and ensure the health o f the 

c h i l d . T h e  scheme was later extended to provide homes ‘and other arrangements’ for children of 

widowed, deserted and unmarried mothers, who were younger than five years o f age. Local 

authorities or voluntary institutions and agencies were empowered to carry out experimental 

schemes to improve the health o f ‘expectant and nursing mothers and infants and children’. Up to 

half o f the amount expended on such schemes would then be refunded to the local authorities 

through the exchequer.'^^

In order for this scheme to be fully functional the local authorities or voluntary institutions 

needed to be made aware o f all new births as they occurred. Local authorities had been given 

powers under the Notification o f Births Acts 1907 and 1915 to force the public to inform the MOH 

within thirty six hours o f a birth having occurred.'^® This again was permissive legislation and had

9Edw. VII 0.31
One role which some rural district councils took upon themselves was the support o f societies which 

aimed to reduce the alcoholic dependence o f the population. In addition to improved sanitary conditions and 
the increased safety o f the food consumed some councils felt that the removal o f the widespread use and 
overuse o f alcohol was important to build a healthy population and economy. As a result the minutes often 
contain support for meetings o f temperance societies. Inishowen RD was particularly active in this respect, 
actively campaigning for action to be taken against poteen makers in their district. Resolutions such as this 
were frequently passed; ‘Two deaths o f  men in the prime o f life which occurred here recently are generally 
believed to be due to poteen; the evil is so widespread that the civic guard are quite unable to cope with it, 
and the small fines struck in cases taken to court are no deterrent. We recommend that treacle and sugar be 
controlled or stopped and that the Sligo restrictions as to punishment be applied here.’ Minutes o f  Inishowen 
Rural District Council, 8* Jan 1923 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/5/1/12)

45"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, pp 50 - 51 
'35 ^yih Report o f  the LGB, p.48

Ibid, p.47; 7 Edw. VII c. 40; 5&6 Geo. V c. 64
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been ignored by the vast m ajority  o f  the rural district councils w hich did not see the need for such 

notification as all births w ere already registered under the R egistration  o f  B irths and Deaths 

(Ireland) A ct, 1863'^’ . T he local governm ent board inspectors and the local governm ent board itse lf 

had repeatedly suggested  the necessity  o f  having the no tification  act enforced, but to no avail. 

Thus, the introduction  o f  a grant schem e to im prove the health and w ell-being  o f  expectant m others 

and their children appears to have been an attem pt by the local governm ent board to force the rural 

district councils into adopting  the acts, in order to receive the grants available under the schem e.

D espite the obvious benefits o f  such a schem e, its introduction during  the w ar period m eant 

that m any rural d istrict councils w ere reluctant to  expend  m oney on new  schem es, how ever 

beneficial, w hen they w ere unable to pay for crucial m aintenance w ork  on both the transport and 

public health infrastructure. The failure o f  this schem e did  not deter the local governm ent board 

and it approached voluntary  institutions to  see i f  they w ould  undertake a m other and child w elfare 

schem e. O ne such group w as the Enfield and Longw ood N ursing  A ssociation  in T rim  RD. The 

group agreed to form ulate a schem e and the local governm ent board requested that Trim  RD offer 

the association  financial and adm inistrative assistance. W hen the council show ed little sign o f  

agreeing the local governm ent board inform ed the council that it had decided to liaise directly with 

the nursing association , but requested that the council put the notification o f  births act into force to 

ensure that the association  w ere inform ed o f  all new  births at the earliest possible juncture.'^*

The legislation regarding the notification o f  births and the m other and child w elfare 

schem es highlight the s ta te ’s continued im provem ents to  the general health and w ell-being o f  the 

population at large. In provid ing  the kind o f  advice and m edical assistance w hich the m other and 

child schem e offered , the state w as a ttem pting to increase the survival rate o f  both m others and 

babies during birth . The provision o f  care for children up to  the age o f  five suggests that the state 

had realised the im portance o f  nourishm ent and health during  a c h ild ’s form ative years. H ow ever, 

it can be argued that this schem e held a dual purpose; the second being an attem pt to m ediate local 

possessive pluralism  to persuade local representatives to adopt the notification o f  births act.

T he adoption  o f  the notification o f  births, w hile seem ing  excessive to  local authorities, 

given that the  reg istration  o f  births was already com pulsory , w as an attem pt by the local 

governm ent board to increase the s ta te ’s surveillance o f  its population . The notification o f  births 

w ithin th irty  six  hours w ould provide the state w ith ever m ore detailed  inform ation about the life 

cycle and patterns o f  the Irish population, increasing its understanding  o f  the regional and local 

variations inherent in the population and aiding the state in p lanning  for the m ost efficient direction 

o f  its resources. T hus w hile the provision o f  assistance to  m others and babies w as an attem pt to 

increase the general health  and strength o f  the population, its use by the local governm ent board as 

a tool to increase the rate o f  adoption o f  the notification o f  b irths acts, represents a m ediation o f  

local possessive pluralism .

26&27 Viet. c. 11
Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 15* Sept 1917 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,

TR/1/19)
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5.6 Burial Grounds

5.6.1 Functions of the Burial Board

Under the Burial Grounds (Ireland) Act, 1856'^^ the boards o f  guardians had been given powers to 

constitute themselves as burial boards for their unions, and again these powers were transferred to 

the rural district councils upon their establishment. The burial boards were responsible for ensuring 

that burial grounds were kept in a sanitary condition, that the hedges and trees surrounding, and 

within, the graveyard were trim med, the grass was cut, the paths kept passable and that the fences, 

gates and walls surrounding the graveyard were maintained. The council appointed caretakers to 

oversee the general maintenance o f  the burial grounds and regular inspections o f  their work was 

conducted by the council’s SSO, who reported to the council.'''°

In addition they were responsible for the number o f burials which could occur within a 

burial ground. When one burial ground was full it was the council’s responsibility to have the 

burial ground closed and purchase additional land to provide a place o f  interment for the deceased 

population o f the area. In special circumstances the rural district council could also issue an order 

to allow a burial in a closed graveyard.'''' When a complaint was received by the council about the 

condition o f a burial ground, the SSO was requested to furnish details on the matter. This resulted 

in the SSO’s undertaking many superfluous inspections, as one individual’s definition o f 

overcrowded did not necessarily coincide with the council’s definition, which was a situation 

where public health and sanitation were endangered. Ardee No. 2 RDC sent its SSO to examine 

Drumcondrath burial ground after receiving complaints about its overuse from a m em ber o f  the 

public. The SSO reported that he could find no evidence to support such a claim, ‘there were no 

portions o f coffins or bones to be seen’. He had made inquiries with local inhabitants ‘who said that 

the burials there now were few in comparison with 30 years ago, when the population was much 

larger.

In cases where overcrowding was found to have occurred, the councils were responsible 

for remedying the situation, or if  they did not own the burial ground, for ordering the relevant 

church or owner to have the situation addressed. In Londonderry N o.2 RDC, a serious case o f 

overcrowding occurred in Eskaheen graveyard, where even the local curate agreed with complaints 

made about its overcrowded state. The burial ground in question was not in the council’s 

possession, but instead o f  issuing the church with notice to have the nuisance abated or the burial 

ground closed, the council instead began proceedings to take possession o f the ground, having first 

sought the approval o f  the local curate. When this was successfully completed it then had the

19&20 Viet. c. 98
Although many o f the district councils’ minute books contained a separate section for the 

transaction of business relating to burial grounds, the information was often simply included with the public 
health business, presumably as the relevant information was often contained in the SSO’s report which was 
produced during the consideration o f  public health and sanitation business.

45'^ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.49
Minutes of Ardee No.2 RDC, 9‘ July 1907 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, AR/1/4)
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pow er to  m ake the necessary  m odifications to  the size and site o f  the graveyard  and considered 

plans to purchase an additional half-acre o f  land.''*^

C om m unication  w ith the public did not end w ith sanitary  nu isances in the graveyards. The 

council also received frequent com plaints about the state o f  pathw ays, the dangers o f  overhanging 

trees and the length o f  the grass, issues w hich w ere all referred  to  the caretaker. A m ore contentious 

responsibility  for the rural district councils w as the ir role in reso lv ing  public d isputes w hich arose 

over the ow nersh ip  o f  burial plots w ithin their graveyards. L ike all land in rural Ireland, the right to 

ow nership  o f  a burial p lo t w as rarely uncontested and w here m ultip le claim s w ere m ade for the 

sam e plot the councils w ere forced to appoint a com m ittee to  exam ine and decide on the issue.

5.6.2 Role of the Caretaker

The day-to-day m ain tenance w ork o f  the graveyard w as carried  out by a caretaker specially 

appointed by the council, although the SSOs or o ther council officials w ere often offered the 

position. In som e cases the local priest acted as the caretaker, receiv ing  paym ent for his w ork from 

the district c o u n c i l . T h e  term s under w hich a caretaker w as appoin ted  varied accord ing  to rural 

district. Som e councils paid their caretakers for each specific  item  o f  w ork  undertaken, while the 

m ajority paid an annual fee for the ordinary m aintenance w ork, w ith an additional stipend being 

granted w here ex tra  w orks w ere necessary. Som e o f  the councils supplied  spades, shovels and 

w heelbarrow s to  the caretakers, w hile others expected them  to provide the ir ow n. The m aintenance 

o f  the boundaries, paths and vegetation o f  the graveyard form ed the m ajority  o f  the caretakers’ 

duties, but they also  occasionally  had to take m easures to prevent dam age being done to graves by 

the local fauna.

B reaches in the boundary w alls and fences and the occasional carelessness o f  a visitor, or 

even the caretaker, in not closing the gates properly could resu lt in cattle and sheep w andering into 

the graveyard  and dam aging  the graves. This could  also have unfortunate results for the cattle and 

sheep in question as occurred  in B allyshannon RD, w here the council received a bill for £30, as 

com pensation  for the death o f  a bullock. The council had failed to em ploy a caretaker for the 

graveyard and the gate had been left open allow ing  the bullock  to  stray  in ‘w here he evidently 

partook o f  a quantity  o f  rich old grass; as a resu lt he died next m orn ing ’. The claim ant was the 

clerk o f  the petty sessions, and he offered to  revoke his com pensation  claim  if  the  council would 

em ploy a caretaker for the g r a v e y a r d . I n  N avan  RD the presence o f  rabbits in the graveyard 

grounds gave the council serious cause for concern  as they w ere burrow ing  in and around the 

graves causing  a hazard  for v isitors w alking th rough the graveyard  and also dam aging the graves. 

In this instance the caretaker w as ordered to have traps set for the rabbits. H ow ever, these particular

Minutes o f  Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 8* Aug 1903, 12* Sept 1903, 9* July 1904 
(DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1)

Ibid, 14* Dec 1912 (RDC/10/1/2)
Ballyshannon Rural District Council Correspondence, 1918 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/1/2/7)

237



trespassers were difficult to remove and, despite the best efforts o f  the caretaker, they were still 

being reported for causing damage to the graves several months later!

5.6.3 A Humane Provision or a Mediatory Approach

Efforts such as these represented only a very small part o f the council’s role in relation to public 

health and sanitation, but where overcrowding did occur, the ability o f the council to order the 

closure o f  a burial ground was o f  pivotal importance. Overcrowded burial grounds resulted in 

shallow graves, which left the remains interred within open to exhumation by animals searching for 

food. In addition to the obvious distress which this would cause to the dead person’s family 

members it also represented a serious public health risk as it could result in the spread o f  infection 

and disease. To this end, the supervisory role o f the rural district councils ensured that the burial o f 

a member o f their district occurred in a proper manner, to the proper depth, but also in a burial 

ground which was suitable for the purpose o f  according the ‘respect due to the remains o f  deceased
5 147persons .

Thus, while the operation o f  the rural district council as a burial board represented the 

state’s governing o f  private life, even in death, and the removal o f yet another threat against the 

health and well-being o f  the population it did offer a more humane approach, ensuring that respect 

was accorded to the dead and that the graveyard was properly cared for. In doing so, the state won 

for itself the right to carry out the m ost contentious provision within the burial ground legislation, 

the right to close graveyards. Such a mediation o f local interests was vital to avoid the serious 

contestation, which would otherw ise have arisen as members o f the public were prohibited by the 

state from being buried with the deceased members o f their families in the overcrowded burial 

grounds o f the districts.

5.7 The Impact of National and International Events 

5.7.1 The First World War

After a rather shaky start between 1899 and 1902, the momentum o f  improvements in the public 

health and sanitation o f  the rural districts continued uninterrupted until 1915, when the effects o f 

the First World W ar began to be felt. As with loans for improvements to the transport 

infrastructure, loans and grants for capital expenditure on public health related public works were 

also stopped. This, combined with the rising costs o f labour, as many would-be labourers jo ined the 

army, meant that the rural district councils could afford little in the way o f  capital or maintenance 

works for the public health and sanitation infrastructure o f  their districts.

Minutes ofN avan Rural District Council, 7* June 1924, 6* Sept 1924 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, N/1/23)

45"' Annual Report o f  the LGB , p.49
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At this point differences emerged between the fate o f  the country’s roads and bridges and 

the public health and sanitation infrastructure. W hile the state only invested funds in military 

transport links for the duration o f  the war it did not totally cut o ff all funding from public health 

and sanitation. In some cases, new acts and schemes were introduced during the war, such as the 

second Notification o f Births Act in 1915 and the mother and child welfare scheme which 

followed. Grants were still being provided for the costs o f  TB treatment and the local government 

board was still encouraging councils to adopt the infectious diseases acts, regardless o f  the fact that 

the wages o f the SSOs and M OHs were invariably increased when this occurred.'''*

The reason for the privileged position o f the public health and sanitation functions o f the 

rural district councils was alluded to in a circular from the local government board at the onset o f 

the war. The circular impressed upon the district councils the importance o f  improving the sanitary 

condition o f their districts ‘by every means in their pow er’, reminding them to be constantly 

vigilant for scarlatina, typhus fever, enteric fever and small-pox. The circular further informed the 

councils that the military would be needing the full co-operation o f  the district councils ‘in various 

parts o f  the country especially in districts in which troops are, or [are] likely to be stationed’.''*̂  In 

other words the rural district councils were to be the providers o f  proper medical attention for 

returning wounded troops. Therefore, the health o f  the population, and by default the army, 

depended on the councils’ ability to spot infectious and exotic diseases and have them treated 

efficiently and effectively. A population debilitated by infectious disease epidemics would not 

produce strong and healthy soldiers for the army. In this way the role o f  the rural district councils 

in relation to public health was, in a very tangible way, vital to the security o f  the state, and 

therefore still in receipt o f  a certain degree o f state funding during the war.

5.7.2 Impoverished Districts and Opportunities for Regression

The end o f  the war represented a return to normal business for the rural district councils, but the 

local government board was undergoing a series o f  changes. As discussed in Section 4.6, the 

transport infrastructure functions and loan issuing functions o f the local government board were 

transferred to the M inistry o f  Transport in 1919. At around the same time the health functions of 

the local government board administered by the boards o f  guardians and rural district councils were 

combined with the state’s other health functions under the Ministry o f Health. The creation o f the 

Ministry o f Health did not result in the same loss o f functions by the local government board that 

the creation o f  the ministry o f transport had, as the local government board retained its functions 

within the new ministry, which initially operated simply as an additional layer o f  bureaucracy.

The rural district councils were concerned about this move when it was first mooted, 

fearing the transfer o f more o f their functions to the county councils, as had occurred with the 

contagious diseases legislation. This was voiced in a resolution from Antrim RDC which received

148 4jth A nnual Reports o f  the LGB
M inutes o f  Donegal Town Rural District Council, 14* Nov 1914 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/2/1/1)

239



widespread support throughout the study area o f this thesis. The resolution urged the ‘Rural District 

Councils and Boards o f  Guardians throughout Ireland to exert themselves in order to ensure that 

their functions are not interfered with by the suggested legislation’. It also stated that in its opinion 

there had been:

too great a tendency ... to transfer local control and Administration into the hands o f the 

County Councils, and as such has neither been in the interests o f  economy, efficiency or 

satisfaction to the people, they strongly protest[ed] against such matters as Public Health 

Administration, Hospital Control, etc., etc., being centralised under the County Councils or 

any other new authority which may be established.'^®

This fear was not to m aterialise, under the local government board and the Ministry o f  Health, at 

least. However, the administration o f  the public health functions o f the rural district councils was 

soon to deteriorate to a level that was far from the interests o f  efficiency and public satisfaction as 

the councillors became em broiled in national politics to the almost total exclusion o f  local affairs.

During the period o f  the W ar o f  Independence little in the way o f  public health and 

sanitation business was transacted by the rural district councils, particularly after the local elections 

in 1920, which saw the introduction o f more revolutionary-minded councillors. Inspections by 

dedicated SSOs, M OHs and dairies inspectors did continue, but they were not under the same close 

supervision by their district council as they previously had been. In addition, all prosecutions 

within the English court system ceased and although the Sinn Fein courts were utilised in some 

instances, they were not widely used for public health offences. As a result the population grew 

complacent in their private and public health duties and the council officials grew relaxed in their 

imposition o f the legislation.

The stoppage o f  British grants to the rural district councils, caused by their refusal to 

communicate with the local government board in favour o f  the local government department o f 

Dail Eireann, resulted in a severe lack o f  funds. This was com pounded by the disastrous state o f 

rate collection, as the population were still suffering from huge inflation caused by the war and the 

War o f Independence, and the fear o f  having to pay rates to the provisional government and the 

British. Thus, any council which removed itself from passing nationalist resolutions, destroying 

local government board letters and burning claims for malicious injury for a period o f time 

sufficient to undertake public health and sanitation functions, found that it had insufficient funds to 

do so.

In an effort to save funds and also remove some o f the more oppressive legislation, many 

o f the rural district councils set about attempting to abolish the roles o f  certain officers. The TB 

inspector, school attendance officer (see Chapter seven) and the registrar and inspector o f  dairies, 

cowsheds and milkshops were targeted in many districts.'^ ' The local government department

B allyshannon  R ural D istric t C ouncil C orrespondence , 24*  Jan  1919 (D C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil 
C ollection , R D C /1/2 /7)

T he D airies O rder had rem ained  s tead ily  unpopu lar th roughou t the period  since its in troduction , 
w ith  the rural d is tric ts u sing  any  oppo rtun ity  to  request the cancella tion  o f  the o rder in the ir d is tric ts . T rim
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would not sanction these actions by district councils, informing them o f  the importance o f the roles 

o f the officials in q u e s t i o n . T h u s ,  despite the fact that the legislation was a British imposition and 

forced undue state involvement in the private lives o f  the state’s citizens, the Irish provisional 

government wanted them to remain. This suggests that the provisional governm ent’s aim, like that 

o f the British government, was to increase its power over, and knowledge of, the population which 

it was attempting to gain legitimacy over.

5.7.3 The Final Years of District Council Control

With the signing o f  the treaty and the creation o f  the Free State, rural district council life once more 

returned to something approaching normality, except that many o f  the more experienced 

councillors had been replaced by inexperienced, but more revolutionary and pro-Sinn Fein 

representatives. This replacement had been highly effective during the politically-charged period o f 

the War o f  Independence but it remained to be seen how effective they would be in the transaction 

o f the mundane business o f everyday rural district council life. As it transpired, they returned the 

attention o f  local government to local government and efficiently began to reintroduce lapsed 

legislation and repair faulty or destroyed public health infrastructure.

Unfortunately, the most energetic efforts o f  the rural district councils and their staff were 

insufficient to prevent the effects o f  weather, use and old age, as evidenced in Navan RD, where 

the majority o f the pumps and pump sticks in the district, built by the council in its early days, 

began to succumb to rot and overuse in a short p e r i o d . W h e n  it came to the removal o f nuisances 

the councils had much remedial work to undertake. The practice o f keeping animals in dwellings 

had made a return in many districts as had other bad habits such as keeping manure heaps too close 

to the dwellings. These issues were swiftly resolved once legal proceedings were reinstituted.

One area where a serious reduction in sanitary practices appears to have occurred, during 

the War o f  Independence, was the practice o f leaving animal carcasses along the roadside to rot, 

causing a public health nuisance. This was one practice which the district councils found hard to 

control, given the impossible nature o f  locating the offender, unless the actual dumping o f the 

carcass had been witnessed and was reported. The practice was widespread across the study area, 

but it was much more common in Meath than Donegal and more common in Navan Dispensary 

District than any other. W hether this was due to one particularly active female SSO, the 

attentiveness o f  the area’s civic guard, or simply the greater prevalence o f the practice in that 

dispensary district, is impossible to say. Whatever the reason, the fact remains that at almost every

RDC had cam paigned  for a  sustained  period  during the w ar to  have the o rd e r revoked  on the grounds o f  
shortage o f  m ilk  in the locality . T he local governm ent board  w as unsure  as to  how  a dairies o rder w ould lead 
to  a  shortage o f  m ilk  and  w ere  unm oved  by sta tem ents from  the council c la im ing  th a t the o rder caused 
certain  suppliers to  cease  supp ly  as they  objected  to  having th e ir p rem ises inspected . M inu tes o f  T rim  Rural 
D istrict C ouncil, 13* M ay  1916 (M C A , Rural D istric t C ouncil C o llec tion , T R /1 /1 8 ) -  Ibid, 12* M ay 1917 
(T R /1/19)

M inutes o f  G len ties R ural D istric t C ouncil, 20*  Sept 1924 (D C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C ollection , 
R D C /4/1/14)

M inutes o f  N avan  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 1924 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C o llec tion , N /1 /23)
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meeting o f the council, between January 1924 and the winding up o f the councils in June 1925, the 

council sanctioned the action o f  the SSO in having the carcasses o f  dogs, horses and donkeys, 

found decomposing along the roadside, disposed o f  at the expense o f the district council.'^"'

Apart from this issue, which was remedied as soon as it was notified to the SSO, the 

sanitary condition o f the various rural districts within this study area rapidly improved from the 

depths it had reached during the W ar o f  Independence to the level it had attained before the First 

World War and continued to improve right up to the abolition o f the rural district councils at the 

end o f June 1925. The instances o f  widespread public and private health nuisances had become 

non-existent, although individual cases did occur, albeit irregularly.'^^ Every area in which a supply 

o f  water could be located had been supplied with wells and pumps, with the result that the only 

complaints received by m embers o f  the public in relation to water supply were in reference to 

pumps and wells damaged, decaying or in need o f repair.

Under the Free State government the registrar and inspector o f  dairies, cowsheds and 

milkshops continued in their duties, ensuring a quality supply o f clean, safe milk and regulations 

concerning the selling o f  m eat and meat products remained in force. The prevalence o f infectious 

diseases continued to decline and even endemic outbreaks o f  certain diseases became less common, 

with the major exception being TB, although the role o f  the TB inspector, treatm ent programmes, 

and schemes for the erection o f  sanatoria were all continued under the Free State.

5.8 Conclusion

Through the energies o f  the rural district councils the sanitary condition o f  the areas transferred to 

the county councils and the boards o f  health and public assistance in June 1925 were totally 

transformed from those which existed when the duties relating to public health and sanitation were 

bestowed on the rural district councils in April 1899. Such a transform ation was possible only 

through the co-operation o f  a wide range o f local and national actors working towards the 

fulfilment o f one aim, the improvement o f  the sanitary condition o f the country. Each o f  these 

actors had different reasons for wishing to achieve the aim o f a sanitary living environm ent and on 

occasion these contrasting and often conflicting ideals led to conflict between the different interest 

groups. This conflict manifested itself in many ways, but the main opposition occurred between the 

public and the rural district councils or their staff, the council and the MOH, the SSO and the 

MOH, the SSO and the local government board and the local government board and the rural 

district council.

Minutes of Navan Rural District Council, January 1924 -  June 1925 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, N /1/23-N/1/24)

With the abolition of the rural district councils there appears to have been a fall back to traditional 
practices. Local accounts detail people keeping animals in their houses as late as 1970 in Dunfanaghy and 
Glenties RDs.
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The reason for the conflict, conciliation and eventual co-operation o f these various interest 

groups was the controlling hand o f the state as it attempted to guarantee the security o f  the state, 

through the creation o f a strong and healthy constituent population. The techniques which the state 

employed, through the local government board, were designed to allow the state greater access into 

the arena o f the home, previously the private domain o f the family. This incursion by the state into 

the private lives o f  individuals and their families enabled the state to gather ever increasing 

amounts o f information about the population. This information could then be used for the more 

accurate direction o f state resources in a further attempt to increase the state’s hold over its 

population. The fact that the state was able to increase its knowledge o f  the population at the same 

time as it was increasing the security o f the state represents a definite technique o f governmentality.

This technique o f  governmentality was blatant rather than subtle and it led to outright 

central-local conflict between the local government board and the rural district councils and intra

local conflict between the rural district councils and the public. In order to stem this wave o f 

conflict, the local government board was forced to engage in the mediation o f  local interests, 

reserving their dem ands for the imposition o f the more severe aspects o f  the public health and 

sanitation legislation until some o f the more lenient aspects had been successfully accepted by the 

councils and the inhabitants o f  their districts. The local government board also engaged in more 

delicate techniques o f governmentality, such as offering grants for the improvement o f the health 

and well-being o f  the population in order to coax the rural district councils into accepting 

permissive legislation which they had hitherto ignored. However, when the local government board 

was faced with sustained resistance they were not afraid to use any means within their power to 

force the rural district councils to fulfil their duties to the population, even if this meant taking the 

local authorities to court.

The use o f  legal proceedings both by the local government board against the rural district 

councils and by the rural district councils against defiant locals is reminiscent o f  the policies o f 

medical police followed by continental regimes in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

When combined with some o f the more extreme powers given to the councils, such as the forcible 

removal o f  people with infectious diseases from their homes, the isolation o f suspected cases and 

the destruction o f private property, there can be little doubt that the legislation described as public 

health in Britain bears striking similarities to the continental medical police. This refutes O sborne’s 

suggestion that public health did not partake o f a police rationality; in actual fact, it did, simply 

under a different name.

Regardless o f the terminology used to describe the policy, the fact that the state eventually 

received widespread co-operation in its attempts to improve the sanitary condition o f the country 

and the health and well-being o f the population suggests that the population was happy to have 

improvements made in its environment, health and welfare. In this the state can be seen to have 

been successful, initially at least, in another o f its aims, the increase o f the satisfaction o f the people 

with their position within the British state in Ireland. This, however, was not a significant enough
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increase as the population supported the creation o f the Free State and the replacem ent o f 

W estminster and the local government board with Dail Eireann and the local government 

department. The fact that the local government department continued, and even insisted on, the 

administration o f the majority o f  the public health and sanitation legislation laid down by the 

British, suggests that they too, understood the need for sustained sanitary improvements. It further 

highlights the fact that both the provisional government and the Free State were happy to continue 

with the level o f state incursion into, and monitoring of, local and private affairs that had been 

instituted under the public health acts, and actively enforced by the rural district councils.

The operation o f the public health and sanitation functions o f the rural district councils left 

its mark on the Irish landscape in the form o f the course o f  sewers in the small towns and villages 

o f the country, some o f  which still follow the paths laid down in the early years o f  the twentieth 

century. Although few o f the rural district councils’ pumps remain, the location o f  wells in various 

townlands and villages are markers o f  the energies o f the rural district councils in locating water 

supplies for the inhabitants, while in Donegal the supply o f water for the largest town in the county, 

Letterkenny, is still brought from Lough Salt, the location chosen by the interaction and co

operation between urban and rural district councils almost one hundred years ago.
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CHAPTER SIX 

LABOURERS’ COTTAGES

6.1 Housing Irish Rural Labourers

6.1.1 A Uniquely Irish Experiment

Unlike so m uch o f  the local governm ent legislation in troduced in the B ritish Isles in the late 

nineteenth and early  tw entieth  century w hich w as tried and tested  in England, Scotland or W ales 

before being transferred  to Ireland, the labourers’ acts m arked a new  legislative departure. Enacted 

in 1883, ‘A n A ct to better the conditions o f  Labourers in Ire lan d ’, o r the L abourers (Ireland) Act, 

1883' as it w as m ore com m only know n, introduced the first large-scale, state-funded, rural public 

housing schem e to be form ulated  by W estm inster. P rev ious legislation relating to housing in 

B ritain, had stem m ed from  concerns relating to the dangers posed to public health and sanitation 

and the security  o f  the state, by overcrow ded, unsanitary dw ellings w here loose m orals w ere rife. 

Early attem pts at preventing the spread o f  disease and im m orality  focused on the overcrow ded and 

unsanitary lodging houses o f  urban areas,^ w hile pow ers relating  to  slum  clearance and their 

rep lacem ent w ith sanitary dw ellings were first acquired by local authorities in 1875.^ It was not 

until 1890, w ith the introduction o f  the H ousing o f  the W orking C lasses A ct Part III that the state, 

through local authorities, first attem pted general housing provision.'' T hus, the introduction o f  

legislation allow ing  for the build ing o f  labourers’ cottages in Ireland, in 1883, w as notable, not 

only because its focus w as solely on rural rather than urban populations, but also because it was the 

first legislation o f  its kind in troduced by the B ritish state in any o f  its constituen t kingdom s.

T he reasons behind the introduction o f  this act fall outside the scope o f  this thesis. 

H ow ever, som e hypothesising  over the sta te ’s interest in provid ing  accom m odation  for the lowly 

Irish agricultural labourers is necessary.^ A alen links the developm ent o f  the various labourers’ 

acts to the land acts o f  1881, 1891 and 1903,^ w hich substan tially  im proved the lot o f  Irish tenant 

farm ers and in troduced large-scale land purchase schem es. Through each successive land act the 

state w as facilita ting  a revolution in Irish land ow nership , from  the landlord to the tenant,

' 46&47 Viet. c. 60
 ̂ Anthony S. Wohl, The Eternal Slum: Housing and Social Policy in Victorian London (5* Ed., New

Brunswick, 2002), pp 73 - 76
 ̂ This act was known as the Artizans’ and Labourers’ Dwellings Improvement Acts, 1875, 38&39

Viet, c. 36 and was further extended in 1877, 40&41 Viet., c. 122. For further information on its application 
in an Irish context see S. Harty, ‘Some considerations on the Workings o f the Artizans’ Dwellings Acts as 
illustrated in the case of the Coombe Area, Dublin’, in Journal o f  Statistical and Social Inquiry Society o f  
Ireland, 8(62), 1884, pp 508 - 522
 ̂ C. Bellamy, Administering central-local relations, 1871 -  1919: The Local Government Board in its

fiscal and cultural context, (Manchester, 1988), p.95; 53&54 Viet. c. 70
 ̂ The labourers’ acts generally have received little attention from Irish historians and historical

geographers. One notable exception is an article examining the various legislation and overall impact o f the 
acts by Aalen. See F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing of rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) 
Acts, 1883 -  1919’, m Journal o f  Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, pp 287 - 306 
® 44&45 Viet. c. 49; 54&55 Viet. c. 48; 3 Edw. VII c. 37
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simultaneously improving the security o f  land tenure and the living conditions o f  the bulk o f the 

Irish population. The one group which was neglected in this revolution was the landless 

agricultural labourers/ In response to G ladstone’s land act o f  1881, the Labourers (Ireland) Act, 

1883 was introduced. The Balfour Act o f  1891 was followed by a labourers’ act in 1892* and the 

most extensive and successful land act, W yndham ’s act o f  1903, was followed by the most 

significant labourers’ act, that o f  1906^.

It should not be presumed that this legislation was part o f  a philanthropic project by the 

British state to give the Irish back their land and give land to landless labourers. The land acts have 

always been acknowledged as a political move by the state designed to appease the Irish and stem 

waves o f political unrest, attacks against landlords and the simmering threat o f  rebellion which had 

become an omnipresent feature o f  Irish life throughout the 1870s and 1880s. Despite a reduction in 

the national number o f  labourers,'” they still formed a crucial part o f  the mem bership o f 

organisations such as the National Land League. However, within the structure o f  the league the 

labourers’ interests were swamped by the conflicting interests o f the majority mem bership o f  tenant 

farmers. Calls by labourers and their supporters for improvements in labouring conditions would 

have negatively impacted on farmer profits. As a result the tenant farmers were slow to deal with 

labourers’ issues, either within the Land League or individually on their farms.

Aalen notes that Parnell was aware o f landlords improving the living conditions o f 

labourers in an attempt to draw them away from the clutches o f the league, thereby reducing the 

power and unity o f  the land m ovem ent." If the landlords were actively utilising such techniques, it 

would not be such a huge step then to suggest that the first labourers’ act represents an attempt by 

the state to exploit the tensions and conflict within the land league and destroy it from within. As 

the political power o f  the land league waned and the priorities o f  the state shifted from a reduction 

o f violence to the appeasem ent o f  the population to their position within the state, so the rationale 

o f governmentality em bodied in the labourers’ acts shifted to the provision o f  quality 

accommodation for an ever-increasing segment o f  the population as encompassed by the 

broadening state definition o f  an agricultural labourer.

6.1.2 The Legislation

The Labourers’ (Ireland) Act, 1883, allowed local authorities to provide housing for any person 

defined as an agricultural labourer. Such housing was to be financed by the local rates. According

’ Some provisions for the labourers were included in the act, but they were in the form o f permissive
directives to the new landlords, the tenant farmers, directing them to provide accommodation for their 
labourers and were easily ignored.
* 55 Viet. c. 7
’ 6 Edw. VII c. 37

Estimates put the number o f agricultural labourers at c.1.6 million in 1841, but this had declined 
markedly to 368,900 by 1881 -  Clark, 1979 quoted in F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f  rural labourers in 
Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  1919’, in Journal o f  Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, 
p.289.
“ F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f  rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -
1919’, \n Journal o f  Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, p.291
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to the legislation, an agricultural labourer was any person hired to do agricultural work on another 

person’s land including those employed as herdsmen. Anyone not fitting this description could not 

be provided with a house out o f  public funds, regardless o f how poor the sanitary condition o f their 

dwelling. This initial legislation, while revolutionary, was by no means efficient or effective. The 

boards o f guardians were charged with administering the new act, but before they could instigate a 

scheme they had to receive a statement signed by at least twelve ratepayers, stating that the area’s 

existing accom m odation was deficient or unsanitary, accompanied by a statement from the local 

medical officer. Even if this occurred (an unlikely situation given the fact that the ratepayers would 

be inviting an increase in the rates they paid'^) the boards could still reject the scheme based on 

their opinion as to its validity and the ability o f  the local rates to bear such costs. Any opposition by 

the public to the schemes that were instituted involved lengthy litigation and many o f  the boards of 

guardians simply abandoned schemes when such dissent arose.

The legislation was altered in 1885 and 1886, extending the definition o f  an agricultural 

labourer to women, fishermen and handloom weavers; reducing the grounds for public appeal; and 

empowering boards o f  guardians to purchase cottages in need o f repair and to utilise these as 

labourers’ accommodation.''* These improvements were further supported by an act o f  189l'^ 

which allowed the local government board to suspend the labourers’ cottages powers o f the boards 

o f guardians, if they failed to discharge their duties. These boards were then replaced by a directly 

appointed local governm ent inspector. The act also allowed labourers to make representations 

directly to the guardians, reducing the need for ratepayer acquiescence. The cottages provided 

under these acts were to be situated on a plot o f half an acre. In 1892 this was extended to an acre, 

allowing labourers sufficient ground to cultivate a crop or graze a cow or s h e e p . T h e  next major 

alteration to the labourers’ acts occurred in 1898 with the transfer o f  the boards o f  guardians’ 

functions in relation to the provision o f labourers’ cottages to the rural district councils. The Local 

Government (Ireland) Act also provided that a rural district council could purchase any land it held 

by lease for the purposes o f the act.

The powers o f  the newly-created rural district councils were greatly increased with the 

extension o f the definition o f  a labourer under the Wyndham Act o f 1903 to encompass all persons, 

other than domestic servants, working for hire, for any period, who occupied a maximum o f one

It should also be borne in mind that these were the pre-1898 ratepayers and therefore included only 
those people who owned property valued at over £4

F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  
1919’, \n Journal o f  Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, p.293

48&49 Viet. c. 77; 49&50 Viet. c. 59; F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f rural labourers in Ireland 
under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  1919’, in Journal o f  Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, p.294 

54&55 Viet. c. 71
Goats, on the other hand were strictly prohibited. Tenants in Ardee No.2 RDC were noticed to have 

the goats removed from their holdings in accordance with their tenancy agreements. Minutes of Ardee No.2 
Rural District Council, 6* June 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, AR/1/1)
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quarter an acre o f  land and w hose w ages did not exceed 2s 6d a weeic.'^ The last m ajor piece o f  

labourers’ cottages legislation to  be in troduced and adm inistered  by the rural d istric t councils was 

the labourers’ act o f  1906, w hich w as ex tended  through an act o f  1911'*. U nder the 1906 act, the 

land com m ission set up under the 1903 land act w as em pow ered to  presen t represen tations to  the 

d istrict councils for labourers’ co ttages schem es on the lands purchased by it. T he d istric t councils 

w ere com pelled to  accep t these schem es as i f  they had orig inated  w ith a bona fide labourer.

The huge expenditure  increase w hich w ould arise from  these new  schem es w as to  be 

funded through a sum  o f  £4 ,250 ,000  provided at the sam e favourable  term s as those given to 

tenants for land purchase sch em es.’  ̂ T his schem e w as so successful that an additional £1,000,000 

was provided in 1911. A nother labou rers’ act w as instituted in 1919^“, fu rther broadening  the 

definition o f  a labourer to  include people not w orking for hire, ‘but w ork ing  in a rural d istric t at 

som e trade or handicraft w ithou t em ploy ing  any persons except m em bers o f  his fam ily ’.̂ * G iven 

the m anner in w hich the Irish  political situation developed, the benefits o f  th is ex tension  w ere 

never felt.

In addition to the  m oney sanctioned to be issued as loans to the rural d istric t councils, 

councils in need o f  additional funding  fo r unforeseen costs, or for additional schem es once the state 

loan fund had been expended , could  apply for a loan on the open m arket. G iven the instability  this 

w ould cause i f  in terest rates w ere suddenly  increased, it was not an option  favoured  by the local 

governm ent board, w hich advocated  ra ising  m oney from  local rates instead. L oans w hich w ere 

issued from governm ent funds w ere lim ited to a m axim um  repaym ent period o f  sixty years and 

rural district councils w hich borrow ed on the open m arket w ere lim ited to  the sam e repaym ent 

period.^^

A sum  o f  m oney w as also  granted to the boards o f  guardians under tw o separate grants, 

both introduced under the 1891 land act, the unexpended balance o f  w hich w as transferred  to  the 

rural district councils. The first w as the Exchequer C ontribution , w hich provided for a  sum  o f  forty 

thousand pounds a year to  be deposited  in a reserve fund, until it reached a total o f  tw o hundred 

thousand, at w hich po in t it w as d istribu ted  to  the local authorities. By 1899, C ounty  D onegal had 

received grants w orth £1,359 17s 2d, w hile County M eath had been granted  £899 Os 9d. The 

second grant schem e w as the C ounty  Percentage, under w hich an annual sum  w as deposited  in a 

guarantee fund and gran ted  to  counties w here the land had been purchased for the  purposes o f

M. Daly, The Buffer State, The Historical Roots o f  the Department o f  the Environment (Dublin, 
1997), p.29; N.J. Synnott, ‘Housing o f the Rural Population in Ireland’, in Journal o f  the Statistical and 
Social Inquiry Society o f  Ireland, 11 (84), 1903, p.216

l& 2G eo. V c. 19
The favourable terms were interest at a rate of 3.5%. F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing of rural labourers 

in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  1919’, in Journal o f Historical Geography, 12(3), 
1986, pp 2 9 6-297

9&10Geo. V c . 55
48'  ̂Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.77
Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 60. The issue o f the length o f loan 

repayments was one causing much consternation in Britain in the period before the introduction o f the 
Labourers (Ireland) Act, 1883. See C. Bellamy, Administering central-local relations, 18 7 1 -  I9I9: The 
Local Government Board in its fiscal and cultural context, (Manchester, 1988), pp 92 - 100
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conducting a labourers’ scheme. County Donegal had received a total o f  £3,567 10s 8d from this 

fund by 1899, while County Meath had received £899 Os 9d.^^

The evolution o f the labourers’ acts and the manner in which one government fund was 

exhausted prior to a second being opened resulted in staggered phases o f labourers’ cottages 

construction under the rural district councils. The first o f these was the phase between the 

introduction o f the rural district councils and the introduction o f the 1906 act, when the more 

proactive and wealthier rural districts initiated building schemes or continued those planned by 

their predecessors. The act o f  1906 set in motion a wave o f building schemes across the study area 

o f this thesis. As this began to peter out with the exhausting o f the 1906 loan fund, there was a 

short lull before the 1911 act renewed district council vigour in scheme formulation.

Number of Labourers' Cottages Built Per District
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Figure 6.1: Graph showing the Number o f  Labourers’ Cottages Built per District between 1899 and 1925 

(For figures see Appendix VI)

The First W orld War, and the ban on applying for loans on the open market introduced as a result, 

led to the postponement o f further schemes. Some o f schemes were restarted between the end o f 

the war and the start o f the W ar o f  Independence, but these were the minority. The setting up o f  the 

Free State led to renewed calls by the district councils for loans and grants for building but these 

did not materialise in any substantial way prior to the abolition o f the rural district councils. Figures 

o f completed cottages built per district show these trends, albeit with a built-in lag time, between 

the formulation o f schemes in the phases above and the actual appearance o f the built cottage on 

the Irish landscape.

27'* Anm uil Report o f  the LGB, pp 66 -  67; 788 - 797
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6.1.3 The Success of the Boards of Guardians

Like the public health acts, the labourers’ acts were presented to the already over-burdened boards 

o f  guardians to administer. W hile some o f  the boards o f  guardians did formulate schemes under the 

acts, their progress was slow and the extent o f  their interest was geographically concentrated. More 

houses were built in M unster  and Leinster than Ulster and Connaught, a feature which was to hold 

throughout the lifetime o f  the rural district councils. By the 31*' March 1899, authorisation had 

been received for the building o f  16,056 labourers’ cottages, and by the 31*' M arch 1920 (the last 

period covered in a local governm ent board report) 54,060 had been authorised, o f  these almost 

48,000 had been built.^'' O f  the 48,000, only 3,300 were built between 1914 and 1920^^ showing 

that in a period o f  administration equivalent to that held by the boards o f  guardians, the rural 

district councils built sixty three per cent or alm ost two thirds o f  Ireland’s labourers’ cottages.

Obviously, the simplification o f  the terms o f  the acts, the increase in the funds and the 

broadening o f  the definition o f  an agricultural labourer were largely responsible for the huge 

increase in building during the reign o f  the rural district councils. Nonetheless, this cannot all be 

credited to legislative advances nor can all the cottages built prior to 1898 be accredited to the 

boards o f  guardians.

The powers enshrined in the 1891 am endm ent o f  the initial labourers’ act allowed the local 

governm ent board to suspend the powers o f  the boards o f  guardians and appoint an inspector to 

carry out the labourers’ acts. This was to occur where the local governm ent board felt the boards 

were unwilling to undertake their duties relating to the act. This provision was utilised in both 

Stranorlar and Strabane unions and led to the provision o f  eight cottages in Stranorlar and forty in 

Strabane, at least seven o f  which were provided in the area which was to becom e Strabane N o .2 

RD.^’’ The only reasons for this appears to have been, at worst, administrative laziness or, at best, 

their being over-burdened with other duties. W hatever the reasons, one o f  the first actions o f  the 

newly-created rural district councils in Strabane N o .2 and Stranorlar RDs was to request the 

restitution o f  their labourers’ cottages powers.^’ This promising start was not to disappoint and by 

1910 every rural district council within the study area had provided at least som e accom m odation 

for their landless agricultural labourers. The energy displayed by the rural district councils, many o f  

which instigated new labourers’ cottages schem es immediately on their establishment, illustrates 

the new councillors’ concern to improve the living conditions o f  the population. Having said that,

27'* Annual Report o f  the LGB, pp 64 -  65; 48"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p .76
F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f  rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  

1919’, \n Journal o f  H istorical G eography, 12(3), 1986, p.297
26 2 7 '* A nnual Report o f  the LGB, pp 64 -  65, 788 -  797. Unfortunately the minutes o f  Strabane N o.2
RD do not state how many cottages were built in their first year o f  operation, but they were on their third 
scheme by January 1900, suggesting that the num ber built by the local governm ent board inspector may have 
been higher than the seven suggested by the statistics presented in the 1899 report.

Minutes o f  Strabane N o.2 RDC, 25* April 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/8/1/1). There are no extant minutes for Stranorlar RDC prior to 1*‘ June 1899, but at that stage the 
council had already been returned their powers and were in the process o f  form ulating a schem e for an 
additional fifteen houses. M inutes o f  Stranorlar RDC, I*‘ June 1899 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, 
RDC/9/1/1)
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there is also the possib ility  that the enfranchisem ent o f  any labourer occupying a prem ises, no 

m atter how  unfit for habitation, under the Local G overnm ent (Ire land) A ct, m ay have been 

responsible for som e o f  the v igour w ith w hich the new  local au thorities pursued their pow ers.

6.2 Building Labourers’ Cottages 

6.2.1 Formulating a Scheme

W hen the pow er to  adm inister the labourers’ cottages acts w as transferred  from  the boards o f  

guardians, or the local governm ent board ’s inspector, to  the rural d istric t councils, the individual 

councils inherited schem es in various stages o f  com pletion . In som e areas there had been no 

previous labourers’ cottages schem e and in som e cases no consideration  had ever been given to 

such a schem e. W ithin  the study area, the rural d istrict councils o f  Ballyshannon,^* D onegal Town, 

D unfanaghy, G len ties, Inishow en, Letterkenny and M ilford had no com pleted  schem e. The 

rem aining rural districts in D onegal and all o f  those in M eath either inherited  pre-existing cottages 

or build ing schem es in progress. In the case o f  the schem es in progress, it fell to the rural district 

councils to  adm in ister the rem ainder o f  the schem e, except in areas w here a local governm ent 

board inspector had been appointed. In these districts the councils could only act as interm ediaries 

betw een the people and the inspectors, until the ir pow ers w ere restored  or until the inspectors had 

com pleted the schem e.

R egardless o f  the action or inaction o f  their p redecessors the m ajority  o f  the rural district 

councils set about form ulating  their ow n schem es w ith in  a few  m onths o f  their establishm ent. By 

1906 only B allyshannon, D unfanaghy, G lenties and M ilford  RDs had yet to  form ulate a scheme.^^ 

The m anner in w hich labourers’ cottages schem es w ere form ulated  in each rural d istrict follow ed a 

very specific  form at, laid out both in the legislation and through orders o f  the  local governm ent 

board. The only real variables w ere the size o f  the schem e and the design o f  the cottages, both o f  

w hich w ere dependen t on local conditions.

In o rder for a labou rers’ cottages schem e to be instituted, the council had to receive 

representations from  labourers, o r ratepayers on b eh a lf  o f  labourers, requesting  that the council 

provide labourers’ cottages for them , detailing  the reasons w hy their presen t accom m odation was 

insufficient.^° On receip t o f  a num ber o f  these represen tations the council w ould  decide w hether or

Ballyshannon RD was one o f only two rural districts in the country in 1899 who had applied to 
execute a labourers’ cottages scheme but had their application refused; Sligo was the other. 27' Annual 
Report o f  the LGB, pp 64 - 65

A return in respect to Labourers ’ Cottages in Ireland showing the Number o f Cottages applied for  
in every Poor Law Union in Ireland under the latest completed Scheme in connection with the Labourers 
(Ireland) Acts, together with the Number o f  Applications for extra half acres to Cottages already built under 
the Acts under said Scheme; how many o f these Applications fo r Cottages and extra half acres were 
sanctioned: the Amount o f  Expenses connected with such Scheme and in what way applied. 1906 (193) civ. 
647. (Hereafter Return in Respect o f  Labourers' Cottages In Ireland, 1906). For full details o f this return for 
Donegal and Meath see Appendix V.

As the district councillors were themselves ratepayers they were allowed to submit representations 
for labourers, a common occurrence where the councillors were eager to implement a scheme.
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not to hold a meeting under the labourers’ acts to consider the formulation o f  a scheme. Certain 

rural district councils refused to take the representations into consideration, an action which 

brought the wrath o f the local government board on them, and resulted in their eventual, albeit 

reluctant, consideration o f  the representations in the majority o f  cases.^'

Once the council had formally decided to formulate a labourers’ scheme it was compelled 

to advertise the fact in local newspapers or through notices posted around their districts. These 

statements were to inform the local ratepayers and labourers o f  the relevant electoral divisions 

where a scheme was being formulated and to specify the last date for the receipt o f  representations. 

Once the appointed date for receipt o f  representations had passed, the council formed divisional 

committees to examine the validity o f  the cases put forward in the representations from each 

electoral division. The divisional committees comprised the councillors elected for the electoral 

division in question, the medical officer o f  health (MOH) in charge o f  the area and the clerk or 

sanitary sub-officer (SSO). The com m ittees visited the residences o f  the applicants and while the 

MOHs reported as to the habitability o f  the dwelling, the councillors made inquiries locally to 

ensure the applicant was an actual agricultural labourer and o f good character. In fact, given the 

local origins o f the majority o f  the councillors, they were usually in a position to definitively 

answer those questions themselves. The reports o f  the divisional com m ittees were presented to the 

council’s official m eeting and the council as a whole decided on the scale o f  the scheme to be 

formulated.

Applications from labourers were not rejected lightly and much discussion on the merits o f 

each individual case occurred. Many were rejected on the basis that the owner o f  the property had 

been noticed to have the accom m odation improved, while other applicants simply did not meet the 

definition o f an agricultural labourer. Accepting representations without having fully investigated 

the applicant’s status as an agricultural labourer would lead to a swift reprimand by the local 

government board. In these instances the various councils would try to make some connection 

between the applicant and agriculture, although it was generally obvious that they had been 

attempting to provide deserving, but non-labouring families with accommodation. Actions such as 

these suggest that the rural district councils were endeavouring to improve the living conditions o f 

the residents o f the district most in need, even risking the possibility o f being surcharged the 

expenses improperly spent at the next district audit.^^

While the rural district councils were reprimanded for not exercising sufficient caution in 

their investigation o f the status o f  applicants, they were also chastised if  they had rejected 

applicants without giving them due consideration. Such cases usually arose when letters were sent

For an example o f  a rare exception to this see M inutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 16'*' N ov 
1912, 14* Dec 1912 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/3/1/10). The council sim ply replied that 
they had considered the representations but did not think a scheme was justified , although they were clearly 
concerned about their decision as they refused to send copies o f  the representations to the local governm ent 
board for their consideration.

Regular audits w ere carried out by the local governm ent board auditor. Councillors who were found 
to have sanctioned illegal expenditure had to pay the am ount so expended out o f  their own pocket, in an 
attempt by the local governm ent board to ensure budgetary econom y and accountability.
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to the local governm ent board by labourers, or other ratepayers on the labourers’ behalf, cla im ing  

that the cou n cil had unfairly rejected their application. In the m ajority o f  the cases the councils  

were able to supply  satisfactory explanations for their d ec is ion s, and i f  not they sim ply blam ed it 

on an oversigh t and assured the local governm ent board that it w ould  be duly exam ined. The 

eagerness o f  labourers to avail o f  the proposed cottages is clearly ev id en ced  by the fact that, despite  

their relative poverty , som e labourers w ere w illin g  to take legal action  against the rural district 

council i f  their application  w as refused.

O ne particularly defiant applicant w as a lighthouse keeper in Londonderry N o .2 RDC w ho  

em ployed  a so lic ito r  to plead his case with the council. The so licitor asked the cou n cil to reconsider 

its decision  to  refuse the lighthouse keeper a cottage, as he and his fam ily  o f  seven  w ere liv ing  in 

intolerable conditions.^^ The council replied that he w as not a bona fide labourer nor w as he 

resident in the district, a fact challenged  by the so licitor w ho stated that the applicant did in fact 

work on a num ber o f  farms. The advantage o f  the co u n cillo rs’ intim ate local k now ledge w as  

highlighted at th is point, as they replied stating that they knew  the applicant w as a lighthouse  

keeper and under contract with the harbour com m ission ers, and therefore they w ould  take no 

further action.

O nce the representations had been exam ined and a d ecision  reached as to the final number 

o f  cottages to be provided, the cou n cil began to prepare the o ffic ia l schem e. The councillors for 

each o f  the electoral d iv ision s included in the schem e w ere appointed onto site com m ittees with the 

co u n cil’s architect or engineer'^^ as an ex -o ffic io  m em ber. Each site com m ittee set a suitable date 

and tim e to m eet and travelled  across their d ivision  se lec tin g  su itable sites on w hich  to locate each  

o f  the required cottages. A ll applicants had included an indication o f  their op inion  as to the m ost 

suitable site for their cottage on their representation form s and these locations form ed the starting 

point for the site com m ittee. A lthough, as Synnott points out, the leg isla tion  allow ed  cou n cils to 

accept representations from one labourer and then g ive  the tenancy o f  the cottage to another 

labourer, this w as a rare occurrence (S ee Section  6.4.1).^^ A s a result, the site com m ittee attempted  

to facilitate the w ish es  o f  the labourers as much as p ossib le , generally  se lec tin g  a site as c lo se  as 

possib le to their preferred option, i f  the com m ittee deem ed the proposed site to be unsuitable.

T he op in ion  o f  the site com m ittee w as not a lw ays accepted  at face value by the remainder 

o f  the cou n cil. In D unfanaghy R D , the site com m ittee appointed for C rossroads E D  informed the 

council that it did not consider it necessary to find sites as there w ere no labourers requiring

”  Labourers’ Cottages Correspondence, Londonderry N o.2 RDC 11* July 1912 -  22"“* Aug 1912 
(DCA, Labourers Cottages Collection, LABS/210)

Minutes o f  Londonderry No,2 Rural District Council, 13* July 1912, 10* August 1912 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/2)

Many councils had a resident architect, engineer or solicitor, but competitive tendering had to be 
used to select both the architect/engineer and solicitor for the labourers’ scheme, resulting in some changes in 
the councils’ personnel. Applications for tenders were invited at an early stage in the formulation o f  schemes 
for these appointees.

N.J. Synnott, ‘Housing of  the Rural Population in Ireland’, in Journal o f  the Statistical and Social 
Inquiry Society o f  Ireland, 1 1(84), 1903, p.227
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accommodation in its district. This was after representations had been received and approved, so 

naturally the council simply rejected the statement and requested a fresh report. The committee 

refused to reconsider the matter and the council was forced to appoint a new committee without the 

divisional councillors for the electoral division. Given the relative poverty o f Dunfanaghy RD, this 

was most likely a futile attempt to prevent extra costs being placed on the rates o f the Crossroads 

ED, but as all labourers’ cottages’ expenditure was to be levied o ff the entire rural district their 

decision would have had little effect.^’

V

'  'rtlKh V  i

Plate 6.1: OS Map annotated to show  proposed sites o f  Labourers Cottages, Dunfanaghy RD, 1909 (Source:

D C A , Ordnance Survey C ollection, O S/3/70)

Once the sites were selected and mapped by the architect or engineer (See Plate 6.1) the 

council posted notices or placed advertisements in the local newspapers, informing the district’s 

inhabitants that a scheme had been formulated and clarifying the areas which it encompassed. At 

the same time, notice was served on both the owner and occupiers o f  the lands selected for the 

building o f labourers’ cottages, informing them o f the council’s intention o f taking possession. The 

council directed the various site committees to communicate with the owners and occupiers o f the 

sites to establish if  it would be possible to purchase their premises by agreement. At this point 

various problems with the selected sites emerged, as the owners, occupiers and prospective tenants 

were given a chance to comment on the proposed scheme. The m ain issues which arose were

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 2"‘* Jan 1909 (D C A , Rural D istrict Council 
C ollection, R D C /3/1/15). Circular from the local government board setting the rural district as the area o f  
charge for all labourer’s cottages expenses is referred to in M inutes o f  Trim Rural District C ouncil, 14''' Oct 
1899 (M CA, Rural District Council C ollection, TR /1/1)
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seasonal flooding, ground which was too rocky to undertake building work, and sites which did not 

have, or were a great distance from, a water supply. These issues were investigated by the architect 

and where necessary alternative sites selected. In many cases the owners or occupiers o f the 

original sites offered alternatives sites or, from their greater knowledge o f the land in question, 

were able to suggest ways in which the site could be altered to remedy the issues.

While the architects were engaged in mapping, examining and re-mapping the plots on 

which the labourers’ cottages were to be built, they were simultaneously drawing up the 

specifications and plans for the cottages. The 1883 labourers’ act had laid down specific details for 

inclusion in the final cottage specification. After the act o f 1906 the local government board 

elaborated on these specifications, providing at least ten different sets o f model plans for the district 

councils’ use. O f these, model plans D and G appear to have been the most common, especially in 

Inishowen RD (Plates 6.2, 6.3, 6.4).^*

Plate 6.2: Model Plan D, Design for Labourer’s Cottage (Source: DCA, Labourers’ Cottages Collection, 

LABS/32)

Some authors have noted that the labourers’ cottages provided by the rural district councils, and the 

boards o f  guardians before them, were not in keeping with Irish vernacular architecture, but given 

that many o f the labourers were living in mud cabins it is unlikely that they objected to the break

Inishowen RD is one o f  the few in which the final plans and specifications used by the council have 
survived. Those which have survived are all o f  model plan D or G. For examples see Labourers’ Cottages, 
Inishowen RD, Model Plan D; Model Plan G (DCA, Labourers Cottages Collection, LABS/58, LABS/59, 
LABS/60; LABS/47, LABS/51, LABS/53).
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w ith architectural tradition.^^ In fact the only suggestion o f  any such disquiet on the part o f  the rural 

district councils or o ther locals, in relation to the foreign housing style being crea ted , was a 

resolution passed in A rdee N o .2 R D  to am end the plan o f  the roofs because the proposed  ‘lipped 

ro o f  was unsightly.''® H ow ever, this m ay well have been sim ply an expression o f  aestheticism  

rather than a real issue w ith the overall architectural form.

The 1883 labourers’ act stated that cottages were to  be built o f  stone w ith slated  roofs, 

though thatch was occasionally  perm itted. Each cottage w as to have a kitchen and at least two 

bedroom s, although the num ber o f  room s to be provided was dependent on the num ber and sex o f  

inhabitants for w hich the cottage w as planned. Each room  w as to have at least one w indow  and be 

a m inim um  o f  2.44m  high.'*' Each cottage was provided w ith its ow n privy; a feature linking this 

developm ent to contem porary  public health  and sanitation developm ents. The quality  o f  the houses 

built by the boards o f  guard ians, w hile far surpassing any pre-ex isting  labourers’ accom m odation  in 

Ireland, was subject to quite substantial criticism  from  various rural d istrict councils w ith in  a few 

years o f  their establishm ent. Issues arose relating to  the poor design and bad w orkm ansh ip  o f  some 

o f  the cottages, w hile accusations w ere also levelled at the arch itects and local governm ent board 

inspectors for failing to  take proper care w ith the location o f  the cottages.

M any o f  these criticism s w ere a direct result o f  inexperience on the part o f  the boards o f  

guardians, the architects and even the local governm ent board inspectors. The rural district 

councils, on the o ther hand, benefited from  their p redecessors’ m istakes, fo llow ing  the 

specifications o f  the labourer’s act, but m odifying details w here necessary. The local governm ent 

board also exam ined the problem s w hich w ere arising, an action w hich led to the form ulation  o f  

model plans to be utilised in the construction  o f  cottages under the 1906 act. The m ain features o f 

these plans w ere stipulations that the cottages should be built on dry south or south east facing 

slopes and that the finished surface o f  the ground floors should be at least nine inches above ground 

level. Under no circum stances w as the floor level to be low er than tha t o f  the ad jo in ing  road and 

the ground surface surround ing  the house was to slope aw ay from  the house i tse lf  D am p courses 

w ere to be installed in the houses and ventilation  was o f  param ount im portance w ith ‘air b ricks’ 

being strategically placed a long  the external w alls, w hile the cottages w ere to  be equipped  with 

additional outside half-doors.''^

These features w ere included in an attem pt to im prove the sanitary cond ition  o f  the 

cottages. G ood ventilation w as seen as vital in preventing diseases, w hile dam p conditions were

F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  
1919’, in Journal o f  Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, pp 287 -  306; A. Gailey, Rural houses o f  the north 
o f Ireland (Edinburgh, 1984); The Irish Builder and Engineer cited in F.H.A. Aalen, Ibid.

Minutes o f Ardee No.2 Rural District Council, 9* May 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, AR/1/1)

F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  
1919’, 'm Journal o f Historical Geography, 12(3), 1986, p.293

Specification for the Erection of Labourers’ Cottages under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  
1906, Plan D, Undated (DCA, Labourers’ Cottages Collection, LABS/334)
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known to accentuate diseases such as consumption. Fireplaces were to be included in each room, 

ahhough some rural district councils ignored this particular stipulation.

piHce'cf /n-fr in 
f n g i t  coitO Q eS

Plate 6.3: Ground floor layout o f  a Labourer’s Cottage from M odel Plan D (Source: D C A , Labourers’ 

Cottages C ollection, L A B S/32)

The walls were to be constructed o f  concrete in situ, concrete block, stone or brick and were to be 

at least 457mm thick.'*^ The remaining details depended largely on the style o f  cottage being built, 

and were listed in intricate detail in the specification for each plan, down to the number o f  coats o f 

paint the woodwork would receive.

All the labourers’ cottages were fully glazed, plastered and painted before the tenants could 

take up occupancy. Each cottage was equipped with a privy or pail closet and water barrel, 

ensuring that the councils’ responsibilities in relation to water supply and sewerage disposal were 

met. In addition the site o f  each cottage was to be fiilly fenced, with a gate properly hung which 

opened inwards."*^ As with the 1883 regulations, the size of, and number o f rooms in, each cottage 

depended on the number o f people the house was designed to accommodate. Labourers’ cottages 

were built in a variety o f styles, the single storey dwellings were built as detached, semi-detached

Minutes o f  Trim Rural District C ouncil, 30''’ Jan 1909 (M CA, Rural District Council C ollection, 
TR/1/12); F.H.A. Aalen, ‘The housing o f  rural labourers in Ireland under the Labourers (Ireland) A cts, 1883 
-  I 9 I 9 ’, in Journal o f  H istorica l G eography, 12(3), 1986, p.298

Specification for the Erection o f  Labourers’ Cottages under the Labourers (Ireland) A cts, 1883 -  
1906, Plan D , Undated (D CA , Labourers’ Cottages C ollection, L A B S/334)
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or terraced cottages, while another common style was a cottage with two attic bedrooms. Less 

common were the two storey semi-detached or terraced cottages.

K 3 I C N  FOR
c o t t a g e s

'• * .  O P

s« . ON . .M« A A
0*1 C O

Plate 6.4: Model Plan G, Design for Labourers’ Cottages (In Pairs or Ranges) (Source: DCA, Labourers’ 

Cottages Collection, LABS/34)

The architect was charged with deciding on the best model plan to use for each cottage, 

taking into account budgetary considerations, the prospective location o f the site and the tenant for 

which the cottage was being designed. Where possible the architect used the same set o f plans, and 

therefore the same specifications, for all the houses in one scheme, simplifying matters for the 

building contractors and, more importantly, reducing costs. Once the architect had chosen the 

plans, they were presented to the district council for its approval. At this point, variations crept into 

the standard plans, with items such as porches and metal door numbers being added by the 

councillors, while the number of rooms in each cottage was wholly dependant on the size o f the 

labouring family who were to be accommodated. Where the variations were substantial specific 

plans would be drawn up so as to avoid confusion between the architect’s requests and the 

contractor’s actions. Plates 6.5 to 6.10 illustrate the various styles o f houses built, with Plate 6.9 

providing an example o f a modified version o f one o f the model plans.
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Plate 6.5: Single Storey Cottage based on M odel Plan D, Stranorlar RD (Photo; Donna Cram psie, Oct 2007)

Plate 6.6; Cluster o f  Labourers’ Cottages o f  Single and Pair Style M odel Plan D Cottages, Stranorlar RD 

(Photo: Donna Crampsie, Oct 2007)
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Plate 6.7: Two Storey Cottages based on Model Plan G, Stranorlar RD (Photo: Frances Crampsie, Oct 2007)

Plate 6.8: Single Storey Cottages built in Ranges, Donegal Town RD (Photo: Bernadette McIntyre, Oct 2007)
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Plate 6.9: Specially Drawn Cottage Plan, Part o f  Scheme No. 4, Inishowen RD, 1913 (Source: DCA, 

Labourers’ Cottages Collection, LABS/64b)'*^

Plate 6.10: One o f  the most common forms Labourers’ Cottages appear to have assum ed on the landscape 

was this single storey cottage, Letterkenny RD (Photo: Dennis Cram psie, Oct 2007)

Note the sim ilarities with the cottage photographed from Letterkenny RD, See Plate 6.10
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6.2.2 Local Obstruction

Having finalised the representations, the sites to be taken and every detail o f  the cottage designs the 

rural district council sent a petition to the local government board requesting that they hold a local 

inquiry and give official sanction to the scheme. A local government board inspector was sent to 

the district to hold the inquiry and was charged with examining the minutiae o f  the proposed 

scheme, from the claims o f houses being unfit for habitation to whether or not the applicants were 

bona fide agricultural labourers, under the meaning o f the act. At the local inquiry the inspector had 

the pow er to reject representations and alter decisions made by the council, throwing out 

representations and sites as they saw fit. The date and time o f  the official inquiry was publicised in 

local newspapers and through notices posted around the district. Local owners or occupiers who 

objected to having their lands leased or purchased for the building o f labourers’ cottages could 

plead their case before the local government board inspector, in the hope that the erection o f a 

labourer’s cottage on their property would be stopped.

-o

4 . .

Plate 6.11; Local Government Board Inspector’s Report on the Sanitary Condition of Cottages Classified as 

Unfit for Human Habitation in which Applicants for Labourers’ Cottages were dwelling (Source: DCA, 

Labourers Cottages Collection, LABS/65)

These inquiries generated huge public interest as the state’s aim to improve its security 

through the provision o f sanitary accommodation for those who were in no position to improve 

their own dwellings did not m eet with universal approval or satisfaction at a local level. The 

objections raised by the landowners or occupiers to having their land taken for labourers’ cottages
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varied from  claim s that there w ere already sufficient labourers’ cottages on their land, to the fact 

that they did not em ploy labourers and objected to housing som eone e lse ’s. In an a ttem pt to prevent 

the council bu ild ing  cottages on their land som e ow ners and occupiers pointed to  o ther sites that 

w ould be m ore suitable, w hile som e o f  the landlords used the excuse that the land on w hich the 

cottages w ere to  be built was dem esne land and protected from  such purchase schem es. Q uestions 

w ere also raised about the app lican ts’ status as agricultural labourers and w hether they w ere o f  a 

good m oral character, as w ell as the suitability  o f  the proposed  site for build ing on. A ll these 

questions w ere designed  to  force the inspector to abandon the proposed  build ing altogether.

In som e cases, m em bers o f  the district councils’ ow n s ta f f  w ere com plicit in these attem pts. 

In negotia tions over a site in the possession o f  Sir O lphert, a D unfanaghy landlord, the M O H  

attended the local inquiry and gave evidence that the site w as in an unsanitary  state. Such evidence 

ran contrary to  his previous report to the council certify ing its sanitary condition. U nder cross- 

exam ination  he adm itted  that he had not been sum m oned by O lphert as a w itness, but that he had 

ju s t com pleted  his new  house sixty yards aw ay from  the proposed  site.**’ The lengths to w hich the 

M OH w ent to  preven t a labourer’s cottage being built ad jacen t to his new  property, risk ing the 

w rath o f  his em ployers and possible unem ploym ent, suggests the extent o f  feeling  against labourers 

am ong the con tem porary  population. Luckily for the M O H , in this instance the council sim ply 

requested an explanation  for his actions.”**

The energ ies expended by the rural district councillors in carefully  exam ining  applications 

and proposed sites, prior to the inquiry, w ere rew arded by the generally  low  num ber o f  prospective 

cottages declined  by the inspector, an issue w hich the local governm ent board was appreciative o f  

In a rare ac t o f  p raise the local governm ent board w rote to T rim  R ural D istrict C ouncil, stating  that 

they had ‘learn[t] w ith satisfaction  [that] the Council have exerc ised  a great deal o f  judgem en t and 

have taken m uch troub le  in [the] selection o f  s ite s’. The board also com m ented  on the scarcity  o f  

cases w here app lican ts w ere rejected  because they w ere not ‘bona fide agricultural l a b o u r e r s O n  

com pletion o f  the inquiry a provisional order was issued confirm ing  the schem e.

W hile in m any cases the sites selected by the rural d istric t co u n c il’s site com m ittees were 

purchased, o r taken  on long-term  leases, through agreem ent w ith  the ow ner and occupier,^® there 

w ere alm ost as m any w here agreem ent could not be reached and  com pulsory  purchase orders had 

to  be p laced on the land required. The sites on w hich agreem ent could  be reached w ere classified  as 

unopposed sites, w hile those w hich had to be com pulsorily  purchased  w ere classified  as opposed. 

In confirm ation  o f  the labourers’ cottages schem e the local governm ent board issued tw o separate 

orders to  re flec t the  d ifferent status o f  the properties. The com plex  w eb o f  Irish land ow nership

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 23'̂ '* Oct 1909 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/8)

Ibid, 13* Nov 1909
Minutes o f  Trim Rural District Council, 9* March 1901 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,

TR/1/2)
It appears from the research that where a field was let out to a tenant both the tenant and the 

landowner received compensation. The purchase money agreed on was divided between both parties and 
often the occupier received the same amount as the owner.
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came clearly to the fore in the negotiations surrounding these opposed and unopposed orders. In 

Milford RD the council had successfully negotiated the purchase o f an unopposed site with the 

occupier and the owner, Lord Leitrim, the local landlord. However, Lord Leitrim him self was a 

tenant o f  Trinity College Dublin and they refused to sanction the conveyance. As a result, the 

council was forced to enter into a second set o f negotiations on the same site, delaying the 

operation o f the scheme and incurring the cost o f having an inquiry held in Dublin to allow the 

college to put forward its case to the local government board.^‘

The owners and occupiers o f  the opposed sites could lodge an appeal against the 

compulsory purchase order on their property with the Privy Council which would schedule a 

hearing into the matter. Such cases were generally the preserve o f  the larger landlords who could 

afford the expense o f  hiring a solicitor and who could bear the legal costs if  their bid failed. The 

district councils were cautious about entering into such cases, often abandoning attempts to gain 

control o f  a plot if faced with the expense o f a Privy Council case. As a result, m uch deliberation 

was entered into before a case was brought before the Privy Council and in many instances where 

the district council was confident o f  success the land owner would subsequently remove his claim. 

In this way, few cases ever made it to the Privy Council hearings. However, it did act as an 

important safeguard for the labourers’ cottages schemes, ensuring that the costs o f  legal action 

would only be borne by the rates in cases where the council legitimately believed it would be 

successful.

The remaining opposed sites, at this point, were generally those which a compulsory 

purchase order had been placed on; the council and the owner and occupier having failed to come 

to a monetary agreement for the site. For this portion o f  the proceedings the council was forced to 

appoint an independent arbitrator to decide on the purchase money for the sites in question. Due to 

the conflict o f  interests that would have been inherent in the council choosing its own arbitrator, the 

local government board took responsibility for this appointment.^^ The arbitrator visited each site 

under consideration and heard representations from valuers, the council, and the owners and 

occupiers in question. W hen all the facts o f  the matter had been heard the arbitrator then set the 

level o f  compensation to be paid by the council to the owner and the occupier.

M inutes o f  M ilford Rural District Council, 8* Jan 1910 (D C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, 
R D C /7/1/10). Milford RDC w as not the on ly  district council to have requests refused by Trinity C ollege. 
During the First World War there w as a serious fuel shortage and many rural district coun cils attempted to 
persuade land owners to open their bogs for turf for the population. Trim RDC requested that a landlord 
named Gannon open his bog to the residents o f  the districts, to which he replied that the decision  was not his, 
but that o f  the head landlord, the provost o f  Trinity C ollege Dublin. Gannon assured the council that a 
petition from the residents, com bined with the exceptional circum stances o f  the period, w ould be sufficient to 
convince the landlord to open the bog. H ow ever, such optim istic expectations proved unfounded and the 
provost refused to open the bog under any circum stances. Minutes o f  Trim Rural District C ouncil, 12'*' M ay 
1917 (M C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection , TR /1/19)

Londonderry N o .2  RDC specifica lly  requested the appointment o f  a Mr. A. Stewart as arbitrator. 
The local governm ent board replied that it ‘w as contrary to their practice to appoint as an arbitrator under the 
Labourers Acts a gentlem an nominated by one o f  the parties im m ediately concerned’. M inutes o f  
Londonderry N o.2  Rural D istrict C ouncil, 10* A ug 1902 (D CA , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, 
R D C /10/1/1)
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The problematic nature o f the role o f the rural district councillors in keeping rates low, 

providing necessary local functions and not placing undue hardship on any individual within the 

district came to the fore during arbitration proceedings. Obviously, the lower the amount o f 

compensation granted to the owners and occupiers, the lower the am ount o f  money which would 

have to be expended on the overall labourers’ cottages schemes. However, the rural district 

councils were also keen to ensure that the owners and occupiers who had their lands taken were 

properly compensated. On more than one occasion, these concerns led to protests being lodged 

with the local government board, detailing the council’s surprise at the small amount of 

compensation granted and requesting that the arbitrator reconsider his d e c is io n .T h e  award o f the 

arbitrator was publicly announced through notices posted around the district and advertisements in 

the local papers. This was to ensure that no allegations o f  favouritism or corruption could be 

levelled at the council and that the compensation procedure was carried out in an equable and 

transparent manner.

While the wrangling over opposed sites was being conducted through the Privy Council 

and the arbitration inquiry, the council was simultaneously preparing the necessary finances to 

carry out the labourers’ cottages building scheme. After the opposed and unopposed labourers’ 

orders were issued by the local government board, the rural district council could officially request 

that the local government board sanction its application for a loan from the board o f works or the 

land commission.^'' This step appears to have been a m atter o f  formality as the local government 

board had already given its sanction to the formulation o f  the scheme. The local government board 

granted its sanction and informed the board o f works or land commission, which set about having a 

deed o f mortgage drawn up for the repayment o f the loan. Although the rural district councils could 

legally enter into loans for sixty years, the majority o f the loans issued for labourers’ cottages were 

for a period o f fifty years.

When the deed o f mortgage was issued to a rural district council it was signed and the 

corporate seal o f  the council affixed. The deed detailed the terms o f  the loan, the repayment period 

and interest rates, and confirmed the fact that by signing the deed the council were guaranteeing the 

prompt repayment o f  their loan in twice-yearly instalments. The loan was to be drawn down by the 

rural district council as it needed it, but the final instalment would not be sanctioned until the local 

government board inspector had examined all the cottages and certified their successful 

completion. W ith these arrangements and assurances in place the building o f  the labourers’ 

cottages could begin.

Londonderry N o.2 Rural D istrict Council, 8* Aug 1908, 14* N ov 1908 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1)

The 1903 land act allowed the land commission to form ulate labourers’ cottages schemes and 
present these to the rural district councils for completion. These schem es were funded directly through grants 
and loans from the land com mission, not from the board o f  works.
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6.2.3 Contractors and Construction

The rural district councils issued advertisements requesting tenders for the completion o f the 

labourers’ cottages schemes. The number o f  cottages to be built under any one scheme varied 

according to the requirements o f  each rural district, but there was generally too many for one 

contractor to undertake. As a result tenders were invited for each cottage separately, although the 

same contractor could successfully acquire multiple contracts. In some rural districts limits were 

placed on the number o f  building contracts which one contractor could enter into,^^ a technique 

designed to ensure that contractors did not unwittingly overburden them selves, jeopardising the 

speedy and successful completion o f  the building scheme.

The cost o f the erection o f  each cottage often proved to be a point o f conflict between the 

rural district councils and the local government board. The local government board did not set a 

maximum price for the provision o f  the cottages, but they did state that £170 was as much as they 

felt a council could justify  expending.^^ This figure, while sufficient in many rural districts, was 

only attractive to contractors where materials were easily sourced at a location close to the cottage 

site. If  material had to be transported any significant distance the costs that would be incurred 

prevented contractors from tendering for the work. Additionally, in areas where there was a 

shortage o f skilled labour and contractors, the contractors who were available could expect a higher 

level o f remuneration as the district councils had few other choices and there was little competition. 

In spite o f these problems, the local government board only allowed an increase in the proposed 

costs, when, after multiple advertisements for tenders had been issued, the council was still unable 

to find a contractor to undertake the work at the set limit.

This was not the case in all rural districts however, as some councils were able to set their 

own expenditure limit, lower than that set by the local government board. Londonderry N o.2 RDC, 

for instance, set the limit for single cottages at £150 each and for double cottages or cottages in 

ranges at £140 each,^^ but these were exceptional cases. The cost o f cottages increased throughout 

the lifetime o f the rural district councils, particularly from the onset o f  the First W orld W ar, when 

labour became scarce and inflation caused a huge increase in the price o f  building materials. By 

1924 the average cost o f  building a cottage in Navan RD had increased to £334, while the upper 

range extended to £360.^*

The procedure for entering into contracts was the same as that used for transport and public 

health related public works. The cheapest tenders were accepted unless there was evidence to

Minutes of Oldcastle Rural District Council, 23^‘‘ Dec 1901 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, OL/1/2)
“  Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 15* June 1907 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/15)

Minutes of Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 13*'’ March 1909 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/10/1/2)

Minutes of Navan Rural District Council, 19* Jan 1924; 7* June 1924 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, N/1/23). In 1920, the local government board claimed that the average cost of providing a cottage 
and plot was ‘not less than £450’, but costs of this magnitude were not found within the study area. 4 ^  
Annual Report o f the LGB, p.76
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suggest the work would not be completed properly at the price tendered for or if there were serious 

concerns about the solvency or general ability o f  the contractor. Direct labour was utilised in a 

small number o f  districts in the later years o f the councils. Although, this never really became 

widespread, due to the reduction in cottage building as a result o f  the war and also the fact that 

cottage construction necessitated the use o f  skilled labour. The successful contractors entered into 

bonds with the council and provided details o f their sureties, who were also compelled to enter into 

bonds. In order to signify that they were aware o f  the extent o f  the work they were employed to 

complete, the contractors also had to sign the specifications and plans for the cottages they had 

successfully tendered for.

The contracts entered into stipulated that the contractor would receive up to eighty per cent 

o f  the overall total o f  his contract in instalments while the construction work was being carried out 

to allow him to pay his em ployees and cover the cost o f  necessary materials. Ten per cent would be 

paid on com pletion o f the cottage to the satisfaction o f the council’s architect, while the remaining 

ten per cent would only be received six months after the completion o f  the cottage. This ten per 

cent was held to ensure that the contractor would fulfil his maintenance obligations, which ran to 

any defaults which occurred within the first six months after the cottage was completed. Before any 

payment would be made the contractors had to have their cottages insured under a jo in t policy 

between them selves and the rural district council for a period o f one year, for the entire amount o f 

their contract.^’

Time was o f  the essence in the building o f  the cottages and to prevent undue delays the 

contracts set the com pletion date as six months after the signing o f  the contract. After six months 

penalties would be placed on the contractors am ounting to one pound a week for every week 

completion was delayed, unless the delay was caused by inclement weather or causes outside the 

control o f the contractor. The sub-letting o f the contract was also strictly forbidden. The rural 

district council’s architect was to be given access to the site and the cottage at every stage o f its 

construction. During these inspections the architect would ensure that the correct materials were 

being used and that the contractor was following strictly to the plans and specifications prescribed. 

Any defaults in these m atters were to be rectified by the contractor, while any workers which the 

architect had found to be incompetent were to be dismissed by the contractor immediately.^®

Despite these regulations being widely publicised there were still contractors who entered 

into bonds with the council who for one reason or another were unable to complete their contracts. 

The weather was one o f the main causes o f this failure and when com bined with short winter days, 

the councils felt obliged to grant extensions o f between two and six months to the contractors 

adversely affected. The local government board disapproved o f  these actions, but the rural district 

councils were only too aware that it was cheaper to allow a short extension than to re-advertise for

Specification for the Erection of Labourers’ Cottages under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  
1906, Plan D, Undated (DCA, Labourers’ Cottages Collection, LABS/334)
“  Ibid
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fresh tenders. In Ardee N o.2 RD the cost o f  replacing a contractor who had to be dismissed 

amounted to £29 12s 6d.^'

Aside from the weather, the other main excuse used by defaulting contractors was a lack o f 

materials. One contractor in Dunshaughlin RD attempted to build two o f his cottages with brick 

instead o f the stone detailed in his contract, complaining that he was refused entry into the quarry. 

The council warned that there were plenty o f  stones in the district in other quarries, but he had still 

not progressed four months later. As a result the council ordered its solicitor to take proceedings 

against the contractor. In this instance, however, the contractor’s surety threatened to employ legal 

proceedings against the council if  he was not given an opportunity to complete the contract, before 

he was proceeded against. The contractor him self appealed to the council for an extension o f six 

months to finish the cottages, as he had already satisfactorily com pleted thirty four other cottages 

for the council. The effect o f  the appeal and the threat o f  legal proceedings resulted in the council 

eventually relenting.^^

In many cases, however, the contractor would not let relations deteriorate to the point 

where legal action was necessary. When faced with legal action many contractors were capable o f 

suddenly finding the missing m aterials and absent time to complete houses, suggesting that many 

contractors were able to finish punctually, but were quite happy to utilise as much time as the 

council would permit them. In spite o f  this, the majority o f cottages were com pleted within their set 

time frame, while many others were completed within one year o f entering into bonds with the 

council for completion. Before the architect would certify the work as com pleted, the contractor 

had to ensure that both the inside and the outside o f  the cottage were perfectly finished. To this end 

the contractor was compelled to ensure that there was a walkway around the cottage and a path to 

the exit, that the house itself was painted and that shutters were hung on the windows. The 

contractor also had to ensure that all building debris and rubbish had been removed, that the floors 

were washed and windows cleaned and that the gutters and down pipes were clear.^^

Once this was com plete, the cottages were ready for certification by the architect and 

inspection by a local government board inspector. Certification by the architect occurred as and 

when a cottage was completed, on receipt o f which the rural district council would issue the 

penultimate instalment o f  the contractor’s remuneration. When all the cottages in the scheme had 

been completed and certified the council would then request that the local governm ent board send 

one o f  its inspectors to examine the scheme. If  the inspector certified that the cottages were 

completed to the requisite standards the council would be issued the final instalment o f  their loan. 

With the practical and financial side o f the construction o f the cottages com plete the council could 

begin to install the new tenants in their cottages.

Minutes o f  Ardee N o.2 Rural D istrict Council, 10* Dec 1907 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, AR/1/4)

Minutes o f  Dunshaughlin Rural D istrict Council, 28* March 1905, 18* July 1905, 22"'* A ug 1905, 
29* Aug 1905 (MCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, DU/1/8)
“  Specification for the Erection o f  Labourers’ Cottages under the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, 1883 -  
1906, Plan D, Undated (DCA, Labourers’ Cottages Collection, LABS/334)
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6.3 Plots, Allotments and Additional Half Acres 

6.3.1 Additional Half Acres

In addition to building a cottage for each labourer, the labourers’ acts also specified that a half acre 

plot would be provided with each cottage. On reviewing the operation o f  the ac t’s provisions it was 

felt that a half acre was insufficient in many cases and the legislation was altered in 1892 to 

empower boards o f  guardians to provide additional half acres for the occupants o f pre-existing 

cottages and to allow them to formulate new schemes for cottages on plots o f  one acre. In order to 

benefit from this alteration o f  the legislation the occupants o f the cottages had to apply to the 

guardians, and later the district councils. Applicants for additional half acres had to prove that they 

had taken proper care o f  their cottage and existing land for the duration o f  their tenancy and explain 

why they needed additional land. The cost involved in purchasing or leasing additional portions o f 

land and the time involved in fresh inquiries, compulsory purchase orders and arbitration meant 

that the boards o f guardians were reluctant to exercise their new found functions. As a result it was 

left to the rural district councils to formulate the schemes for the purchase o f additional half acres.

The majority o f  the building schemes formulated by the rural district councils included 

schemes for the provision o f additional half acres, thereby combining the work and reducing the 

costs involved. At one o f  their earliest meetings the councillors o f  Drogheda N o.2 RD agreed to 

provide all deserving occupiers o f  cottages in the district with ‘an additional half-acre o f land’, 

further stating that all new cottages that were to be built ‘be allotted one statute acre’.̂ '* In spite o f 

the popularity o f  the new legislation among the occupiers, the rural district councils could not 

always provide new cottages on acre plots. On occasion the cost o f  land, the size and shape o f the 

plot previously purchased or simply the budgetary concerns o f  the district councils made it 

impossible to enter into negotiations for larger sites. However, these cases were the exceptions, and 

where cottages were built on sm aller plots in the early days o f the councils’ building schemes, the 

tenants were often granted an additional half-acre in subsequent schemes. Thus, by the abolition o f 

the rural district councils in 1925 the majority o f  the 48,000 labourers’ cottages built had been 

provided with additional half-acres.

The application procedure for additional half-acres was the same as that for cottages, but 

involved substantially less investigation and conflict with the landowner and occupier. A large 

number o f landowners and occupiers were happy to sell or lease an extra half acre for grazing or 

cultivation. The minutes include voluntary offers from many owners stating they would be happy 

to provide the council with an additional portion o f land if  requested. The reasons for this stance 

are unclear, but it does appear that landowners and occupiers preferred to give land for cultivation 

than land for building. One possible reason for its popularity, however, was the fact that as a result 

o f the manner in which prospective sites had been selected, sections o f the field not taken had 

become useless for the owner or occupier due to the awkward shape o f  the remaining portion or the

M inutes o f  Drogheda N o.2  Rural District Council, 3'̂ '* A ugust 1899 (M C A, Rural District Council 
C ollection, M /1 /I)
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fact that the field had been divided in two by the labourers’ plot. Another possibility is that local 

peoples’ objections centred around the housing o f  the labourer on their land, and they were 

therefore relatively unconcerned about increasing the amount o f  land which the labourer held, once 

the initial damage had been done.

6.3.2 Maintaining Plots Before and After Cottage Completion

The plots taken for the building o f labourers’ cottages were marked out before the contractors 

began work and were fenced at an early stage in the building o f the cottage. Tenders for the fencing 

o f the plots were often advertised separately from the actual building work and as a result the time 

o f fencing varied between rural districts, schemes and cottages. As soon as the plot was fenced the 

original applicants for the cottages could enter into agreements with the council to act as caretakers 

o f the plots. This allowed them to utilise the plots for grazing or cultivation while the cottage was 

being built. In exchange for this early entry onto their holding the caretakers were charged a 

nominal rent, which again varied according to rural district, but was generally in the range o f  3d to 

6d for a half acre and around Is Id  for an acre.^^

With the plot securely fenced and the caretaking agreement signed, it became the 

responsibility o f the caretaker to undertake any further maintenance work necessary on the plot of 

land. This issue raised considerable conflict between the local government board and the rural 

district councils as the councillors felt it their duty to employ contractors to aid caretakers in 

making sub-standard plots cultivable. This work included draining plots o f  land which were 

waterlogged or boggy, removing tree stumps from plots which had been forested and removing 

stones from particularly rocky plots. W hile the local government board initially ignored much of 

this work, it became stricter through time, threatening to surcharge the councillors with the amount 

expended in assisting such operations. The councils argued that since they had provided the plots 

they were responsible for this primary maintenance work but the local government board was not 

to be moved on the issue.

Operating as caretakers o f  their plots had huge benefits for the labourers who wished to 

begin cultivating their plots or who had purchased a cow or a few sheep or pigs, however it did 

have its disadvantages. Caretakers who were found to be remiss in their duties o f  caring for and 

maintaining their plots risked being refused tenancy o f  their cottages when they were built. 

Similarly, tenants who did not utilise their existing plots properly were unlikely to receive an 

additional half-acre. The proper utilisation o f the plots became an even more im portant issue during 

the First World W ar when the state was urging all landowners to cultivate their land to increase 

agricultural production to aid the war effort.

Exam ples o f  resolutions setting these costs are M inutes o f  Ardee No.2 Rural D istrict Council, 10* 
April 1906 (MCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, AR/1/4); Minutes o f  Londonderry N o.2 Rural D istrict 
Council, 11* Jan 1905 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1); M inutes o f  D rogheda No.2 
Rural District Council, H *  Dec 1899 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, M /1/1); M inutes o f  Trim  
Rural D istrict Council, 24* Feb 1900 (M CA, Rural District Council Collection)
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T o  th is  e n d , th e  g o v e rn m e n t d irec ted  th a t ru ra l d is tr ic t c o u n c ils  sh o u ld  co m p el th e ir  ten an ts  

to  cu ltiv a te  the  e n tire ty  o f  the  p lo ts  o r e lse  have  th e m  ev ic te d . In itia lly , m a n y  ru ra l d is tric t co u n c ils  

o n ly  o rd e red  th e  te n a n ts  to  c u ltiv a te  h a l f  th e ir  p lo ts , b u t as  th e  w ar p ro g re ssed  th e  co u n c ils  bow ed  

to  g o v ern m en t p re ssu re  and  o rd e red  the  fu ll cu ltiv a tio n  o f  all p lo ts . T h e  local ren t co llec to rs  w ere 

in stru c ted  to  in sp e c t ea ch  la b o u re r’s p lo t an d  rep o rt d e fa u ltin g  te n a n ts  to  th e  co u n c il. A ny ten an ts  

rep o rted  by the  re n t co llec to rs  w ho  d id  n o t co m p ly  w ith  th e  c o u n c il’s w arn in g  had  legal 

p ro ce ed in g s  tak en  a g a in s t th e m  fo r the  p o sse ss io n  o f  th e ir  co ttag e s .

T h e  c o m p u lso ry  c u ltiv a tio n  o f  p lo ts  d u rin g  th e  w ar ac ted  as  an  o p en in g  fo r  th e  in v o lv em en t 

o f  the ru ra l d is tr ic t co u n c ils  in th e  w id e r  a ren a  o f  land  c o n flic t an d  th e  p riv a te  a ren a  o f  land 

o w n ersh ip . W hile  th e  m a jo rity  o f  th e  landed  es ta tes  had  b ee n  b ro k en  up  u n d e r th e  v a rio u s  land  acts 

th e re  w ere  still so m e  lan d lo rd s  w h o  had  y e t to  se ll o u t th e ir  e s ta te s  to  th e  land  co m m iss io n  an d  th e ir  

tenan ts . In M e a th  e sp ec ia lly  m u c h  o f  th is  land w as rich  g ra ss lan d  an d  h o m e to  th e  la rge g raz iers 

an d  th e ir  ran c h es . L an d  held  in th is  fash io n  w as c lea rly  co n tra ry  to  th e  g o v e rn m e n t’s cu ltiv a tio n  

d rive  and  the  d is tr ic t co u n c ils  w asted  little  tim e in p ass in g  re so lu tio n s  p o in tin g  to  p a rticu la r  esta tes 

an d  req u e s tin g  th a t th e  M P s an d  th e  D ep a rtm en t o f  A g ric u ltu re  ta k e  th e  n ec essa ry  s tep s to  fo rce  the 

o w n ers  to  h av e  th e ir  land  c u ltiv a te d .^

O n e  o th e r  issue w h ich  invo lved  co n flic t b e tw een  th e  ru ra l d is tr ic t co u n c ils  an d  the  ten an ts  

th ro u g h o u t th e  life tim e  o f  th e  co u n c ils  w as th e  q u es tio n  o f  re sp o n s ib ility  fo r m a in ta in in g  th e  fences 

a ro u n d  the  p lo ts . W h ile  th e  ru ra l d is tr ic t co u n c ils  u n d e rto o k  th e  e re c tio n  o f  the  fen c es  re sp o n sib ility  

d ev o lv ed  on  th e  o cc u p ie rs  to  m ain ta in  the  fenc ing . A rr iv in g  a t th is  d ec is io n  in v o lv ed  m uch 

d iscu ss io n  an d  ev en  legal w ra n g lin g  w h ich  en d ed  w ith  th e  h ig h  co u rt d e fin itiv e ly  d e c id in g  th a t the 

re sp o n sib ility  fo r th is  m a in te n an c e  fell to  th e  occupier.^^ F en ce s  m a in ly  cam e to  th e  fo re  w hen  

issues o f  tre sp a ss  w ere  ra ised  by o ccu p ie rs . T h e  d is tric t co u n c ils  w ere  in reg u la r  rece ip t o f  

c o m p la in ts  from  te n a n ts  th a t th e ir  n e ig h b o u rs ’ an im als  h ad  w an d e re d  o n to  th e ir  p ro p erty , ea ten  all 

the  g rass  o r  d am ag e d  th e ir  c ro p s. O n  in v es tig a tin g  th e  m a tte r  th e  co u n c ils  w o u ld  n o tice  the 

o ffe n d in g  te n an ts  to  h av e  th e ir  b o u n d ary  fen ce  rep a ired  an d  p ay  c o m p e n sa tio n  to  the  n e ig h b o u rin g  

te n an ts  fo r any  d a m a g e  to  h is  p ro p e rty  o r crops.

R e p ea ted  fa ilu re  to  m a in ta in  th e  fen ces co u ld  re su lt in p e rm a n e n t ev ic tio n  from  the  co ttag e , 

as w as th re a te n e d  o n  on e  fam ily  w h o  rep ea ted ly  b u rn t an d  rem o v ed  th e  fen ce  b e tw e en  th e m se lv es  

an d  th e ir  n e ig h b o u r, so th a t th e ir  an im als  co u ld  tre sp a ss  ac ro ss  the  o th e r  la b o u re r ’s plot.®* T h is 

ex am p le  d o es h ig h lig h t th e  fac t th a t w h ile  th e re  w as c o n flic t b e tw e en  fa rm ers  an d  th e ir  labou re rs 

o v er th e  p ro v is io n  o f  la b o u re rs ’ co ttag e s , m ore  se rio u s  c o n flic t o f ten  a ro se  b e tw e en  n e ig h b o u rin g

^  M inutes o f  Trim  Rural D istrict Council, 4* Aug 1917 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, 
TR71/19)

This court case was taken against Strabane No.2 RDC in 1913. The decision o f  the high court was 
forwarded to every rural district council in the country by the local governm ent board. See Minutes o f 
Strabane No.2 Rural D istrict Council, 1912 - 1913 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RDC/8/1/7) and 
for circulation o f  the result M inutes o f  Edenderry No.3 Rural D istrict Council, 11* Feb 1913 (M CA, Rural 
District Council Collection, E/1/6).

M inutes o f  Trim  Rural D istrict Council, 27* Feb 1909 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council Collection,
TR/1/12)
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labouring families. Luckily, extreme cases like this destruction o f property were rare occurrences 

and the majority o f  tenants remedied defects in their fences as soon as they received notification 

from the council.

6.3.3 Controversial Use of Attached Land

Some o f the councils’ tenants came up with slightly more unusual methods o f  making use o f  their 

plots and additional half acres than simply cultivating or grazing them. An example within the 

study area was a labourer in Londonderry N o.2 RDC who requested permission to erect a flax 

scutching mill on his premises at a cost o f  about £150. The council, while not authorising the 

erection o f the mill, agreed not to object, provided the tenant agreed to abide by the provisions he 

set out in his application. These provisions included that the mill be built twenty perches away 

from the dwelling house and that the tenant would agree to remove it at any time on the request of 

the district council.^^

This rather unusual request did have a precedent from other buildings erected on labourers’ 

cottages plots throughout the country. Many rural district councils received requests for the 

erection o f workshops, sheds and byres for animal accommodation on labourers’ plots. W hilst the 

rural district councils were happy to sanction these, the local government board was not quite so 

easily convinced o f  the propriety o f  tenants, who held their land on a monthly tenancy, being 

permitted to erect permanent structures on their plots. The local governm ent board informed the 

councils that before they granted permission for these developments they should first inform the 

tenants that they were undertaking the construction entirely at their own risk. They further 

stipulated that no claim for com pensation for the additional buildings could be entertained by the 

rural district councils in the event o f  their being damaged or on the term ination o f the tenancy.

The relatively relaxed attitude displayed by the local government board and the rural 

district councils towards the erection o f additional buildings on the labourers’ cottages sites suggest 

that both bodies were o f  the opinion that while the tenancies were on a monthly basis, there was 

little likelihood o f bona fide agricultural labourers being removed from their plots, unless they 

actively breached their tenancy agreements. If  anything, the expending o f  money on the plot by the 

labourer would have acted as an additional assurance o f  the labourers’ intention to abide by their 

tenancy agreements.

6.3.4 Allotments for Town Dwellers

Under the 1883 and 1885 labourers’ act the boards o f guardians were em powered to provide 

allotments for people living in villages and towns who were interested in getting involved in 

agricultural activity either through cultivation or grazing. These powers were also transferred to the 

rural district councils on their establishm ent in 1899, although the councils were not responsible for

Minutes o f  Londonderry N o .2  Rural District Council, 14* Oct 1911 (D C A , Rural D istrict C ouncil 
Collection, R D C /10/1/2)
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people from the urban districts. Applications for allotments were dealt with in a similar manner to 

those for labourers’ cottages or additional ha lf  acres and like applications for additional half-acres 

were applied for under larger cottage building schem es to reduce expenses. While attempts were 

made to provide allotments close to the town in which the applicants were living, some rural 

district councils simply offered available plots anywhere in the district to interested urban dwellers. 

Twenty  one rural district councils had participated in this scheme by the end o f  March 1917, 

providing 607 allotments for the use o f  labourers from the coun try ’s towns and villages, accounting 

for 272 acres o f  land.™

6.4 Installing and Evicting Tenants

6.4.1 Selecting Suitable Tenants

Once the architect certified the completion o f  a cottage, the rural district council was in a position 

to select a tenant. Although the original applicants for the cottages had been made caretakers o f  the 

plots the council was under no legislative obligation to install them as the new tenants. As a result, 

the meetings convened to select the new tenants were well attended by all the district’s councillors, 

although in some rural districts these were a matter o f  mere formality as the divisional committees 

had already decided on the successful tenants. Alteration in labourers’ em ploym ent circumstances 

since they had first applied for a cottage were considered as were applications for cottages received 

since the scheme was first formulated. N ew  applicants whose houses were in a more dilapidated 

state than that o f  the original applicant were often given preference as were labourers with a large 

num ber o f  dependant children.

Any o f  the original applicants who were replaced in this way were left to form a waiting 

list with other deserving applicants, who had applied too late for inclusion in the scheme. 

Applicants for cottages were to be o f  good character and any m isdem eanours on the part o f  the 

original applicants since the formulation o f  the scheme would be held against them. Similarly, any 

caretaker who had not paid due care and attention to the plot, or who had allowed arrears o f  the plot 

rent to build up, would not be accepted by the district council. In som e instances the original 

applicants for the plot had died or emigrated or found alternative accom m odation  since first issuing 

their representation to the council, forcing the selection o f  new  tenants.

W hether the selection o f  the tenant was conducted by the local divisional committee or the 

rural district council as a whole, the agreement procedure was the same. Any person selected to be 

a tenant o f  a labourer’s cottage in the district had to perfect an agreem ent with the council before 

they could take up occupancy (See Plate 6.12). As with the contrac tors’ tenders the selected tenants 

had to provide tw o solvent sureties to the council who would remedy any dam age done to the 

cottage by the tenant and pay the arrears o f  rent if  the tenant fell behind or had to be evicted. The 

selected tenant then entered into a tenancy agreement with the council which detailed the amount

™ 45''' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.22
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o f rent to be paid and whether the tenancy was weekly or monthly. The agreement was signed by 

the tenant in the presence o f the clerk o f the council and either a councillor or member o f  council 

staff who acted as a witness. When the necessary signatures were in place the agreement was 

sealed with the stamp o f  the council.
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Plate 6.12: Tenancy Agreem ent entered into by Henry D onaghy with Inishow en Rural District C ouncil, 1904 

(Source: D C A , Labourers Cottages C ollection, L A B S/335)

Once all the relevant documentation had been completed, the clerk handed over the keys o f 

the cottages to the successful tenants, allowing them to take possession o f their cottages. In some 

niral districts the clerk would even accompany the tenants to their new accommodation and 

personally see that they were properly installed.^' Not all prospective tenants were happy to sign 

their agreements, however, further delaying their occupation o f  their new cottages and resulting in 

the councils threatening to give possession o f the cottage to other applicants. One possible reason 

for this stance was the fact that as soon as the tenants signed the agreem ent they became liable for 

the full amount o f  the weekly rent, while as long as they remained as caretakers they had the 

benefit o f  the plot at a much lower rent. Tenants who were not ready to move into their new 

accommodation would therefore have attempted to delay signing the agreement until they were

Minutes o f  Stranorlar Rural District Council, 4'*' Sept 1899 (D C A , Rural District Council C ollection, 
R D C /9/1/1)
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about to take up occupation . H ow ever, tenants w ho attem pted to take possession o f  their cottage 

w ithout having first signed the ir agreem ent w ith the council could  be, and w ere, charged with 

trespassing.

In addition , any tenan t w ho did not im m ediately take up residence in the ir cottage after 

signing the tenancy  agreem ent risked being replaced by another tenant for breach o f  contract. Some 

tenants pretended to  be in residence by ensuring they had a fire lit on rent collection  days, but other 

local people w ere quick to  report such breaches o f  contract. T hese tenants w ere noticed to take up 

fulltim e residence and have a fire kept in the prem ises. The rent co llector w as then  instructed to 

m ake random  visits to the property  to  ensure that the tenants w ere com ply ing  fully  w ith the term s 

o f  their occupancy.

6,4.2 Rent Collection and Collectors

In o rder to allow  the e ffic ien t paym ent o f  rents the council appointed  a rent co llector w ho would 

travel to each labou rer’s co ttage collecting the rent due. The rent co llector w as also responsible for 

inspecting the co ttages that he visited, reporting any problem s, defects o r tenant m isdem eanours to 

the rural d istric t council at the ir m onthly m eetings. T he d istric t councils o f  areas w here the board o f 

guardians or the local governm ent board had estab lished  labourers’ cottages schem es, prior to the 

creation o f  the rural d istric t councils, inherited the rent collectors o f  the ir predecessors. The 

rem aining councils w ere forced to advertise the position  before they installed their new  tenants.

As w ith m any o ther new  positions created under the rural d istric t councils, the successful 

applicant for the position o f  rent collector was often already em ployed  by the council in another 

guise. The council em ployee m ost likely to receive this role w as either the rate collector o r the 

om nipresent SSO.^^ H ow ever, there w ere districts w here separate ren t collectors w ere appointed. 

The rural d istrict w as d iv ided  into rent co llecto rs’ d istricts and a ren t co llector w as appointed for 

each. In m ost d istric ts these areas w ere coterm inous w ith the d ispensary  d istrict, m aking it a logical 

step to  appoin t the SSO , w ho w as already inspecting  dw ellings in the sam e area, to  the office o f  

rent collector. The successfu l appointees w ere com pelled  to  en ter into bonds and contracts w ith the 

council sta ting  tha t they w ould  lodge the total rent collected  w ith the cou n c il’s treasurer, m onthly 

or m ore frequently  if  the council required. The am ount o f  such bond varied , but it w as generally  in 

the region o f  £200 o r a percentage o f  the rent to  be collected.

The prom pt co llection  o f  rents by the ren t collector w as vital for the council, as the 

am ounts co llected  w ent tow ards their half-yearly  loan repaym ents. A s a result, the collector w as 

charged w ith ensuring  tha t large am ounts o f  arrears w ere not allow ed to build  up. T enants w ho did 

not pay the ir ren t in full and on tim e could be proceeded against for the arrears or possession o f  the 

cottage. The rent co llec to r w as expected to keep a note o f  all the tenants in arrears and present

By the time that some of the SSOs resigned they had to send in several different letters of 
resignation: one to the board o f guardians for their position as relieving officer; one to the rural district 
council under the public health acts for the positions o f SSO and dairies inspector or registrar; and one under 
the labourers’ acts.
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these with the rent collection books, and reports on the houses inspected, to each meeting o f  the 

council. Although the amount o f  arrears allowed to accumulate before legal action was taken varied 

between district councils, most resolved that more than a m onth’s arrears was unacceptable. This 

decision was reinforced in the minds o f  the councillors by frequent correspondence from the local 

government board requesting information as to why any amount o f arrears remained unprosecuted. 

The regularity with which proceedings against arrears occurred led many rural district councils to 

transfer their legal authority in the matter to their rent collectors, facilitating the speedier execution 

o f notices and the more efficient management o f  the cases. However, after 1914 this role was 

transferred to the councils’ solicitors, ensuring proper legal representation for the councils at court
73cases.

The responsibility for ensuring that arrears did not unduly accumulate was placed firmly in 

the hands o f the rent collector and many o f  the requests from the local government board 

requesting an explanation for large arrears were directed to a particular rent collector. The rent 

collectors o f  Trim RD were the worst offenders o f any within the study area. As early as 1901, the 

rent collector for the ‘N o.4’ district was ordered to submit a written explanation to the local 

government board, detailing why he had ‘allowed such a large am ount o f arrears as £59 15 3 to 

accumulate in his district’.’'* In this instance there was a perfectly logical explanation for the 

arrears, which was that the tenants had initially paid their rents quarterly and it was only in the 

previous few weeks that the collector had begun to collect the rents monthly.’^

There was a less acceptable reason for the large amount o f arrears accum ulated in the 

district o f  Collector Donegan. There the tenants actually complained to the district council about 

the inefficiency o f  Donegan, stating that they were now in arrears simply because the collector had 

not called at their cottages to collect the rent. Despite an initial warning from the council, 

complaints continued to stream in from the tenants claiming that he had not issued receipts for 

paying orders that they sent, that the receipts which he did issue were incorrectly dated and that in 

many instances he had not kept an account o f  the rent paid. The council sum m oned Donegan to 

attend a meeting where he was warned that serious action would be taken against him if  he did not 

improve.’^

O f course the rent collector could not always be blamed for the arrears which had 

accumulated within the collection district. Many tenants simply did not pay their rents on time. For 

some it was not a case o f  not being able to afford the rent, they simply did not pay until they were 

forced to, by the threat o f  legal action. The rents charged for the cottages were com pletely within 

the reach o f  an agricultural labourer; however, periods o f  unemployment or increases in the price o f

This order was made under the Courts (Em ergency Powers) Acts, 1914. M inutes o f  D onegal Town 
Rural D istrict Council, 12* Dec 1914 (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, RD C/2/1/1)

M inutes o f  Trim  Rural D istrict Council, 9* March 1901 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council Collection,
TR/1/2)

Ibid, 6*̂  April 1901
M inutes o f  Trim  Rural D istrict Council, 6* Jan 1917, 3̂ “* Feb 1917 (M CA, Rural D istrict Council 

Collection, TR/1/19)
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food and supplies could quickly reduce the amount o f money left for rent and some tenants 

genuinely could not pay their rents. In these cases eviction was the ultimate conclusion. To this end 

many tenants, both individuals and groups including labour unions, canvassed the rural district 

councils for rent reductions.

The rents set for the labourers’ cottages were affordable, most falling in the region o f Is 2d 

to 2s, per week, although some o f the better off districts, where labourers’ wages were higher, did 

charge up to and over 2s 6d per week. Rents for labourers’ cottages built by the rural district 

councils were higher than those set for board o f guardian cottages. This discrepancy was partly due 

to the higher construction costs during the lifetime o f the rural district councils, but it was also 

influenced by the new responsibility placed on every occupier to pay rates. Clause 52 o f the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, provided that the rents o f  existing tenancies could be reduced by 

the amount o f  the rates to be paid, resulting in an automatic decrease in the rents payable on the 

board o f guardian cottages by the amount o f the rate levied on the district.’^

The rural district councils were generally sympathetic to applications for rent reductions 

from the labourers when solid grounds for such decreases were put forward. One o f the main 

reasons suggested by the labourers was the age o f the cottages they were living in. This applied 

mainly to the pre-rural district council cottages and these tenants’ claimed that they had been 

paying the rent for such a long period that the purchase price o f the cottages had been paid off and 

they were therefore entitled to a rent reduction. Their case was made even more compelling by 

their utilisation o f  the fact that the older cottages were not as spacious or as comfortable as the 

newer cottages for which other tenants were paying the same rents. While the rural district councils 

resolved to allow a small rent decrease o f a penny or two in most o f  these cases, the local 

government board refused to sanction such reductions, calling the councils’ attention to the amount 

o f money expended in the upkeep and repair o f  the cottages. The local government board went so 

far as to suggest that an increase in rents should be passed by the council, given that in order to 

cover the overall costs o f the building and maintenance o f  the earlier labourers’ schemes rents in 

excess o f 3s 3d would have to be paid weekly.’*

The only alteration to this policy o f the local government board’s occurred where tenants 

could not be found for cottages at the rents charged and the district councils were considering 

selling the cottages to recoup their expenditure. O f the 133 labourers’ cottages built in Donegal 

Town RD, fourteen o f  the cottages had remained unoccupied for a substantial period o f time and 

almost fifty o f  the remaining 119 tenants were in arrears. On being threatened with surcharges at 

the next district audit if the council did not take matter in hand, the council decided to sell the

’’ ’’  L ocal G o v ern m en t (Ire land) A ct, 1898, 61& 62 V iet. c. 37 , C lause 52. T he issue o f  responsib ility  for 
pay ing  the ra tes on  th e  lab o u rers’ co ttages w as contentious. T he rural d is tric t councils fe lt th a t they  should be 
allow ed  to  co v er th e  first instalm ent o f  rates due by  the labourers, as they  w ould  only  be becom ing 
accustom ed  to  pay ing  the rents, but the local governm en t board  refused. O n receip t o f  appeals from  the 
councils the local go v e rn m en t board th reatened  to surcharge the councillo rs fo r the am ount o f  the rates if  
they persisted .

M inu tes o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 17* Feb 1917 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C ollection ,
T R /1 /19 )

277



unoccupied cottages. The local government board was dissatisfied with the plan, but realising that 

there were few other options open to the council they sanctioned a rent decrease o f  2d per week, 

leaving the weekly rent o f  a cottage at Is.^^ This appears to have significantly altered the situation 

as the arrears improved and the cottages were gradually re-inhabited.

The gap between the rents charged and the cost o f  the provision and maintenance o f the 

cottages was an issue which came increasingly to the fore in the post First W orld W ar period, a 

time when demands for decreased rents were mounting. The local government board was adamant 

that rent decreases should not be allowed, especially given the increased wages which agricuhural 

labourers were receiving. To combat future calls, it issued new regulations clearly stating that a 

minimum rent would be set for all new developments based on a percentage o f  the capital 

expenditure o f between two and three and a half per cent. This action reduced the power o f  the 

rural district councils to set cheap initial rents, especially as the cost o f  providing a cottage had 

increased threefold.*”

This percentage system was also utilised to calculate the wages o f  the rent collectors, 

basing their overall wages on a percentage o f the rents which they had collected. This left the rent 

collectors in a vulnerable position when tenants applied for and received rent reductions. A 

reduction in the total am ount to be collected in a district resulted in a simultaneous reduction in the 

collectors’ monthly wage. As a result, each decrease in rents was met with an application from the 

rent collectors for an increase in the percentage rate at which their wages were calculated. In 

general, applications from the rent collectors were rarely refused, presumably due to the necessity 

o f having people whom the council could trust in such responsible positions. One notable exception 

to this rule was a Collector Lynch in Londonderry No.2 RD. Lynch requested an increase in his 

percentage to ten per cent, stating that he would otherwise ‘be obliged to resign’. The council 

accepted his resignation and re-advertised the position at five per cent. The successful applicant 

was the then SSO, Jam es Buchanan.*'

The rents charged on labourers’ cottages, then, were a contentious issue causing conflict, 

not just between the councils and their tenants, but between the councils and their staff and 

between the councils and the local government board. The central-local conflict which emerged 

through the rent issue highlights the differing priorities o f the two arms o f  the state. The local 

government board was intent on ensuring some form o f return on the money expended by the state 

on the building o f  labourers’ cottages, while the rural district councils were determ ined to give the 

labourers the best tenancy term s possible, making the most o f  the social housing provided by the 

state.

”  Minutes of Donegal Town Rural District Council, Jan 1915 -  9* Oct 1915 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/2/1/1; RDC/2/1/2)

48"" Annual Report o f  the LG B,p.7S
Minutes of Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 12* March 1904, 9* April 1904 (DCA, Rural 

District Council Collection, RDC/10/1/1)
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Interestingly, the issue o f further burdening the rates by decreasing rents is absent from 

most o f  the councillors’ debates, presenting one o f two possibilities. The first is that the rural 

district councils really did have the welfare o f the labourers at heart and were attempting to provide 

for them in the best possible manner. The second is that with the repeated broadening o f the 

definition o f an agricultural labourer and with the steadily increasing number o f cottages provided, 

the rural district councils were creating a strong base o f  occupiers and therefore ratepayers, who 

felt indebted to their local councillors. By further reducing the rents, it is likely that the councillors 

were hoping to win over the vote o f  this small but increasingly influential group o f  voters. When 

the extended networks o f  kinship and labour unions are taken into account this minority became a 

strong and influential group, whom it was vital for the councillors to please.

6.4.3 Unruly Tenants

Although the councils may have been attempting to attract the vote o f  the labouring community 

generally, they were in no way lenient with labourers who abused the terms o f  their tenancy 

agreements. Labourers who were successfully selected as tenants were responsible for the proper 

upkeep and maintenance o f their cottages and plots. The regulations for occupancy laid down in 

Navan RD stipulated that the walls and ceilings o f  all the cottages were to be thoroughly dusted 

and limewashed once each year at Easter. Cottage tenants were also to refrain from placing flower 

boxes on stone window sills as doing so stopped the ‘free access o f  air and sunlight to the lower 

part o f  the window sills’, resulting in the decay o f the wood o f  the frames and sashes. The 

regulations further prohibited the storage o f potatoes, corn, chaff or lumber under the bedroom 

floor boards and the use o f the privies and earth closets ‘for any purpose except that originally 

intended’.*̂

Tenants were expected to behave in a proper and moral manner, which would not 

inconvenience or disturb neighbouring families or farmers. Such stipulations were mainly designed 

to minimise the conflict between the labourers and the landowners and occupiers, whose plots had 

been taken to provide the cottages. To this end, the maintenance o f  the boundary fences 

surrounding the plots was o f utmost importance, because it prevented animals belonging to the 

tenants destroying crops or damaging the grazing land o f  the neighbouring farmers (Section 6.3.2). 

Tenants who allowed their animals to repeatedly trespass on their neighbours’ property could be 

evicted.

Serious occurrences o f  human misdemeanours were rarer but necessitated more urgent 

action. Tenants who were wilfully causing damage to their cottages had proceedings for possession 

taken against them immediately. Although this was a logical step, ensuring that further damage was 

prevented and reducing the amount o f money to be expended on repairs, there were often 

complicated circum stances which needed to be considered. One such instance was the case o f  Mrs

Regulations for Occupants of Labourers Cottages, 1915, (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
N/1/15)
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Jane Balfe, tenant o f  a labourer’s cottage in Trim RD. The rent collector reported that her husband 

had broken seven panes o f glass in the windows o f  the cottage in a drunken row with M rs Balfe 

and her family, and that there were arrears o f  rent o f  16s outstanding on the property.*^

Despite the terrible position which Mrs Balfe was in, the council had no option but to order 

that proceedings be taken against her for possession o f  the cottage and plot. However, this strict 

adherence to procedure and lack o f  compassion on the part o f the district council was mediated 

slightly at the following meeting. Mrs Balfe wrote pleading with the council to allow her ‘another 

few days for the rent’ as her husband was ‘very poorly’. This appears to have given the district 

council the excuse they needed and they relented, resolving not to execute the decree for possession 

as the tenant’s husband was ‘dangerously 111’.*“* This dramatic deterioration o f  M r Balfe’s 

condition, in the space o f  a few lines in the minutes, suggests that the council were exercising 

diplomatic economy with the truth for the local government board’s benefit. In order to allow a 

defaulting tenant to remain in possession, the council exaggerated the extent o f  her husband’s 

illness in an attempt to gain the local government board’s sanction o f  their decision not to evict.

Alcohol appears to have been the cause o f the majority o f  com plaints received by the 

council from other locals about the tenants. In Inishowen RD the local campaign to rid the district 

o f  poteen making resulted in the council’s receipt o f a threatening anonym ous letter from the Malin 

Head area. The correspondent claimed that the cottage let to John Roger Doherty o f  Carnm alin was 

being used for the sale o f  poteen whiskey which was ‘destroying the place’. The letter concluded 

by warning the council that if  they did not put a stop to the m atter ‘the foundation stone o f  the 

cottage [would] be turned on to p ’. The council ordered that the rent collector inquire into the matter 

and warn the tenant that proceedings would be taken against him if he did not desist.*^ Complaints 

o f  this nature received from members o f  the public went a long way to ensuring that the occupiers 

o f labourers’ cottages were not engaging in immoral or reckless behaviour. Naturally, the tenants 

were aware o f the dates on which the rent collector was due to collect the rents and as a result 

everything in and around the cottages would have been put in order pending his arrival and 

inspection. As a result it was hugely difficult for the rent collector to garner an accurate picture of 

everyday cottage life.

However, not all o f  the complaints received by the councils from concerned members of 

the public were accurate, regardless o f how well respected or important the com plainant was. This 

is perhaps best illustrated by a com plaint received by Drogheda N o.2 RDC from a local priest. Rev. 

P. Ballesty, o f  Duleek wrote to the council calling their attention to the m atter o f  a tenant o f  one of 

the labourers’ cottages. The priest claimed that tenant allowed the young boys and girls o f  the 

neighbourhood to assemble in his cottage ‘frequently and regularly for the purpose o f  dancing,

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 3'̂ '* Oct 1914 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/17)

Ibid, 14* Nov 1914
Minutes of Inishowen Rural District Council, 8* Nov 1920 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/5/1/12)
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drinking, etc. and to  rem ain  there until very late at n igh t’. The council responded to the priest 

im m ediately, s ta ting  that the issue w ould have ‘their serious a tten tion ’ and they inform ed the tenant 

that if  he did not im m ediately  discontinue the practice he w ould be served w ith notice to quit his 

premises.** In teresting ly , the  priest subm itted a second letter to  the  next m eeting  o f  the council, 

apologising to  the  tenan t for the letter he had sent and trusting  tha t the  tenan t w ould ‘suffer no loss 

by it’.*̂  D espite a lack o f  explanation  for this change o f  heart, it w ould seem  that the accusations 

against the tenan t had  been disproved  in the interim .

W hat is perhaps m ost interesting about this encounter is the m anner in w hich the council 

reacted to the p rie s t’s com plaint. U nlike the o ther com plain ts detailed  above, there was no 

investigation into the veracity  o f  the p riest’s report before the council threatened eviction, they 

sim ply accepted  his account and took  im m ediate action. T his w as one o f  the few  accounts found in 

the m inutes, w ith in  the study area, w here the religious authorities actively  intervened in the day to 

day operation  o f  the  district councils, but it does aptly illustrate the pow er w hich the church could 

hold over the local authorities.**

It also  suggests that the m orality  o f  the population  w as an issue w hich was o f  great 

im portance to  both the state and the church. W hile the church w as concerned about m orality  o f  the 

soul the state w as concerned that its population w as living a m oral life. A m oral population m eant a 

population w hich w as not engaged in any licentious behaviour such as gam bling, drinking or 

fornication, acts w hich w ere dangerous to  the health and w ell-being  o f  the population. By this 

reasoning, an im m oral population  w as an unhealthy population  and an unhealthy population was a 

d irect th reat to  state security. In th is way the co-operation  betw een the rural d istric t councils and 

the church could  be view ed as a sym biotic relationship w here the church utilised political bodies to 

enforce m orality  and the state used the church’s pow er over the m oral life o f  its citizens to ensure 

state security.

6.4.4 Notice to Quit

Any tenants w ho w ere found guilty  o f  subletting, dam aging  property , allow ing  their anim als to 

trespass, fa iling  to  keep the ir plots properly fenced, or unruly and im m oral behaviour could be 

evicted  ju s t the  sam e as those w ho w ere unable to pay the ir rent. A ny tenants in arrears o f  more 

than one m o n th ’s ren t had proceedings taken against them  to recover possession o f  their cottages 

and plots. T he notice  w hich they received inform ing them  o f  th is decision  by the council was 

know n as a ‘no tice  to  q u it’. The offending tenants w ere then given a period  o f  tim e to  pay the ir rent 

arrears or repair the dam age to  the cottages before they w ould actually  be evicted.

Minutes o f Drogheda No.2 Rural District Council, 14* Dec 1899 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, M/1/1)

Ibid, 11*̂  Jan 1900
** The Clergy were also involved in the divisional committees formed to examine representations for 
labourers’ cottages schemes and were often also to be found on the sites committees. The extent o f their 
influence on these committees is never discussed, but, based on their influence on other aspects o f Irish life, 
it was likely to have been considerable.
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The warrant for the eviction o f a tenant was applied for by either the council’s rent 

collector or solicitor and was issued through the petty sessions. In some districts the RIC refused to 

execute the warrants, informing the council that they would have to appoint and pay a bailiff to 

handle the eviction procedure,*’ but in most districts one o f the local sub-sheriffs w ould take 

responsibility for the eviction. In order for the eviction to take place, either the rent collector, 

another member o f the council staff or one o f the councillors had to be in attendance to take over 

possession o f the cottage from the evicted tenant.’”

Even after eviction some ex-tenants continued to cause trouble for the district councils as 

they forcibly attempted to regain possession o f their cottages. Such behaviour appears to have been 

particularly prevalent in the final years o f  the Donegal Town RDC, where the civic guards were 

repeatedly called upon to forcibly remove ex-tenants who were continuing to reside in their 

cottages. The efficiency o f  the newly-formed civic guards was brought into question in these cases 

as they initially replied to the council stating that they had visited the cottages on several occasions 

and found no evidence o f  any such activity. A subsequent inspection by the council’s rent collector 

found that the cottage doors had been broken into and the guards were again requested to 

investigate the matter, this time taking the precaution o f making night raids.”

While the removal o f  people with infectious diseases from their houses to the local fever 

hospitals, discussed in the previous chapter, was a hugely contentious issue, this total displacement 

o f entire families appears to have been more readily accepted. There is no evidence in the minutes 

that suggests that the councils were concerned or unwilling to evict tenants who did not pay their 

rents and there is certainly no evidence o f  any central-local conflict arising from the rural district 

councils being forced to do the work o f  the state. In fact, the councils appear to have enforced the 

details o f  the labourers’ tenancy agreements without any real need for intervention by the local 

government board.

The apparent apathy o f  the rural district councils to the pain and suffering they were about 

to inflict on their evicted tenants is suggested by some o f the dates and times that evictions were 

scheduled for. Many evictions occurred in the depth o f winter in December, January and February, 

while one particularly cruel case was the eviction o f  a tenant at mid-day on Christmas Eve o f  1900. 

O f course, there were cases where the evictions were stopped, as in the case o f  Mrs Balfe above, 

and in other cases evictions were postponed at the last minute when a m ember o f  the family was 

too ill to be moved,’  ̂ but these cases were the exceptions and appear to have been approved by the 

local government board.

Minutes of Stranorlar Rural District Council, 5* March 1900 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/9/1/1)

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 18* May 1901 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/2)

Minutes of Donegal Town Rural District Council, 26* April 1924 -  14* Feb 1925 (DCA, Rural 
District Council Collection, RDC/2/1/10)

Minutes of Oldcastle Rural District Council, 10* April 1905 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, OL/1/4)
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It is difficult to reconcile the picture o f the rural district councils which appears from an 

analysis o f the eviction procedure with that which emerged from every other aspect o f  rural district 

council administration. Perhaps their apathy towards the evicted tenant stemmed from the fact that 

evictions were and had been a commonplace occurrence in Ireland for centuries and that the 

councils were sim ply following in the footsteps o f tradition. However, a more plausible suggestion 

is that when it came to outright abuses o f the system the rural district councillors were intolerant of 

people who attempted to take advantage o f their fellow citizens and o f state generosity. Labourers 

who were not paying their rents, who were causing destruction to their property, or who were not 

occupying the cottages they were provided with, were placing an undue burden on the rates and 

preventing more deserving labourers from getting accommodation. One final explanation could be 

that the rural district councillors, aware o f  the conflict between farmers and labourers and the 

jealousy which was aroused by the state’s accommodation o f labourers, were careful not to excite 

local unrest by permitting blatant abuses o f the system.

6.5 Aging Tenants and Cottages

6.5.1 Replacing Tenants and Competition for Cottages

As tenants were evicted, left the area, or died, openings arose for new tenants. The selection of 

replacement tenants was perhaps the most contentious issue to face the rural district councillors, in 

the early years o f  the labourers’ cottages schemes at least. While the selection o f the original 

tenants was sim plified by the application procedure for the scheme, the selection o f replacement 

tenants was a much more competitive affair. When a cottage became vacant the council issued an 

advertisement and posted notices stating that applications for the tenancy o f  a vacant cottage would 

be considered by the council. The location o f the cottage, the last date for receipt o f  applications 

and the date and time o f  the meeting were all included on the notice.

Like the meetings at which the initial tenants were selected, the meetings where new 

tenants were selected were well-attended, particularly by the councillors from the electoral 

divisions under discussion. To avoid conflict, some rural district councils did utilise their divisional 

committees to trawl through the raft o f  applications and recommend the most suitable applicant to 

them. The divisional committee were warned to ensure that the new tenants were bona fide 

agricultural labourers o f good moral character. In spite o f  this clear instruction, a trend began to 

appear at an early date o f the councils replacing deceased tenants with their spouses or eldest 

children, regardless o f their status as agricultural labourers. In some districts, elderly labourers 

actually began to request that the cottage tenancy be altered to installing the name o f one o f their 

children as the cottage tenant. In this way a tradition o f cottage inheritance was beginning, much to 

the chagrin o f the local government board. The board warned the councils against cultivating the 

belief that the tenant’s children or spouses had an inalienable right to accommodation after the 

death o f  the labourer, reminding them o f the definition o f  a labourer. However, there was little the
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local government board could do when the council informed it that the child or partner were 

themselves labourers within the terms o f  the acts.

Troubling as this trend was, the local government board faced an even more problematic 

trend as the competition for cottages in the early stages o f  the schemes declined in tandem with the 

increase in the number o f  cottages. In response the various rural district councils began to admit 

non-agricultural labourers to the occupancy o f cottages, where no suitable agricultural labourer 

could be found. National school teachers, farmers, the widows and children o f deceased tenants not 

employed in agriculture and the councils’ own employees were among those most commonly 

accommodated by the district councils. In some cases the councils attempted to use the labourers’ 

cottages for the accommodation o f  families who were not labourers, but whose houses had been 

deemed unfit for habitation. The district councils did provide that all these tenancies were on the 

understanding that only one w eek’s notice to quit would be given to the tenant should a genuine 

agricultural labourer apply for the cottage.

The local government board repeatedly informed the offending councils that such action 

was illegal under the terms o f  the act, despite the notice conditions imposed by the councils, and 

even threatened legal action. Such action was never taken, within the study area o f  this research, 

presumably because the local government board actually preferred to have some form o f weekly 

remuneration rather than allowing the cottage to lie vacant, succumbing to the effects o f  damp and 

cold.

The discussion o f  issues which were contrary to the spirit o f the labourers’ acts led to 

lengthy debates about two categories o f  tenants: rural district councillors and landlords. As a result 

o f  the alterations made to the qualifications necessary to stand as a local representative under the 

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, labourers were entitled to stand for and be elected. In both 

Donegal and Meath two per cent o f  the rural district councillors elected were labourers (Section 

3.3) and were therefore entitled to apply for a labourer’s cottage. Obviously, the political propriety 

o f allowing councillors to apply for the tenancy o f cottages which they had caused to be built was 

open to question. A court case occurred in Kilmacthomas RD where a councillor was fined for 

being in occupation o f  a cottage and disqualified from membership o f the council for seven years. 

However, this conviction was overturned by the Kings Bench which ruled that a councillor who 

met the requirements o f  the acts should be allowed to become a tenant without disqualification.”

One other more com plex issue arose when a tenant o f  a labourer’s cottage purchased a 

house in the district. In Trim the tenant o f  a house wrote to the council asking whether a labourer’s 

cottage tenant could legally become a landlord. The council referred the matter to its solicitor, who 

stated that nothing in the act actually precluded a tenant from becoming a landlord, but that the 

cottages were designed to provide accommodation for a person who was unable to gain sanitary

C ase quoted in M in utes o f  Stranorlar Rural D istrict C o u n c il, 4'*' June 1900  (D C A , Rural D istrict  
C ou ncil C o llec tio n , R D C /9 /1 /1 ). R eversa l o f  prev iou s co n v ictio n  quoted Ibid, A pril 1901 .
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accommodation by any other means.®'* The council made no recommendation on the matter, 

suggesting that it decided to allow the new landlord remain as tenant. Given that this discussion 

arose in 1916, when there was a shortage o f  labourers in many districts as a result o f army 

recruitment for the First World War, it can be presumed that the council preferred to allow a 

dubious tenant remain, rather than attempt to find a replacement.®^

6.5.2 Improvement Schemes and General Repairs

The work o f  the rural district councils in relation to the actual cottages and plots did not end with 

the installation o f  the first tenants. Although the tenants were responsible for the general repair and 

upkeep o f the cottages, they could not be expected to remedy problems which arose as a result o f 

poor workmanship, poor site location or serious repairs necessitated because o f the age o f the 

cottage. Instead, the rural district councils took responsibility for these issues, which they addressed 

through the medium o f  improvement schemes. An improvement scheme was the term given to a 

scheme formulated by the rural district council to improve the condition o f pre-existing cottages 

and encompassed all the necessary repair work. The definition o f  an improvement scheme appears 

to have broadened through time to include the building o f new cottages and the provision o f 

additional half-acres or allotments, although this may simply have been a result o f the councils’ 

incorrect use o f the term.

Improvement schemes were formulated at an early stage in the lifetime o f many rural 

district councils to take into consideration ways o f  remedying the defects which had appeared in 

the earliest cottages, built by the boards o f guardians. The worst offenders in these instances were 

the cottages which had been built under the guidance o f  the local government board inspectors, 

who appear to have spent little time examining the sites on which the proposed cottages were to be 

built. Inspector Kelly was responsible for the building o f  labourers’ cottages in Strabane N o.2 and 

Stranorlar RDs, buildings which presented more problems to the rural district councils than they 

remedied. As early as Novem ber 1899 Strabane N o.2 RDC was already receiving complaints from 

tenants about the poor state o f their cottages.®^ In Stranorlar RD, the local government board was 

forced to sanction the district council’s request for a rent decrease, as the site chosen by Kelly for 

some o f  the cottages was over a cut-away bog and therefore uncultivable. In addition, the sites were

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 5* Feb 1916, 18'’’ Feb 1916 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, TR/1/18)

While the competition for cottages decreased rapidly during the 1910s, certain cottages had been 
impossible to rent out even since the days of the boards of guardians. A request from a tenant in 1898 in 
Kells RD, then union, was so astonishing that it made its way to the pages of the local newspapers in 
Donegal. The tenant claimed that the house was haunted both day and night. On investigation, the relieving 
officer determined that there was in fact a resident female ghost in the cottage who made her presence known 
by moving a chair ‘mysteriously’ from place to place! The D eny Journal, 10* Aug 1898, p.5. Sadly the 
minutes of Kells Board of Guardians for this period have not survived.

Minutes of Strabane No.2 Rural District Council, 7* Nov 1899 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/8/1/1)
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over a quarter o f  a m ile aw ay from  a spring  and repairs had to  be undertaken on the ceilings and  the 

drains in and around the co ttages, before they could be let.^’

M any o f  the co ttages built by the boards o f  guardians fared little better under the 

judgem en ta l eye o f  the  rural d istric t councillors. H ow ever, w ith the g u ard ians’ cottages the sites 

appear to  have been m ore carefully  chosen and, as a result, the m ain issues w ere actual 

im provem ents to  the design and proportion  o f  the cottages, such as the erection  o f  additional room s 

to allow  the m ore spacious accom m odation  o f  the labourers’ fam ilies. The co ttages built by the 

rural d istric t councils had the advantage o f  extra funds and the benefit o f  the  experience acquired 

through the boards o f  guard ians and as a result im provem ent schem es w ere less com m on. One 

problem  w hich did ex ist th roughou t all the  rural d istricts in both D onegal and M eath was the issue 

o f  sm oking  chim neys. A lm ost every report m ade by the rent collectors detailed  a num ber o f  

chim neys w hich did not draw  properly  and, as a result, the cottages w ere being  filled  w ith sm oke. 

N o t only w as this unhealthy , it w as also  destroy ing  the fresh paintw ork on the in ternal walls.

W hile the sm oking ch im neys w ere a d irect flaw  in the m anner in w hich  the cottages w ere 

constructed , the contractors could  not be blam ed as they had follow ed the instructions o f  the 

various architects and in later years the plans laid dow n by the local governm ent board itse lf  To 

rem edy the problem , the councils advertised  for tenders for the repair w ork  and the successful 

con tracto r was charged w ith  im proving the draught. The nature o f  the w ork  w as such that m any 

contractors w on the tender by o ffering  a price for the w ork, but p rom ising  not to request 

rem uneration  unless they w ere successful in rem edying the fault.

The other m ain repairs necessitated  to  the cottages w ere caused by w eather and age. 

Storm s w ere one o f  the m ain causes o f  dam age to labourers’ cottages w ith slates being blow n o ff 

roofs and, in particularly  severe instances, glass panes being blow n out and broken. The aspect o f  

the house could also w reak havoc in poor w eather if  the m ain cottage door w as facing in the 

d irection o f  the storm . To th is end, m any o f  the rural d istric t councils began erec ting  porches on the 

fronts o f  existing co ttages to  act as a ‘w ind-screen’, insulating the co ttages from  the w eather. As 

the cottages grew  older, m ore serious repairs w ere needed w ith dam p causing  floorboards to rot in 

the cottages built before dam p courses w ere com pulsory, w hile the o lder m asonry  and cem ent grew 

w eak necessitating  structural repairs. The houses also began to  require repain ting , re-glazing and 

re-roofm g.

In order to preven t the business o f  the rural d istrict councils being  m onopolised  by 

com plain ts from  tenants about the state o f  their cottages, the m ajority  o f  councils appointed 

contractors to undertake all the necessary  repair w orks. The councils’ a rch itects w ere given pow ers 

to instruct the contractors on b eh a lf o f  the council, thus reducing the length  o f  tim e elapsing  

betw een a problem  being  reported  and action being taken. The arch itects w ere, how ever, 

answ erable  to the councils for any sum s expended in this m anner, ensuring  tha t m oney w as not

Minutes o f  Stranorlar Rural District Council, 2 2 " ‘‘ Oct 1899, 4* Dec 1899 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/9/1/1)
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spent on frivo lous issues w hich could have been rem edied  by the tenants them selves. The 

contractors appoin ted  to undertake these jobs w ere selected  in the usual m anner through the 

advertisem ent o f  tenders and the signing o f  bonds. M ost contractors w ere appoin ted  for a period o f  

betw een three and five years, although the rural d istric t councils retained som e o f  the better 

contractors right through to  the councils’ abolition.

These im provem ent schem es w ere funded in the sam e m anner as the build ing schem es, 

w ith the term s attached to the loans m irroring the term s o f  the counc ils’ pre-existing  loans. 

T hrough the form ulation  o f  these im provem ent schem es, the councils w ere able to repair structural 

defects w hich, i f  left unaddressed, w ould have gradually  led to  the total deterioration o f  the 

cottages. The prov ision  o f  these schem es, then, explains the resilience o f  the cottages to the effects 

o f  age and w eather, allow ing the district councils to m aintain the num ber o f  cottages they had built. 

In no rural d istric t in the study area w ere cottages w hich w ere built by the rural district councils 

decom m issioned  or abandoned because they had deteriorated  to a po in t o f  being unfit for hum an 

habitation, a lthough this w as unfortunately the case w ith a sm all num ber o f  the guard ians’
98cottages.

6.6 Political Turmoil, Postponements and Price Increases 

6.6.1 Increasing Costs and the Introduction of the Tenant Contractor

As w ith the transport and public health w orks o f  the rural d istrict councils the costs o f  having any 

w ork undertaken relating  to the labourers’ acts increased dram atically  as a result o f  the First W orld 

W ar. The increase in prices w as m ainly dow n to a lack o f  labour as there w as a m ass exodus from 

the local w orkforce to  the better paid, if  potentially fatal, jo b  o f  a soldier. Supplies o f  m aterials 

such as w ood and iron becam e scarce as the governm ent requisitioned  all available m aterials for 

the w ar effort. The rural d istric t councils w ere also unable to acquire funds as the governm ent

stopped all grants fo r capital expenditure and refused to  allow  the councils to  apply for a loan on

the open m arket.

The first ev idence o f  these restrictions on the labourers’ co ttages functions o f  the  rural 

d istric t councils w as the declin ing m om entum  in the form ulation  o f  labourers’ cottages schem es. 

From  1906 onw ards, the councils had form ulated one labourers’ co ttage schem e and im provem ent 

schem e after ano ther, w ith one schem e not being form ally com pleted  before plans w ere put in place 

for the next. H ow ever, w ith the onset o f  the w ar and the stoppage o f  grants, schem es w hich w ere in 

the process o f  form ulation, and even som e o f  those w hich had been sanctioned by the local

In fact the only real reduction that occurred in the number o f labourers’ cottages within the districts 
of the study area occurred as a result o f rural district council cottages being transferred to a neighbouring 
urban district as the town boundaries were enlarged. See Ballyshannon and Inishowen RDs where some of 
the labourers’ cottages were transferred to Bundoran UDC and Buncrana UDC respectively. Correspondence 
relating to Labourers’ Cottages transferred from Ballyshannon RDC to Bundoran UDC, Copy of Resolution 
passed 5* July 1915 (DCA, Labourers’ Cottages Collections, LABS/336) and Minutes of Inishowen Rural 
District Council, 9* Oct 1916 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/5/1/10)
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government board, were abandoned. Those cottages which were already under construction were, 

however, allowed to continue. As a result there was a gradual decline in the number o f  cottages 

being produced for the first year or two o f  the war, but by 1917 building work had been completed 

almost everywhere.

With the end o f  the war and an end to borrowing restrictions many o f  the rural district 

councils immediately reissued petitions for confirmation o f  postponed schemes to the local 

government board. Throughout 1919, postponed schemes were renewed. Applications were 

reviewed to take into consideration any changes in the status o f the applicants since 1914, and 

earlier, and fresh tenders were issued. The average cost o f  cottage building had increased threefold 

during the war and therefore fresh calculations o f  costs were necessary.

While the onset o f  the War o f  Independence had little immediate effect on the labourers’ 

schemes, the stoppage o f  grants by the British government had a more drastic effect and, once 

again, the building o f  labourers’ cottages stalled. This second disruption lasted throughout the 

remainder o f the W ar o f  Independence and the Civil War in some areas, although in most areas it 

marked the conclusion o f  the building work o f the rural district councils.’  ̂ After the Civil War, 

many rural districts canvassed the Free State government to issue grants for labourers’ cottages, but 

these were not forthcoming on any large scale at least. Improvement schemes were sanctioned to 

undertake necessary structural repairs and in a minority o f  districts some cottage building was 

funded, but not on the scale o f  previous schemes. Thus, the onset o f  the First W orld War marked 

the beginning o f  the end o f  the revolutionary social housing project that was the building o f 

labourers’ cottages by the rural district councils.

Although capital expenditure was totally prohibited during the First W orld War, smaller- 

scale urgent repairs could be sanctioned. The problem with this was the lack o f  contractors or direct 

labourers available or willing to undertake the works in question, a problem compounded by the 

fact that those who were available refused to undertake the work for the amount o f  money offered 

by the councils. To com bat this problem and prevent the cottages falling into disrepair and decay, 

the rural district councils began to appoint the tenants o f the cottages to act as their contractors. 

This precedent actually began in most districts with tenants who had grown impatient with the 

lengthy delays for repairs offering to complete the works themselves at a nominal fee or simply 

requesting to be refunded the material costs. On realising that the local government board had no 

objections to this, the rural district councils began to utilise these tenant contractors on a regular 

basis. In this way the painting, re-glazing, fencing, roof repairs and even the modification o f  some

^  Navan RDC appears to be the only rural district within the study area in which cottages were 
completed under the Free State government. Dunshaughlin RD is the only other possibility, but the surviving 
records of the council do not detail labourers’ statistics making it impossible to make a conclusive statement 
on the matter.

The labourers’ cottages functions o f the rural district councils were taken over by the board o f health 
and public assistance in 1925 and they continued to undertake labourers’ cottages building schemes, but not 
to the extent of the rural district councils. For more information on the role of later local authorities in cottage 
building see N. Brennan, ‘Building Homes for the Rural Labourers o f Donegal’, in Donegal Annual, 52, 
2000, pp 45 -  52
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sm oky chim neys w ere conducted  at relatively little cost to  the council and to the com plete 

satisfaction o f  the tenants.

6.6.2 Soldiers’ Cottages

There was one o ther type o f  state-funded housing built in the rural districts during the lifetim e o f  

the rural d istric t councils, bu t it was outside o f  their control. An act o f  parliam ent in D ecem ber 

1919 em pow ered the  com m issioners o f  public w orks to provide cottages w ith or w ithout plots and 

gardens for the accom m odation  o f  ex-soldiers. The term  so ld ier included any person w ho had 

served in the naval, m ilitary or a ir forces during the w ar. T he funds for this build ing w ork were 

m ade available for th ree years after the passing o f  the act and the cottages w hich w ere built w ere to 

be m odelled on th ree sets o f  plans, superior in nature to  those used by the rural district councils. 

W ithin the first y ear 7,702 applications had been received from  ex -se rv icem en .'”’

6.6.3 Serving Two States - The Plight of the Rent Collectors

W hile the F irst W orld W ar m ay have had a serious effect on the build ing  and repair o f  labourers’ 

cottages, the W ar o f  Independence and the Civil W ar had a larger effect on the labourers’ cottages 

personnel o f  the d istric t council. Londonderry N o .2 RDC w as forced to  insure its rent collector 

against the ‘risk o f  losing m oney by theft’ '°^  as it had rem ained loyal to the English local 

governm ent board. A s a resu lt any m oney w hich w as co llected  from  the cottage inhabitants was 

lost to the local governm ent departm ent o f  Dail E ireann, and it had little hesitation in allow ing its 

forces to retrieve it by any m eans possible. M eanw hile the rent books o f  m any districts were seized, 

along w ith the council m inutes, by either the B ritish or Irish forces, during the W ar o f  

Independence, as both sides a ttem pted to  prevent the o ther from  gathering  inform ation about the 

operation o f  local governm ent. Less activity occurred during  the C ivil W ar but the rent collector in 

D onegal T ow n R D C  w as arrested  by the arm y authorities for som e unspecified  suspicious activity 

during the period.'®^

The jo b  o f  the rent collector was therefore both dangerous and difficult, but o f  vital 

im portance to the  sm ooth  operation  o f  the labourers’ co ttages functions o f  the rural district 

councils. I f  the  councils w ere uncertain that their rent collectors held the sam e political view points 

as them selves they quickly had them  rem oved from  their office, rep lacing  them  w ith a loyal 

appointee. H ow ever, the rent collectors w ere not alw ays to rn  betw een B ritish and Irish or betw een 

treaty and anti-treaty; they w ere som etim es torn betw een d istric t councils.

U nder the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) A ct o f  1919, the state ordered the am algam ation o f  

the sm aller N o .2 and all the N o .3 rural districts w ith one o f  the ir neighbouring  districts, inside the

101 /ifjfjual Report o f  the LGB, p.79
Minutes o f  Londonderry No.2 Rural District Council, 20* Nov 1920 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/10/1/2)
Minutes o f Donegal Town Rural District Council, 1923 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 

RDC/2/1/9)
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county  b o u n d a r y . A s  a resu lt, S trabane N o.2  RDC w as am algam ated w ith S tranorlar RD and the 

s ta ff  from  Strabane transferred  to  Stranorlar. S trabane N o.2 RD had never p ledged allegiance to the 

local governm ent departm ent o f  Dail E ireann and w as one o f  only tw o districts in C ounty D onegal 

(Londonderry N o.2 being the o ther) w hich w ere still in d irect com m unication  w ith the local 

governm ent board. O n being inform ed o f  its im m inent dem ise, the council petitioned the local 

governm ent board to  hold  an inquiry into the m atter and have it reconstitu ted . R epeated  attem pts 

failed, but the local governm ent board  eventually  agreed, allow ing S trabane N o.2  RD to be 

recreated and renam ed L ifford  RD. H ow ever, its new  existence w as to  be short-lived  as Donegal 

County Council refused to  acknow ledge it as an adm inistrative entity, ignoring its correspondence 

and estim ate and d e m a n d s . W h i l e  th is was ongoing, S tranorlar R D  had been attem pting to 

adm inister the local governm ent functions o f  its new ly acquired territories w ith in  Strabane No.2 

RD.

How this political w rangling  affected  the personnel o f  the council is aptly  illustrated by the 

rent collectors o f  S trabane N o .2 /L iffo rd  RD. On the initial abolition o f  S trabane N o.2  RD the rent 

collectors w ere transferred  to  S tranorlar RD, but still retained their rent co llection  districts. They 

collected the rents, deposited  them  w ith the treasurer o f  S tranorlar RD and attended  d istrict council 

meetings. H ow ever, w ith the reconstitu tion  o f  S trabane N o.2 RD as L ifford  RD the council 

sum m oned its old ren t co llectors to  attend its m eetings and lodge the rents from  the d istric t w ith its 

treasurer. On hearing this, S tranorlar R D  forbade the ren t co llectors to attend at the new  council’s 

m eetings. The rent collectors, unsure o f  w hat action to take, ‘continued to  d isobey the ir duties as 

best they could under the c ircum stances ... [and] held over lodgem ent o f  co ttage rents pending a 

reply from Dail Ei r eann’. O n  receip t o f  a response from  the governm ent, they arrived at the 

m eeting o f  S tranorlar R D  and lodged the rents w ith the treasurer o f  the RD. Such w as their 

uncertainty about how  they w ould  be received by the council that they b rought a so lic ito r with 

them  to explain their case.'®’

The confusion and obvious concern  o f  the rent collectors h ighlights the turm oil that was 

caused during the period w hen Ireland w as answ erable to tw o states. The period w as one o f  

uncertainty w hen em ployees o f  councils w ere forced to  decide betw een local loyalties and shared 

past experiences or the ir political beliefs and national allegiances. The actions o f  these tw o rent 

collectors in continuing to  co llect the rents, although they w ere unable to  decide w here the money 

should be lodged, h igh ligh ts how  seriously  the co uncils’ em ployees took the ir jo b s  and partly 

explains why local governm ent in Ireland m anaged to  w eather the sto rm s o f  the W ar o f  

Independence and C ivil W ar. The funds collected by rent collectors like the tw o above were

Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1919, 9&10 Geo.V c. 19, Clause 7. The clause stated that any rural 
district with a population o f less than four thousand and a rateable valuation of less than twenty thousand 
pounds should be amalgamated with an adjoining rural district within the county.

Minutes o f Strabane No.2 Rural District Council, 25* Jan 1921 -  31®' Jan 1922 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/8/1/14)

Minutes o f Stranorlar Rural District Council, 6'*’ Feb 1922 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/9/1/7)
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responsible for allowing repair work to be carried out on the cottages most in need during this 

period when no other form o f  funding was forthcoming from either o f  the two states.

6.6.4 Labourers’ Cottages under the Free State

With the final conclusion o f the Civil War, the Free State government could begin to focus their 

attention on returning the country to normality, and the rural district councils began to do the same. 

If the minutes from before the First World W ar were examined and compared with those from 

1924, it would appear that local government life had continued smoothly for the ten year period, 

except for the fact that, at some point, the local government board had been replaced by the local 

government department. A researcher unfamiliar with Irish history could easily be forgiven for 

assuming that the m omentous events o f  the previous decades had not occurred; such was the extent 

o f the return to normality.

The replacem ent o f  the local government board with the local government department was 

a smooth transition, and the conflict which had existed between the councils and the board was 

simply transferred to the local government department, especially in relation to rent decreases. The 

local government departm ent was adamant that the tenants o f cottages planned before the war, but 

only being built in the early 1920s, would have to pay increased rents. The rural district councils 

were equally adam ant that, having been kept waiting for almost a decade for accommodation and 

having been caretaking the plots and paying a weekly rent for all o f that period, the tenants who 

were about to finally take possession could not be charged more than tenants who had been 

accommodated under the same scheme, ju st ten years previously.

As the conflict between central and local remained the same, so to did the manner in which 

the rural district councils dealt with their tenants. Navan RDC evicted a tenant from a cottage 

because he was not in permanent occupation, despite the tenant’s explaining that he was ill and was 

temporarily residing with his daughter. The council could not determine that this was more than a 

short break in occupancy especially as the tenant also claimed that his son was coming home to live 

with him and they would be permanently resident in the cottage once more, but the council 

proceeded with the eviction.'”® Complaints from tenants about the state o f their cottages also 

continued and even increased, presumably due to the small number o f  repairs which it had been 

possible to carry out during the war period. Having said that, the types o f repairs necessitated 

remained the same. By the abolition o f the rural district councils in 1925 a certain amount of 

cottage building was underway, repairs were being made and central-local conflict had resumed. In 

short the labourers’ cottages functions o f  the rural district councils had resumed normality and were 

fully operational, before the councils’ abolition and the transfer o f  their labourers’ cottages 

functions to the board o f health and public assistance.

Minutes of Navan Rural District Council, T’ March 1924 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
N/1/23)
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6.7 Conclusion

The functions o f the rural district councils in relation to the provision o f labourers’ cottages and 

plots resulted in a revolution in the standard o f  living o f  agricultural labourers throughout Ireland. 

In a very short period the rural district councils had successfully provided sufficient cottages to 

accommodate all but a small minority o f  the country’s labourers. This fact is evidenced by the huge 

reduction in competition for labourers’ cottages throughout the period and the necessity o f  letting 

cottages to non-agricultural labourers, despite the disapproval o f the local government board. The 

labourers’ cottages provided by the rural district councils were a vast improvement on the 

labourers’ pre-existing accom m odation, and indeed the cottages built by the boards o f guardians. In 

fact, this social housing policy often led to labourers being accommodated in dwellings equal, and 

superior, to those belonging to the local farmers and landowners.

The provision o f  labourers’ cottages with an acre or half acre plot, not only improved the 

living condition o f  the labourers and their families, it also allowed labourers a small amount o f 

independence from the farmers that employed them. Before the labourers’ acts labourers were at 

the mercy o f whatever treatment their em ployer meted out to them. Objections or com plaints led to 

unemployment, homelessness and in many cases starvation. However, the provision o f  labourers’ 

cottages and plots provided the labourers and their families with secure accom m odation, as long as 

they paid the rent, and enough land to keep hens or ducks, grow a crop or graze a cow, ensuring 

that labouring families had some form o f  food supply or marketable goods even through extended 

periods o f unemployment.

The building o f  these labourers’ cottages could not have been undertaken without the 

grants and favourable loan term s provided by the state. In order to create this housing revolution, 

the British state provided huge sums o f  money at very low interest rates and altered existing 

legislation to aid the speed o f  the uptake o f  the provisions by the Irish local authorities. A total o f 

£9,072,689 11s Id was authorised to Irish local authorities through the land com m ission and the 

board o f works, between 1883 and 1920, the vast majority o f  which was issued post 1898.'°^ This 

enabled the local authorities to erect over 48,000 cottages, a total representing ten per cent o f 

Ireland’s housing stock when the Free State government assumed power in 1922,” ° sixty six per 

cent o f  which had been built by the rural district councils.

The effect o f  this large-scale building project on the Irish landscape was immense. Gone 

were the mud-cabins and hovels o f  the labourers and in their place, detached and semi-detached 

cottages and terraces, sim ilar in design and specification, providing excellent accom m odation, even 

if  they were not in keeping with the vernacular architecture o f  the period. Such was the extent o f 

the labourers’ cottages schemes, however, that it could be argued that their introduction onto the 

landscape influenced the future evolution o f  Irish vernacular architecture as many o f  the privately-

109 ^gth Report o f  the LGB, p .77
T. Fahey, ‘H ousing and Local G overnm ent’, in M. Daly (ed) County and Town: One Hundred Years 

o f  Local Government in Ireland  (Dublin, 2001), p .123
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ow ned houses built subsequently  w ere m odelled on the m ore successful designs o f  the labourers’ 

cottages. In addition , the belated issuing o f  governm ent grants tow ards a rtisans’ dw ellings in the 

larger tow ns and c ities led to  the creation o f  urban streetscapes w hich  m irrored  those o f  sm all rural 

villages, as m any o f  the terraces or ranges o f  artisans’ dw elling  fo llow ed closely the model plans 

developed for the provision o f  agricultural labourers’ cottages. The result is an im m ediately 

recognisable form  o f  housing w hich has becom e synonym ous w ith early  tw entieth  century Irish 

rural and urban architecture.

H ow ever th is  evolution o f  the Irish landscape could not have occurred  w ithout the tim e and 

energy expended  on the form ulation  o f  the labourers’ cottages schem es by the rural district 

councils. The state had m ade provisions for the building o f  labourers’ cottages from  1883, and the 

main problem s inheren t in the initial legislation had been rem edied by 1892. H ow ever, in spite o f  

these changes, th ere  had been only a lim ited uptake o f  the funds available by the boards o f  

guardians. This legislation  w as transferred, w ithout alteration, to the  rural district councils in 1898, 

but w ith m arkedly  d ifferen t results. The m ajority o f  rural d istric t councils began their careers as 

local authorities, by attem pting  to regain control o f  their labourers’ cottages functions, w here they 

had been assum ed by a local governm ent board inspector, and in itiating labourers’ cottages 

schem es for th e ir d istricts. By 1925 there w ere a total o f  1,509 labourers’ cottages in D onegal, 

com pared w ith around nineteen in 1899, w hile in M eath there w ere 2,749, com pared with 

approxim ately  1,252 in 1 8 9 9 ." '

The rural d istric t councillors did not sim ply delegate their authority  to their em ployees. 

They w ere personally  and practically  involved in every aspect o f  the schem es. The councillors 

made represen ta tions on b eh a lf o f  w orthy labourers, actively suggested  and inspected prospective 

sites and w ere involved in negotiations w ith the landow ners and occupiers. They also attended the 

local inquiries and  w ere responsible for selecting the cottage tenants. This close involvem ent, 

com bined w ith th e ir  understanding o f  the needs o f  each locality, as a d irect result o f  their, 

som etim es lifelong, residence in the electoral division, resulted  in the developm ent o f  schem es 

w hich reflected  the  contem porary  housing needs and requirem ents o f  their electoral divisions.

T he in troduction  and sustained support o f  this new  departure in social housing by the state 

involved a varie ty  o f  rationales and techniques o f  governm entality . The m ost obvious is a 

continuation o f  the them e o f  the previous chapter, the protection  o f  state security. Labourers were 

the low est econom ic group in Irish society in the late n ineteenth  and early  tw entieth  century and 

their standard  o f  accom m odation  w as reflective o f  that status. By im proving the living conditions 

o f  the labourers the  state w as effectively rem oving m uch o f  the th reat o f  disease posed by their 

poor accom m odation  and lack o f  proper sanitary facilities, enacting  an im m ediate im provem ent in 

the health and w ell-being  o f  labourers and their fam ilies. C urta iling  the incidence and spread o f  

disease am ong one population cohort w ould have a sim ultaneous, beneficial effect on disease

It is impossible to give accurate figures for 1899 as statistics for the number of cottages built are 
according to union not district and few o f the minutes detail how many labourers’ cottages were in their 
district prior to the handover to the rural district councils.
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prevalence in the remainder o f the population. Thus, through the provision o f  sanitary 

accommodation for the Irish labourer, the state was attempting to protect the advances which had 

been made in public health and sanitation generally, thereby increasing the security o f  the state, 

through the creation o f  a strong and healthy population.

Compelling as the above argument is, it can not explain why legislation which was so 

clearly beneficial to the security o f  the state was initially introduced only in Ireland and not in the 

rest o f  the United Kingdom. N either can it explain why the legislation focused solely and 

specifically on rural agricultural labourers, when the squalor o f the overcrowded, unventilated, 

unsanitary accommodation o f  the urban slums posed a far greater risk to public health and the 

security o f  the state. These two issues, when combined, can only be accounted for in the light o f  the 

state’s attempts to alter the Irish political situation and once and for all to appease the Irish to their 

position as part o f  the United Kingdom o f  Great Britain and Ireland.

As with the land acts and constructive unionism more generally, the labourers’ acts can be 

viewed as an attempt to convince the Irish population o f the advantages which would accrue to 

them through their peaceful acceptance o f  the provisions o f  the Act o f  Union. It is also highly 

likely that the improvement o f  labourers’ living conditions was an attempt to distance this small yet 

significant minority from the other sectors o f Irish society with whom they had joined to force a 

measure o f home rule for Ireland. In providing houses for the accom m odation o f  the Irish 

agricultural labourer, the state was no doubt hoping to at least dampen the labourers’ political 

fervour and direct involvement. In addition, by allowing and actively encouraging the compulsory 

purchase o f  land from landowners and occupiers, it can be suggested that the state was hoping to 

accentuate the pre-existing tensions and conflicts between the landless and the landed, forcing a 

split in the land league and home rule movements. The labourers’ acts in this context can be seen as 

technique o f liberal governmentality which aimed to quell Irish unrest though the removal o f  at 

least some o f the support and unity and thus momentum o f  the home rule campaign.

While this overall aim was ultimately unsuccessful, as evidenced by the creation o f  the 

Free State in 1922, the labourers’ acts, when taken in conjunction with the land acts, did reduce the 

level o f  state resistance by the Irish population for a period. Despite the failure o f the overarching 

aim o f the rationale o f  governmentality inherent in the plan to provide every Irish agricultural 

labourer with a good standard o f  living, the labourers’ acts, under the rural district councils, did 

bring about a revolution in living conditions in Ireland. The rural district councils provided 

sanitary, spacious, comfortable accommodation for almost 32,000 Irish families, between 1899 and 

1925, a feat which substantially improved the security o f  the state, through the creation o f a strong 

and healthy population. The loyalty o f  the Irish, it would seem, always remained more with their 

nationalistic ideals and aims for self-governm ent than with the welfare schemes offered by the 

British state, however beneficial.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

ACCUMULATION OF ADDITIONAL FUNCTIONS THROUGH

TIME

7.1 Introduction
The preceding chapters o f  this thesis have examined the three main functions o f  the rural district 

councils -  the construction, maintenance and repair o f  the transport infrastructure, public health 

and sanitation and the housing o f  agricultural labourers. The literature generally concludes that 

these were the only three functions o f the rural district councils, but in reality they dealt with a 

myriad o f other functions bestowed piecemeal on the rural district councils by various pieces of 

government legislation. In addition to “legitimate” legislative functions the rural district councils 

also carved out a role for themselves as defenders o f the Irish language and Irish culture and as 

promoters o f  Irish industry and local nationalist aspirations and ideals. This chapter will examine 

these seemingly auxiliary functions o f  the rural district councils and highlight their importance to, 

and impact on contem porary local communities and central-local relations.

7.2 Malicious Injuries 

7.2.1 A Uniquely Irish Provision

The first and one o f  the most important o f these additional functions had long been held by local 

administration in Ireland, the defence o f malicious injury claims. The defence o f malicious injuries, 

interchangeably referred to as the defence o f criminal injuries, had been introduced to Ireland under 

the Malicious Damage Act, 1 8 6 l', which was altered to take account o f specifically Irish 

circumstances. The main provision o f  the act stated that if  it could be proved that destruction or 

damage to an individuals’ property was maliciously caused then that individual could take a case 

for compensation against the area’s local authority. If  the claim was successful the costs awarded 

were levied o ff the county cess o f the area where the injury occurred. When this act was 

introduced, Ireland was in a state o f widespread political unrest; attacks against landlords, the RIC 

and even sm aller English or Protestant landowners were rife. The majority o f  these attacks took the 

form o f  burning houses and barns, hay or flax stacks, and attacks against animals. The rationale 

behind the act was that by making local people financially responsible for the costs incurred 

through illegal attacks on property, they would be less likely to engage in, or support those 

involved in, such activity.

Prior to the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898 the grand juries were responsible for 

overseeing every detail o f  the administration o f the act. Claims o f  malicious injury were lodged

24&25 Viet. c. 97
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with the grand juries, and the grand jurors sitting as the magistrates at the Petty Sessions had 

responsibility for trying these cases. The grand jurors were therefore responsible for deciding on 

the veracity o f the applicants’ claims, setting the amount o f  compensation to be awarded and 

defining the area o f charge, the inhabitants o f which would bear the burden o f  the claim. While 

there would appear to be issues o f corruption inherent in such a system it was a system which gave 

much satisfaction. As this was prior to 1898 and rate was only charged on property valued at over 

£4, the grand jurors, who were the larger ratepayers, were forced to bear the burden o f payment for 

the claims they awarded. This ensured that they made proper investigations into claims made and 

that compensation was not awarded lightly.

The discussion on what should be done with this function o f the grand juries was the 

subject o f  an extended debate in W estminster, when the provisions o f the Local Government 

(Ireland) Act were being discussed. W hile the functions o f the grand juries, as the bodies against 

whom malicious injury claims were lodged, were to be transferred to the county councils, the 

powers o f  the grand jurors as the courts which tried these compensation claims were to be 

transferred to the county courts. The latter proposal met with mixed reaction, as some o f  the MPs 

argued that the county courts would be more generous in their issue o f compensation as the courts 

would not have to pay any portion o f the costs they levied, thus placing an intolerable burden on 

the rates. On the other hand, many M Ps argued that the county court judges, although ignorant of 

local circumstances, would be objective and not as prone to give preferential treatment to claims 

from the landed class o f  society. The majority o f MPs were o f the opinion that the reforms did not 

go far enough, suggesting that an improvement would be either the introduction o f  trial by jury or 

the complete abolition o f  malicious injury claims.^

Many Irish MPs were vocal in their hatred o f  the malicious injuries act, none more so than 

John Dillon. Dillon claimed that the whole code was ‘a most iniquitous law’, which was used by 

the state ‘in a most unfair and unjust spirit’ ‘as an instrument o f  direct vengeance and oppression’ 

and as ‘a code o f  coercion against the people o f Ireland’.̂  However, in spite o f  such serious 

misgivings on the part o f  many Irish MPs the government refused to relent from their stand and the 

county courts became the authority to try malicious injury claims under clause 5 o f the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act.'' Although, in what can only be viewed as an attempt to appease a 

certain number o f MPs, the court o f  appeal for any o f  these cases remained the judge o f  the assize. 

This clause also provided that the county councils and district councils would become the local 

authorities against whom claims for malicious injuries could be lodged.^ As a result, both bodies 

would be made defendants against these claims, but in practice the county councils rarely entered a 

defence, leaving the rural district council to attempt to prevent a charge being levied on their

 ̂ Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 28* April 1898, pp 1467 -  1504; 57, 2"** May
1898, pp 4 4 -5 6  
 ̂ Ibid, p.l487;p.l502

'' Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, 61&62 Viet. c. 37, Clause 5
 ̂ Ibid
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district. The county  councils did provide the use o f  their so licitors to  the rural district councils 

w hich required  it, a lthough m any o f  the district councils p referred  to  utilise the ir ow n solicitors. 

The apathy o f  the  county councils to all but the larger claim s w as presum ably  a reflection o f  the 

fact that in the m ajority  o f  cases the area o f  charge for the com pensation  aw arded w as only a sm all 

area o f  the county , at the level o f  electoral d iv ision  or even tow nland , and therefore the 

responsibility  o f  the respective rural d istrict councils.

7.2.2 Protocol under the Rural District Councils

Any person w ho suffered dam age to  them selves or their property as a resu lt o f  a m alicious act was 

com pelled to lodge an appeal w ith the county court w ithin three days o f  the offence occurring.^ 

Prelim inary no tice  that an application  for com pensation o ff  the d istrict w as being lodged w as also 

to be given to the county and rural district council. The clerk  brought these claim s to  the attention 

o f  the councillo rs at the ir first subsequent m eeting and a d iscussion took place about the type o f  

injury, the veracity  and likely success o f  the application and the area w hich should bear the cost o f  

the com pensation if  the appeal was successful. In a m inority  o f  cases the councils decided not to 

oppose the claim , but these appear to have been only the sm aller claim s w here there w as little 

chance o f  council success.

T his practice w as reinforced at an early stage by a reso lu tion  o f  D onegal C ounty C o u n cil’s 

law com m ittee w hich instructed the district councils to have their so licitors attend at all cases for 

m alicious injury, even at £40 and under, w here there w as a reasonable chance o f  success.’ In 

Edenderry N o .3 the council instructed its so licitor to defend all claim s regardless o f  the likelihood 

for success.* In later years, special cases becam e exem pt, such as those from  the Post O ffice for 

dam age to  the ir lines and poles, w here the ju d g e  w as in the habit o f  sim ply aw ard ing  the costs o f  

the repair work.^ In the rem ainder o f  the cases the councils instructed their so licitors, w ith or 

w ithout the aid o f  the county co u n c il’s so licitor, to  defend the case.

In o rder to  gain evidence for a particular case, the councillo rs for the electoral d iv ision  in 

w hich the offence occurred, w ere requested to  investigate the circum stances surrounding the 

incident and locate suitable w itnesses. A ny w itnesses found by the councillors, or those w ho cam e 

forw ard to  the council, could be sum m oned by the council’s so lic ito r to  attend the court and give 

evidence. A s the  location o f  the court case could be quite a distance from  the d istrict in question, 

expenses w ere aw arded to w itnesses who attended on the co u n c il’s b e h a lf  T hese w itnesses 

received rem uneration  in the region o f  £1 per day but this w as dependent on the d istance travelled. 

In addition, the council could request the RIC to attend and give ev idence on b eh a lf o f  the council.

 ̂ H ansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 4* Series, 56, 28* April 1898, p. 1473
’ Minutes o f Stranorlar Rural District Council, 3'̂ '* Dec 1900 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection,
RDC/9/1/1)
* Minutes o f Edenderry No.3 Rural District Council, 4* April 1913 (MCA, Rural District Council
Collection, E/1/6)
 ̂ Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 17* Jan 1925 (DCA, Rural District Council

Collection, RDC/3/1/14)
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The RIC quickly decided  tha t they needed to receive additional rem uneration  from  the district 

councils for this service and refused to  attend unless their expenses w ere g u a r a n te e d .H a v in g  

instructed the solicitor, located w itnesses and ensured the presence o f  the RIC  at the  case, the 

council could do little e lse to  prevent the charges being placed on the d istric t’s rates, o ther than 

request that the ju d g e  levy the costs on a particular area. To this end the councillo rs o f  the electoral 

division in question w ere requested  to  a ttend  the court and get the m ost favourable term s possible.

7.2.3 Types of Malicious Injuries Claimed For

The types o f  m alicious in juries claim ed for varied w idely and evolved w ith the Irish political 

situation. In the early years o f  the councils, the m ain m alicious injury claim s w ere for dam age to 

anim als, such as cow s and horses having  bones broken and sheep being drow ned. In addition 

claim s for burnt houses, barns, stables and hay, flax and tu r f  stacks w ere com m on. O ne farm er in 

Stranorlar RD had his stable and byre w ith  ‘five head o f  cattle and a quantity  o f  straw  there in ’ 

burnt to  the g ro u n d ,'' w hile  in Trim  R D  an application for com pensation  w as received from  a 

farm er for the k illing o f  tw o sheep  and the w orrying and injuring o f  tw enty tw o others.'^

Repeated attacks on the sam e farm  or fam ily w ere com m onplace and in M ilford RD the 

council, concerned at the huge burden placed on the rates by m ultip le attacks on one farm er, wrote 

to him asking upon w hat term s he w ould  sell his farm in the tow nland  o f  M oyle. T he council stated 

that they had in v iew  ‘the m any claim s for com pensation m ade ... for [the] burn ing  o f  houses, flax 

and Hay on these lands for the past tw enty  y ea rs’ and had com e to the conclusion  that ‘the best 

interests o f  the ratepayers w ould  be se rv ed ’ if  they could agree a p r i c e . T h e  num ber o f  these 

m alicious injury claim s w hich  w ere politically  m otivated is d ifficult to estim ate and it is likely that 

m any o f  the attacks m ore accurately  reflect local tensions and rivalries than areas w here 

revolutionary zeal w as rife.

H aving said that, the types o f  m alicious injury cases reported began to  evolve after 1916 

and dram atically  increased in num ber w ith the onset o f  the W ar o f  Independence. T hroughout this 

period, and indeed up until the  end o f  the C ivil W ar in som e parts o f  the country , attacks on houses 

becam e m ore com m on, but m ore sign ifican tly  so too d id  attacks on police barracks, courthouses 

and telegraph w ires. In D onegal, attacks w ere also directed against m asonic and orange halls, while 

in M eath attacks grew  against the graziers w ho ow ned the ranch lands. T hese attacks took  the form  

o f  the increased m aim ing o f  cattle and the driv ing o f  anim als o ff  ranch lands.

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 7* June 1902 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/3)
" Minutes o f Stranorlar Rural District Council, 4* Feb 1901 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/9/1/1)

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 27* March 1909 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR71/12)

Minutes o f Milford Rural District Council, 2"‘‘ March 1901 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/7/1/3)
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This particular practice appears to have been very common in Edenderry No.3 RD where 

three separate farms were attacked on one night. The issue o f  what areas should be charged for 

these offences was o f particular importance to the rural district council in these instances as the 

rural district was on the border o f counties Westmeath and Offaly and it was alleged that several o f 

the drivers were from these counties. In fact, Edenderry No.3 RDC, in a statement to be placed 

before the county court judge, stated that ‘the “drive” was organised in W estmeath and the people 

o f  Ardnamullen [the electoral division in which the offence took place] have no sympathy with 

it’.''’ Such a plea seems to have had its desired effect as only £12 out o f a total o f  £95 awarded was 

levied directly o ff  the electoral division; the remainder was to be charged to the county at large.

When such a huge amount o f  money could have been added to the rates o f a rural district in 

just one night, it is little wonder that the area o f charge had become such an important issue. The 

amount o f money awarded for this one incident was symptomatic o f a rise in the costs o f malicious 

injuries generally. Claims for burning hay and flax which had generally received compensation o f 

around six pounds per pike in the early years of the councils, by 1917 cost the councils around 

forty six pounds per pike.'^

//

Plate 7.1: M alicious Injury Claim for Hair Cutting, 1920 (Source; D C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, 

R D C /I/1 /I5 )

This was in line with inflation generally, as illustrated earlier in relation to the huge increase in the 

costs o f  operating the other functions o f the rural district councils. However, on top o f this were

M inutes o f  Edenderry N o.3  Rural District Council, 22"‘* D ec 1917 (M C A, Rural District Council 
C ollection, E/1/9)

Ibid, 22"‘‘ Jan 1918
In both Stranorlar RD and Trim RD com pensation for pikes o f  hay was set at six pounds. M inutes o f  

Stranorlar Rural District Council, 17'*' Sept 1900 (D C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, R D C /9/1/1); 
M inutes o f  Trim Rural District Council, 13'*' July 1901 (M C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection). By 1917 
the com pensation set for the burning o f  three pikes belonging to Mrs Carley was £140. Minutes o f  Trim 
Rural District C ouncil, 8''' March 1917 (M C A, Rural District Council C ollection, T R /1/19)
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added the hugely expensive costs o f  claims for the burning o f  buildings, particularly state buildings 

such as courthouses and police barracks. At one meeting in Trim RDC in May 1920, claims from 

the police and estate owners were presented to the council am ounting to £4,446, while on 21*' 

August 1920 Londonderry N o .2 RD C received claims for £ 4 , 5 4 0 . Claims against individuals also 

increased and necessitated relatively large amounts o f  compensation. In Ballyshannon RD one 

particularly unfortunate w om an had her hair cut o f f  by armed and masked men, for which she 

claimed the sum o f  £100 (Plate 7.1).'* H ow  such sums were to be borne by the rates appears to 

have excited little discussion from the councillors as notification o f  claim after claim for malicious 

injury was received by them w ithout com m ent, in the minutes at least.

7.2.4 Effects of the Evolving Political Situation on Malicious Injury Claims

In the introduction to this thesis it was stated that the rural district councils o f  Ireland operated 

practically uniformly across the country, from their introduction until the W ar o f  Independence, 

and more specifically until the election o f  June 1920. After this date the operations o f  the rural 

district councils split in two, not according to any regional divisions, but according to political 

influence and the level o f  interest in national politics displayed by the councils. At the first meeting 

o f  the rural district councils after the 1920 election, it became immediately apparent which rural 

district councils were supporters o f  the revolution and the local governm ent departm ent o f  Dail 

Eireann and which remained loyal to the local government board. There were two issues which 

made this clear, the first was whether or not the councils passed an oath o f  allegiance to Dail 

Eireann, and the second was how they treated malicious injury claims. The rural district councils 

which remained loyal to the local governm ent board continued to deal with malicious injury 

claims, while those who swore allegiance to the local governm ent department burned, binned, or 

simply ignored, any claims which they received.

As a result, Londonderry N o .2 RDC took it upon themselves to defend all the malicious 

injury claims in County Donegal which were no longer being defended by the other rural districts, 

‘who had decided not to resist such claims on the grounds that they do not recognise the courts’'^  

This included all the rural district councils in the county with the exception o f  Strabane N o .2 RDC. 

Londonderry No.2 RDC instructed their solicitor to prepare evidence and gather witnesses against 

the claims, some o f  which were from areas as far afield as the west coast o f  the county, and prepare 

a defence for them in court. In this way the council hoped to be able to continue to receive local 

government board grants and to acquire a stay o f  execution on their abolition order.

M in u te s  o f  T r im  R ural D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l ,  22’' ‘‘ M a y  1 9 2 0  ( M C A ,  Rural D is tr ic t  C o u n c i l  C o l l e c t io n ,  
T R / 1 / 2 1 ) ;  M in u te s  o f  L o n d o n d e r r y  N o . 2  R ural D is tr ic t  C o u n c i l ,  2 T ‘ A u g u s t  1 9 2 0  ( D C A ,  Rural D is tr ic t  

C o u n c i l  C o l l e c t io n ,  R D C / 1 0 / 1 / 2 )
M in u te s  o f  B a l l y s h a n n o n  R ural  D is tr ic t  C o u n c i l ,  1 1 *  D e c  1 9 2 0  ( D C A ,  R ural D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l  

C o l l e c t io n ,  R D C / 1 / 1 / 1 5 )
M in u te s  o f  L o n d o n d e r r y  N o . 2  R ural D is tr ic t  C o u n c i l ,  16'*' O c t  1 9 2 0  ( D C A ,  R ural  D is t r ic t  C o u n c i l  

C o l l e c t io n ,  R D C / 1 0 / 1 / 2 )
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With the abolition o f Londonderry N o.2 RDC and Strabane N o.2 RDC (or Lifford RDC 

see Section 6.6.3) the defence o f  malicious injuries in Donegal came to a complete end, as it had 

done by 1920 in M eath. With the signing o f the treaty and the setting up o f  the Free State, the rural 

district councils were instructed to resume the defence o f malicious injury claims^®, although they 

were informed that they did not need to consider claims received during the War o f  Independence. 

The local government department o f Dail Eireann was hopeful that these would be dealt with ‘by 

the tribunal proposed to be established for assessing war liabilities between Ireland and England’. '̂

The resumption o f the defence o f malicious injuries by rural district councils under an Irish 

government highlights the continuities evident in the manner that Ireland was governed under two 

different states. The fact that the Irish government supported the perpetuation o f functions which 

had previously been castigated as iniquitous, unjust and oppressive codes o f coercion, suggested 

that it too realised the benefit o f  making local people responsible for the anti-state acts o f their 

neighbours. Thus, the transfer o f  the administration o f  the malicious injuries acts to the rural 

district councils can be seen as an attempt to control and reduce anti-state activity, thereby 

increasing the security o f  the state, be it British or Irish.

7.3 Interaction with the Postmaster General of the Post Office

7.3,1 Guaranteeing Money Order Offices and Telegraph Services

The rural district councils were in frequent communication with the postmaster general o f the post 

office, in their capacity as representatives o f  the local population. By the establishment o f the rural 

district councils in 1899, a vast network o f post offices had been set up in almost every area o f the 

country. These post offices held a range o f functions in addition to their sending and delivery o f 

mail. Two o f  the most important o f  these functions were the telegraph service and the provision o f 

money order offices. Money order offices were post offices which held banking facilities allowing 

people to send or transfer money through the postal service and also allowing people to set up 

savings accounts, in the manner o f  a savings bank.

Under the Post Office Act, 1891^^, rural sanitary authorities were empowered to assist in 

providing postal and telegraphic facilities within their districts, by undertaking to pay the 

Postmaster General any loss which would be sustained through the provision o f such fa c i l i t ie s .In  

taking over from the boards o f guardians, the rural district councils acquired this guarantee 

function. The postm aster general was hesitant to extend the additional functions o f the post offices 

to areas where the population was insufficient to offset the costs which such provision would incur

Minutes of Milford Rural District Council, 11* Nov 1922 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/7/1/24)

Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 12* June 1922 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/13)

54&55 Viet. c. 46
28'^ Annual Report o f the LGB, p.61
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without a guarantee from the local authorities that they would bear some o f  the costs involved. 

These guarantees usually took the form o f a seven year agreement by the rural district councils to 

pay half the costs incurred each year, by the postmaster general, for the extension o f the additional 

functions. Lest the burden be higher than expected, the rural district councils were empowered to 

add a clause to the agreem ent detailing the maximum amount they would be expected to contribute 

in any one year. Before such an agreement could be entered into, the rural district councils had to 

receive the local government board’s approval o f  their decision to incur costs on the rates in this 

manner. This appeared to be a mere formality, as the local government board rarely even 

commented on the arrangements. The agreements as approved by the post office, the local 

government board and the rural district councils were then signed, and sealed with the stamp o f  the 

councils.

Rural district councils were entitled to make an appeal for the extension o f  telegraphic and 

money order services in their own right, as representatives o f  the population, however the 

population themselves could also demand that the councils apply for the functions. Deputations and 

memorials were received by many rural district councils from interested groups o f  ratepayers from 

the country’s small towns and villages, demanding an extension o f  some service or other to their 

district. In these instances the district councils had to investigate the need for these services in the 

town or village which had applied for them, before presenting their request to the post office. Even 

if a rural district council were satisfied that there would be sufficient business transacted in these 

offices, the postmaster general could still refuse to sanction the request, if it was felt the move 

would be uneconomic. When deficits did arise during the period o f the guarantee, the postmaster 

general sent a demand for the amount required to the rural district council. This amount was then 

levied o ff the rates o f  the entire rural district, ensuring that no one area was liable for developments 

which improved the flow o f communications throughout the district.

Although this charge was incurred regularly in the early years o f  the district councils, it 

grew increasingly less common, suggesting that the amount o f  business being transacted in 

telegraph and money order offices increased through time. In Dunfanaghy RD, the idea o f 

extending the telegraph to Derrybeg in 1906 was thrown out by the council, on the grounds that 

there was not sufficient need for such a service in the area. However, by 1910 both a money order 

office and a telegraph service had been established in the village, by guarantee o f  the council.^'* By 

1912, the money order office guarantee had been dispensed with by the postm aster general, while 

the guarantee on the telegraph services was not utilised from 1916 onwards, both services finally 

being declared profitable.^^

The provision o f  guarantees by the rural district councils was vital then for the continued 

developm ent o f  the com munications network across the country. W ithout this guarantee many o f

M inutes o f  D unfanaghy Rural District C ouncil, 11* A ug 1906 (D C A , Rural D istrict Council 
C ollection, R D C /3/1/17); Setting up o f  the M oney Order O ffice Ibid, 14* N ov  1908, R D C /3/1/7; Setting up 
o f  Telegraph O ffice Ibid, 12* N o v  1910, R D C /3/1/8

Ibid, 14* Sept 1912, R D C /3/1 /I0; Ibid, 9* D ec 1916, R D C /3/1/12
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the more peripheral areas o f rural Ireland would have been totally neglected by a postal service that 

was more concerned with running a profitable service, than running a universally accessible one. 

The lack o f  input by the local government board, even when the viability o f  the proposed function 

was doubtful, would suggest that the state was keen to have the communications network 

developed as widely as possible. Barry examines the importance o f  the development o f the 

telegraph to states and the ability it presented to govern the far-flung territories o f  states’ empires.^^ 

For the local government board and the British state, the extension o f  the telegraph to the very 

peripheries o f Ireland represented an increase in the state’s ability to govern effectively. 

Communication from a local government board inspector or the RIC could be received and 

answered in a m atter o f  hours, allowing the speedy deploym ent o f  state forces to the areas that were 

most in need. By granting rural sanitary authorities, and later the rural district councils, the power 

to guarantee telegraph services out o f  the rates, the state was effectively using local money to 

increase its ability to survey, govern and control its territory and the population within.

7.3.2 Post Office Opening Hours and Deliveries

While the official role o f  the rural district councils in relation to postal services stopped with the 

guaranteeing o f  the postmaster general’s deficits, their unofficial role extended further. The 

postmaster general was in the habit o f  corresponding with the rural district councils to discuss 

proposed alterations to post office opening hours and delivery services. The first hint that such a 

reduction in hours was likely was a circular from the postm aster general stating that rural post 

offices should only open eight hours a day.^’ This circular met with little reaction from any o f the 

councils, as presumably they waited to see how this alteration would affect their districts. From this 

point on, applications were sent to the councils by the various postmasters and postmistresses of the 

districts requesting to close one afternoon in the week. In many cases these were either preceded or 

followed by correspondence to the same effect from the postm aster general asking if the councils 

had any objections.

While these changes met with little opposition in Donegal, the rural district councils of 

Meath were more proactive in attempting to reverse any o f  the postm aster general’s decisions 

which would result in a reduction in service, no m atter how small. The only m ajor conflict which 

appears to have occurred in Donegal was surrounding the PO o f Killea in Londonderry N o.2 RD, a 

small village on the Donegal/Derry border. The postm aster general informed Londonderry No.2 

RDC o f his decision to move the post office from the Donegal side o f Killea to the Derry side, 

presumably expecting the agreeable response with which his previous requests for half-holidays 

had met. Instead the council ‘protest[ed] against the removal ... as the change would be a great

A. Barry, ‘Lines of communication and spaces of rule’ in A. Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) 
Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities o f government (London, 1996), 
pp 123 - 142

Minutes of Kells Rural District Council, 5* Dec 1908 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
K/1/8)
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inconvenience to the district’, but the postmaster general remained unmoved.^* Any other conflict 

between the postmaster general and the County Donegal rural district councils was confined to 

requests for daily mail deliveries to certain, previously neglected townlands and for an increase in 

the number o f mail deliveries from Letterkenny to its surrounding districts.

In Meath on the other hand, proposals to grant a half-holiday on one evening in the week to 

the staff o f the post offices met with horrified reactions from the district councillors. Trim RDC 

had perhaps the most extreme reaction to these requests. When asked to close Athboy post office at 

4pm on Tuesdays, Ballivor at 3pm on W ednesdays, and Trim, Laracor and Rolinstown post offices 

at 2pm on a Saturday, the council ordered that the postal authority be informed that ‘they would 

strongly object’.̂ ’ In spite o f  these objections the postmaster general sanctioned the proposed 

changes. This suggests that despite requesting the opinion o f the rural district councillors, the 

postmaster general had already made his decision and only a very strong case on the part o f  the 

rural district councils would convince him to the contrary. However, the fact that the London- 

based, postmaster general even considered requesting the opinion o f  the rural district councils 

before altering the opening hours o f the rural post offices, suggests that the rural district councils 

were indeed regarded as an authority when it came to Irish local administration.

7.4 School Attendance

7.4.1 Introducing Compulsory School Attendance

Under the Irish Education Act, 1892,^“ local authorities were empowered to introduce compulsory 

school attendance to their areas. These powers were transferred to the rural district councils under 

the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898. Like much o f the legislation which the rural district 

councils inherited this was permissive legislation. In other words, while school attendance was 

compulsory, once the rural district councils had adopted the provisions o f the act, there was no 

means o f forcing them to introduce it. The local government board did offer encouragement to the 

councils, directing their attention to the provisions o f the act at regular intervals throughout their 

existence. In spite o f this, uptake on the act was slow, presumably because like most additional 

functions which the rural district councils acquired, their adoption o f the act meant an increase in 

the local rates.

Although the phrase ‘compulsory school attendance’ holds connotations o f  forcing children 

to make daily attendance at school, the actual provisions o f  the act were quite relaxed, a fact 

bemoaned by contemporary observers. The act compelled children between the ages o f six and 

fourteen years old to attend school for seventy five complete days in each half year, ending the 30'*'

Minutes o f  Londonderry N o.2  Rural District C ouncil, 12* D ec 1908, 9*  Jan 1909 (D C A , Rural 
District Council C ollection, R D C /10/1 /2)

Minutes o f  Trim Rural D istrict C ouncil, 30*  Jan 1909; 13* Feb 1909 (M C A, Rural D istrict C ouncil 
C ollection, T R /1/12)

55& 56 Viet. c. 42
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June and the 31®' D ecem ber, or for 150 days in the entire year.^‘ S trict as th is may sound, there was 

a total o f  220 days in each school year, m eaning that a child could  legally be absent from  school for 

31.8%  o f  days, or alm ost a th ird  o f  the entire school year. In addition , children could legally be 

absent for fu rther days if  it could be proved that they w ere unw ell o r ‘engaged in the necessary 

operations o f  husbandry  and the ingathering o f  crops or in the fish eries’^ ,̂ w hile children living 

m ore than tw o m iles from  a school w ere exem pt from  the provisions o f  the act.

O ne contem porary  w riter, F rederick Ryan, looked on these exceptions and exem ptions 

w ith utter abhorrence, claim ing that it w ould be possible for a s tudent to  leave school w hile the 

class w as being taugh t arithm etic and return to lessons on square m easure ‘having lost instruction 

in the necessary  link o f  m ultip lica tion’. He further claim ed tha t the country  w ould  take a long tim e 

to recover ‘from  the evil effects o f  that ill-considered piece o f  leg isla tion ’.̂  ̂ The problem  with 

v iew s like those expressed  by Ryan is that they failed to take into account the vast im provem ent in 

education w hich the com pulsory  clauses o f  the act did enact, com pared  w ith school attendance 

prior to its in troduction . They also neglected to consider the possib ility  that the introduction o f  

relatively relaxed, perm issive legislation w as a state technique o f  gradual introduction.

I f  the introduction  o f  these provisions was successful it w ould  be m uch easier for the state 

to gain public acceptance for a gradual extension o f  the provisions, than if  a severe all- 

encom passing  m easure w as introduced from  the outset. T hrough the introduction o f  initially 

relaxed legislation , the state w as aim ing to make the provisions a ttractive to the local authorities 

w ho w ould hold the pow er to  enact it, and to ensure that local reaction against the provisions o f  the 

act was m inim al. H ad local agricultural fam ilies, dependent on the ir children for ploughing, 

planting and harvesting , been suddenly inform ed that their children  w ould  no longer be available to 

w ork on the farm , as a result o f  new  state legislation, it is likely tha t m ass resistance against the 

state and the rural d istric t councils w ould have ensued.

M urdoch and W ard state that one indication o f  a state that is pow erful w ithin its territory is 

its control o f  the education  s y s t e m .T h u s  while the s ta te ’s first foray into education predated the 

1892 Irish E ducation A ct, the com pulsory  attendance clauses o f  that act can be seen as an attem pt 

by the state to  gain  further control over the education o f  the population . By encourag ing  the boards 

o f  guardians and later the rural district councils to adopt com pulsory  school attendance, the state 

w as aim ing  to  increase its grasp on an Irish education system  w hich had traditionally  been the 

preserve o f  travelling  Irish teachers and the hedge schools. The estab lishm ent o f  the national school 

system  m arked the first serious attem pt by the state to take control o f  the education o f  the Irish 

population , w hile com pulsory  attendance clauses allow ed the state to  force m ass com pliance w ith.

F.W. Ryan, ‘School Attendance in Ireland’, in Journal o f  the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society 
o f  Ireland, 12(92), 1912, pp 584 -  585

The Irish Education Act, 1892, quoted in F.W. Ryan, ‘School Attendance in Ireland’, in Journal o f  
the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society o f  Ireland, 12(92), 1912, p.588 
”  Ibid, p.586; p.594

J. Murdoch and N. Ward, ‘Governmentality and territoriality: The statistical manufacture of 
Britain’s ‘national farm” , in Political Geography, 16(4), 1997, p.307
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and participation in, state-provided education. According to Murdoch and Ward, the fact that the 

state was able to direct its attention to matters like this shows that it was powerful within its 

territorial b o u n d arie s .H o w ev er , it could also be argued that in the Irish situation the British state 

was attempting to use education to develop its control over the population.

It is likely that the British state was hoping that by creating a country o f  well-educated 

individuals it would be easier to convince the Irish o f  the benefits o f  remaining as peaceful and 

passive members o f  the United Kingdom. The introduction o f compulsory school attendance, even 

on a limited basis, would allow for the continued development o f an English culture in Ireland. The 

teaching o f history and geography from the perspective o f the empire with an inherent pro-British 

bias would, it was hoped, encourage a notion o f unity and belonging to the United Kingdom, while 

schooling also allowed the spread o f  the English language to all parts o f  the country. Increasing 

education would also bring benefits for other arms o f state policy as it would be easier to develop 

notions o f hygiene, sanitation and disease prevention in an educated population who were capable 

o f understanding the dangers inherent in the neglect o f  those issues. In this way, the introduction o f 

even a limited form o f  com pulsory school attendance can be viewed as definite technique of 

governmentality aimed at increasing the security o f  the state.

However, before any o f  the above benefits could be derived the state had to convince the 

rural district councils o f  the advantages o f  introducing a measure o f  compulsory school attendance 

to their districts. There was already a generally favourable disposition, at the start o f  the twentieth 

century, to ensuring that the Irish population was properly educated, though for reasons very 

different to those o f the government. In Ireland, a properly educated literate population was seen as 

vital to lead the fight for home rule and to ensure that the nation would be given the respect it 

deserved. It was also hoped that education would ensure that those who were forced to emigrate 

would do so in a position conducive to gaining employment -  o f course it was expected that the 

funds from this would eventually filter back to the Irish economy. Despite this, and the relatively 

favourable terms o f  the act, many rural district councils were reluctant to introduce a measure 

which would increase the rates and interfere in the private domain o f  the family. By introducing the 

act the rural district councils were issuing parents with orders on how to educate their children, 

revoking the autonomy o f  parents over whether their children would be educated. The clauses o f 

the act also precluded children being hired out or employed during term time, thereby reducing the 

family’s income.

In some rural districts, the councils overcame these reservations and introduced the 

provisions o f the act through their own enterprise, however, other district councils were only 

convinced o f the necessity for the provisions o f the act through deputations from teachers’ 

associations, influential locals and groups o f  ratepayers. Even then, some rural district councils 

remained unconvinced, while others who contemplated introducing the act were dissuaded as a

J. Murdoch and N. Ward, ‘Governmentality and territoriality: The statistical manufacture of 
Britain’s ‘national farm” , in Political Geography, 16(4), 1997, p.307

Irish Education Act, 1892, 55&S6 Viet, c. 42, Clause 2; Clause 5
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result o f negative feedback from some o f the people whose opinions they requested. One such 

example was Trim RDC, which decided to introduce compulsory school attendance, but first 

decided to request the opinions o f the clergy and local school teachers. Two o f  the clergy 

responded positively to the suggestions, but one wrote a long letter opposing the suggestion as did 

the Head M aster o f  Trim Model School. As a result, the matter was dropped, not to be reconsidered 

until the midst o f the W ar o f  Independence, at the suggestion o f another local cleric.

When rural district councils decided by a majority vote to invoke the provisions for 

compulsory school attendance in their districts, they submitted their decisions to the county council 

and the national commissioners o f education. The county council had power to refuse to sanction 

the resolution o f the councils, but in practice they rarely did. The county council’s only other 

function was to approve o f the amount o f remuneration set by the district councils to be offered to 

the officers appointed under the act. However, once the act was sanctioned by the county council, 

neither the county council nor the rural district council had any power to rescind the provisions of 

the act within the district.

This was discovered much to the chagrin o f  several rural district councils, when, in an 

attempt to cut costs they decided to conclude the operation o f  compulsory school attendance within 

their districts. The local government board, upon consultation with the commissioners o f  national 

education, was firm; once adopted the act could not be rescinded. With the onset o f the War o f 

Independence and the refusal to acknowledge the power o f  the local government board, many rural 

district councils seized the opportunity and passed resolutions rescinding the acts.^* However, first 

the provisional government and later the Free State government were as adamant as the local 

government board had been. There was to be no abolition o f school attendance committees or 

compulsory attendance in areas where it already existed. This suggests that it, like the British state, 

acknowledged the need for, and benefits of, a properly educated Irish population, although the aims 

o f the two states were directly opposed.

7.4.2 Composition and Role of Scliool Attendance Committees

With the sanction o f  the county council and the national commissioners o f  education in place, the 

rural district council could set in motion steps to formulate a school attendance committee which 

would oversee the day to day running o f compulsory school attendance in the district. Each school

M inutes o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 22"'* Ju ly  1899; 5* A ug  1899 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil 
C ollection , T R /1 /1 ); M inutes o f  T rim  Rural D istric t C ouncil, 4*  Sept 1920 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil 
C o llection , T R /1 /22). T he reopen ing  o f  the question  o f  com pu lso ry  schoo l a ttendance  in T rim  at this po in t is 
highly unusual as in the m ajo rity  o f  rural d is tric ts w here the act had been  in fo rce, the councils w ere 
sim ultaneously  resc ind ing  the opera tion  o f  the acts in the ir d is tric ts and d ism issing  the ir school a ttendance 
officers. See below .

F o r instances o f  th is see M inutes o f  D onegal T ow n R ural D istric t C ouncil, 19* June 1920 (D C A , 
Rural D istric t C ouncil C o llection , R D C /2/1 /6); S tranorlar R ural D istric t C ouncil, 2"‘* Jan  1922 (D C A , Rural 
D istrict C ouncil C o llec tion , R D C /9/1 /7). A  m otion by one D unfanaghy  co unc illo r to  abolish  school 
a ttendance  in th e  d is tric t m et w ith an unusual response -  the council decided  to  re tain  the operation  o f  the act, 
but to on ly  a llow  cases o f  non-a ttendance  to  be tried  before the repub lican  courts. M inu tes o f  D unfanaghy  
Rural D istric t C ouncil, 11* Sept 1920 (D C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C o llec tion , R D C /3 /1 /13)
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attendance committee was to consist o f  ten members. The rural district council was em powered to 

appoint one half o f  the school attendance committee members, while the commissioners o f  national 

education appointed the remaining half. Once the act had been adopted by the rural district council 

the committee was to be reappointed triennially, with the council appointing their five members 

before the commissioners o f  national education selected their quota.

As with the district councillors, any committee members who failed to attend over a six 

month period were removed from the committee and new members co-opted in their place. 

Although the act did not specify who the district councils should pick as their representatives, the 

council rarely appointed religious leaders to the position, favouring the appointment o f  current 

district councillors, county councillors or people o f some standing in the locality. In Ballyshannon 

RD, two solicitors were appointed along with three justices o f the peace, one o f  whom was a 

county councillor, as its share o f  the committee, while the commissioners o f  national education 

appointed four clerics and the deputy lieutenant.

The use o f  members o f  the clergy by a government body such as the commissioners o f 

national education is interesting, in that it ran contrary to the stated government policy o f 

preventing sectarian divisions in the Irish administration, by excluding the clergy from office. 

However, this may have been a strategic move on the part o f  commissioners. Although religious 

figures were not allowed to stand for election to the rural district councils, or indeed any o f the 

local authorities created under the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, they were frequently 

appointed as members o f  divisional committees by the district council. As a result, their inclusion 

by the commissioners did not mark any new departure, but it would ensure that public approval and 

acceptance o f the provisions o f  the act was more likely. If  the local priest or reverend was included 

on the school attendance committee he would give a moral authority to the com m ittee and to its 

appointed officials, increasing the likelihood o f  public compliance with the provisions o f  the act.

The school attendance committees were ordered to hold one ordinary m eeting each month, 

with a quorum o f  five being necessary before any business could be transacted. Extraordinary 

meetings o f the committee could be held, provided a written request for such a meeting was 

received from three com m ittee members. At the first meeting o f  the committee, a chairman and 

vice-chairman were appointed, the number o f  officials to be appointed and the remuneration they 

were to receive was discussed and advertisements for the vacancies were issued. However, that was 

not always the case, as illustrated by Ballyshannon RD C’s school attendance committee. The 

committee took it upon itself to appoint a secretary and school attendance officer at the first 

meeting, without having issued any form o f  advertisement. This action drew an angry response 

from the O ’Rahilly Sinn Fein Club which wrote to the district council objecting to positions being 

filled without advertisement.''® While the rural district council made no com m ent on this, the

M inutes o f  B a lly shannon  School A ttendance  C om m ittee , 3'̂ '* M ay 1918 (D C A , R ural D istric t 
C ouncil C o llection , R D C /1 /2 /4 )

M inutes o f  B a lly shannon  R ural D istric t C ouncil, June 1918 (D C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil 
C o llection , R D C /1/1 /14)
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county council agreed with the objection and ordered the attendance committee to advertise the 

positions and consider all applicants.

The com m ittee obeyed, but simply reselected the two candidates it had already appointed. 

Although dubious, this did fulfil all the necessary official requirements. However the county 

council still refused to sanction the appointments. This unusual stance by the county council 

appears to have been influenced by in-fighting between the district councillors about the 

introduction o f  the act and by the opinion o f  the local county councillor, Michael Cassidy. Despite 

being appointed by the rural district as one o f their representatives on the new school attendance 

committee, Cassidy persistently objected to the introduction o f the act. His initial objection was 

that the introduction o f its provisions should be postponed until after the First World War, but he 

later stated that the act had not been officially adopted and did not have the support o f  the people.'" 

On receipt o f  information, presumably from Cassidy, stating that ‘90% o f the people in the Rural 

District o f  Ballyshannon were against the Compulsory clauses o f  the Irish Education Act being put 

into force’,''  ̂ the county council refused to give their sanction to the rural district councils’ 

proposals.

Despite the bureaucratic bickering, the school attendance committee and the newly- 

appointed school attendance officer had begun to administer their duties. Cassidy repeatedly called 

for a halt to these operations, bemoaning the illegality o f  the com m ittee’s actions, and even 

refusing to attend the meetings. In an attempt to end the conflict the rural district council held a 

second vote on the issue, when the adoption o f compulsory school attendance was again ratified, 

albeit only through the casting vote o f  the chairman. The district council instructed both its county 

councillors to support its application for compulsory school attendance, and Cassidy acquiesced, 

informing the county council that he withdrew his opposition to the workings o f  the act. The 

county council immediately gave its sanction to the workings o f the act and the officials appointed, 

and agreed to pay the secretary o f  the committee and the school attendance officers their full 

remuneration for the period during which they had been transacting their duties without official 

sanction.''^

Having successfully appointed a secretary to the school attendance committee and a school 

attendance officer, the school attendance committee could assume its functions. The main business 

transacted at com m ittee meetings was the reading o f  the school attendance officer’s report, 

deciding on what warning notices needed to be issued and deciding on whether or not to institute 

legal proceedings in the case o f persistent offenders. The committee undertook all the financial 

business necessitated by the act, including setting and increasing the remuneration received by the 

officials, issuing expenses for the attendance o f officials at petty sessions and deciding on tenders

M inutes o f  Ballyshannon Rural District Council, T' June 1918; 15* June 1918 (D C A , Rural District 
Council C ollection , R D C /1/1/14)

M inutes o f  Ballyshannon School Attendance Com m ittee, Feb 1919 (D C A , Rural District Council 
C ollection, R D C /1/2/4)

Ibid, 10* March 1919
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for all the necessary stationary. In later years this also extended to sanctioning expenditure by 

school attendance officers on transport such as bicycles or motorcars.

Decisions made by the school attendance committee were then sent to the district council 

for ratification. Expenses incurred in the operation o f  the act were to be charged on the local rates 

and therefore necessitated the approval o f the officially elected members o f  the district council 

before they could be incurred. The officials employed under the act represented the greatest 

expenditure and burden on the rates. The secretary o f the school attendance committee was 

appointed at a salary o f  £15 per annum, while the school attendance officer in Ballyshannon was 

appointed at a salary o f  £30 per annum.'*'' This was increased to £50 per annum within two years, in 

light o f ‘the amount o f  work done in the interest o f  Education in the district’ undertaken by him.'*^

Although the entire rural district did not sit on the school attendance committee, the 

committee operated in the same manner as the divisional committees and sites committees o f  the 

councils, discussed earlier. W hile the school attendance committee acted independently o f  the rural 

district council, it was expected to take direction on the action necessitated in each individual case 

from its school attendance officers. Committees which ignored the direction o f  their officers would 

have to account for their actions to the rural district councils, to whom they were expected to 

submit regular reports. In addition, the role o f the rural district councils in introducing the act, 

nominating half o f  the com m ittee members and examining and giving their sanction to proposals 

from the school attendance committees, meant that the district councils were overtly aware o f  the 

operation o f the act.

In Dunfanaghy RD, the school attendance committee and the school attendance officer 

were found, by the rural district council, to be negligent in their duties. After reprimanding the 

officials in question, the council decided to accept an offer, from the local teachers association, to 

inform them o f any occasions where the school attendance officer failed to inspect the rolls, or the 

committee failed to take appropriate action.''^ Although rare, circumstances such as these highlight 

the level o f involvement by the councils in the operation o f compulsory school attendance in their 

districts, in an attempt to ensure its successful operation.

7.4.3 Duties of the School Attendance Officers

The work to be undertaken by the school attendance officer was laid down by the commissioners o f 

national education and detailed at the first meeting o f the school attendance committee. The school 

attendance officer was directed to make regular visits to every school within the district, during

M inutes o f  Ballyshannon School Attendance Com mittee, 15'*' July 1918 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/1/2/4)

Ibid, 12* April 1920. It is likely that this wage increase was also designed to com pensate the school 
attendance officer for being ineligible to receive the war bonus in light o f  the short period for which he had 
been appointed. The majority o f  the rem ainder o f  the district councils’ officials had received this bonus and 
many councils manufactured reasons to gain a wage increase for their sta ff who were ineligible for it.

Minutes o f  Dunfanaghy Rural D istrict Council, 8'*' Dec 1917, 9* Feb 1918 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RD C/3/1/12); Dunfanaghy Rural D istrict Council Correspondence, 9* Feb 1918 (DCA, 
Rural District Council Collection, RDC/3/2/3)
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school hours, and examine the class rolls, daily report books and registers o f  each. From these 

records the school attendance officer extracted the names and residences o f  all the pupils found to 

have attendance records below that prescribed by the act, and investigated the circumstances 

surrounding the same. In addition the attendance officer was em pow ered  to make investigations o f  

cases which he was informed o f  or became aware of, where it was believed that a child was 

employed contrary to the provisions o f  the act. This encom passed any child failing to attend school 

as a result o f  being em ployed for any purpose other than helping with the farming or fishing chores 

o f  the ch ild’s immediate family. The results o f  these investigations were to be presented to the 

committee by the attendance officer, in person, at each meeting.'*’

The school attendance committee took these reports into consideration and directed the 

attendance officer to issue warning notices and to make a formal com plaint to the courts requesting 

that a judge issue an attendance order. Where an attendance order was not complied with, the 

school attendance com m ittee  w ould request that a case be taken against the defaulting parents. 

Having issued an attendance order against a parent, the school attendance com m ittee  could not re

issue such notice or take further proceedings without first allowing the parents a period o f  two 

months to com ply with the initial order. After this period the parent could be brought to court, 

where a guilty verdict would result in a fine, including costs, o f  five shillings.'** The school 

attendance com m ittee  o f  Strabane N o .2 RDC went a step further, am ending  the provisions o f  the 

act for cases where parents were unable to control their children. In these instances the local 

magistrates were given powers ‘to send such child[ren] to an Industrial School’. If  the parent failed 

to attend on being sum m onsed  the court was directed to accept the evidence detailed by the school 

attendance officer.'*^

7.4.4 The Operation of School Attendance

The reports o f  the school attendance officers, recorded in the school attendance committee minutes, 

inadvertently provide an interesting insight into the life and education o f  children in the early 

twentieth century. In detailing the reasons for child ren’s absences the school attendance officers 

touch on issues illustrating the socio-economic condition o f  the children, their locality and local 

attitudes towards education. Instances o f  infectious diseases, such as measles, scarlet fever and 

influenza, which resulted in schools in the district being closed, are detailed in the attendance 

officers’ reports. T he  attendance officers also com m ent on issues which forced children to stay at 

home, including having to gather sticks for fuel during fuel shortages caused by the First World 

War, being involved in planting or harvesting and having no boots and bad clothes (Plate 7.2).

Minutes of  Ballyshannon School Attendance Committee, 3'̂ '̂  May 1918 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/l/2/4)

Ibid
Minutes of  Donegal County Council School Attendance Committee, Strabane No.2 School 

Attendance Committee Report, 22"‘* March 1904 (DCA, County Council Collection, CC/1/2/2)
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These items all appear to have been accepted by the school attendance otTicer and the committee as 

legitimate excuses for pupil absence.'*’”

C t ^ ' ^ — ^  / w C? ‘ t  c- •
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Plate 7.2: Extract from a Report o f  the School Attendance O fficer for Ballyshannon (Source: DCA, Rural 

District Council C ollection, R D C /1/2/4)

On the other hand, the school attendance officers did meet with other, more serious issues 

o f parental neglect o f  their children’s education. The most serious o f these cases were the instances 

where parents allowed their children to work rather than attend school. However, in these cases it 

was the employers who were prosecuted, not the parents. In Ballyshannon RD, the school 

attendance officer investigated a woman, whom it was reported was employing a local boy aged 12 

years and 9 months. The child had only attended school on thirteen o f a possible eighty two days. 

The attendance officer visited the location several times and found the child driving a horse and 

cart on one occasion and, on another visit, digging furrows. The officer claimed that she seemed to 

‘treat this matter very lightly’ and informed him that the child was ‘just doing the work o f a m an’. 

She was served with a warning notice on the 4* June and by the date o f the meeting on the 4"’ 

August the child had attended school for only three days. By October, the child was still working 

on the farm and legal proceedings were taken against the woman who was fined the maximum 

amount, five shillings.^' This appears to have had the desired effect as there were no further 

complaints about the child or his employer.

W hile cases against employers appear to have been relatively rare, there were many cases 

taken against defaulting parents. In the month prior to the 26* Oct 1903, the school attendance 

officer o f Londonderry No.2 RD issued twelve initial warnings, two final notices and brought eight

M inutes o f  D onegal County C ouncil School A ttendance C om m ittee, Strabane N o.2 School 
Attendance Com m ittee Report, 22"‘‘ March 1904 (D C A , County Council C ollection, C C /1/2/2); M inutes o f  
D onegal County Council School Attendance Com m ittee, Londonderry N o.2  School Attendance Com m ittee 
Report, 29 '*' D ec 1902 (D C A , County C ouncil C ollection, C C /1/2/2)

Minutes o f  Ballyshannon School Attendance Com m ittee, 4'*' A ugust 1919, 6'*' Oct 1919, 5'’’ Jan 1920  
(D C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, R D C /1/2/4)
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prosecutions to Newtowncunningham petty sessions. O f these, two attendance orders were granted 

and six parents were ordered to pay the five shilling fine. From that one meeting alone, the 

committee ordered that three additional attendance orders be sought against parents ‘for failure to 

send their Children punctually and regularly to school’ From the records which have survived it 

would appear that there were very few repeat cases and that once a parent realised that the court 

would charge them the full fine, the children became regular attendees.

Although a fine was usually all the punishment that parents and their children received, 

stricter punishm ents could be enforced. In Strabane No.2 RD, the school attendance officer applied 

to have a boy committed to an industrial school for non-attendance. The boy’s mother had gone to 

America leaving the child with a guardian, a labourer who was summonsed but did not attend. The 

child was eleven years old, still only in first class and had only attended school for eleven o f the 

previous fifty six days. A warrant was issued for the arrest o f the boy’s guardian and no decision 

was made until the following petty sessions.”  The guardian did attend the following petty session 

and it was decided to allow the child three months to see if his attendance i m p r o v e d . A s  there 

were no further reports about the boy it can be presumed that it did. W hat this case best illustrates 

is the lengths to which the rural districts’ school attendance committees were prepared to go to in 

order to ensure that every child in the community received a proper education, even if that meant 

placing the cost o f  the maintenance o f the child in an industrial school on the rates.

7.4.5 Success of the Measures

The success o f the operation o f compulsory school attendance, in the districts where it was 

adopted, can be judged by examining some o f  the statistics quoted in the minutes at various points 

in time. In Dunfanaghy RD where compulsory school attendance had been in operation since 1902, 

the school attendance committee reported that by 1914 there had been

an increase [in school attendance] o f  9.6 per cent for the parish o f  Gweedore schools, an 

increase o f  42 (forty-two) per cent for the parish o f Cloughaneely schools, an increase of 

12 (twelve) per cent for the parish o f Doe Schools, an average increase o f 20 (twenty) per 

cent for all the schools in the district.^^

Similar improvements were evident in Londonderry N o.2 RD around the same period, where a 

sample o f ten schools showed an average attendance o f over sixty five per cent.^^ Although 

compulsory school attendance was only introduced to Ballyshannon RD in 1918, by 1923 the 

school attendance officer was able to report that he had visited twenty two schools in the district

Minutes o f Donegal County Council School Attendance Committee, Londonderry No.2 School 
Attendance Committee Report, 29* Dec 1902 (DCA, County Council Collection, CC/1/2/2)

The Derty Journal, 12* Jan 1916, p.3.
Ibid, 20* Jan 1916
Minutes o f Donegal County Council School Attendance Committee, Dunfanaghy School 

Attendance Committee Report, 29* Dec 1902 (DCA, County Council Collection, CC/1/2/2)
The Derry Journal, \A'^ ]a n \9 \6 ,  ^.5
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and ‘found the attendance good in all schools’. T h i s  had a more practical expression, in terms o f 

teaching staff, as by 1920 one o f  the schools in the district had been forced to appoint an assistant 

‘owing to the increased attendance’ caused by the efficient administration o f the act.^* Further, 

there was a huge decrease in the number o f  warning notices and school attendance orders served 

through time, in all the areas where compulsory school attendance was enforced.

This, combined with the statistics quoted above, highlights the vast improvement in school 

attendance which resulted from the active and efficient administration o f the compulsory 

attendance clauses o f  the 1892 act, by the school attendance officers, the school attendance 

committees and the rural district councils. Their strong action in dealing with parents and 

employers, and on occasion the children themselves, ensured that the local population were acutely 

aware o f  the consequences o f  failing to abide by the provisions o f the act. In this way school 

attendance was increased, allowing local children the opportunity o f  a proper level o f  education.

7.5 Public Lighting

7.5.1 Applying to Light the Town

As the urban district councils and town commissioners had powers to establish public lighting 

schemes in the towns under their control, so too did the rural district councils. On receipt o f  an 

application from the majority o f  the ratepayers in a town or village the rural district council could 

consider the provision o f a lighting scheme for the area, or they could ask the local government 

board to bestow urban powers on the town in question. If the latter was approved, the town was 

given powers to set up a com m ittee to deal with lighting, water and sewerage, although the plans 

and expenditure o f the com m ittee were subject to the sanction o f the rural district council.

Regardless o f  which o f  these two methods were employed, the charge for lighting the town 

or village was to be borne by the area gaining an advantage from the scheme. This area could vary 

in size from one townland to several electoral divisions depending on the size o f  the town and the 

opinion o f the rural district councillors. The ratepayers o f Oldcastle town requested Oldcastle RDC 

to set the rural district as the area o f  charge for their proposed lighting scheme. However, the 

councillors refused to sanction any such lighting plan, unless they received a requisition from the 

majority o f  the ratepayers o f  the townland o f  Oldcastle, setting the townland as the area o f  charge.^^ 

In Trim RD on the other hand, the area o f charge for the lighting o f Athboy was set as the electoral 

divisions o f Athboy and Greenanstown,^° while the lighting committee for Lifford, in Strabane

M inutes o f  B a lly shannon  School A ttendance  C om m ittee , 18* O ct 1923 (D C A , R ural D istric t 
C ouncil C ollection , R D C /1 /2 /4 )

Ibid, 4*  O ct 1923
M inutes o f  O ldcastle  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 15* Jan  1906 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C o llection ,

O L /1/4)
M inutes o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 30*  D ec 1911 (M C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C ollection ,

T R /1 /14)
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N o.2 RD, requested, and w as granted, the electoral d iv ision  o f  C lonleigh South as the area o f  

charge for their scheme.®'

7.5.2 Selecting a Committee

In order to  establish a schem e o f  public lighting in any tow n or v illage a special lighting com m ittee 

w as established. This com m ittee  initially consisted of, and w as convened  by, local ratepayers 

hoping to gain the approval o f  the rural district council for their public lighting plan. O nce the 

sanction o f  the council had been acquired, and an area o f  charge estab lished  an official lighting 

com m ittee was established. The m em bership  o f  this com m ittee consisted  o f  interested local 

ratepayers and the local district councillor(s), and required the approval o f  the council before it 

could officially  begin operation. This delegation o f  pow ers ensured tha t the lighting schem e would 

receive the attention it required, w ithout overly dom inating the tim e o f  the rural district council. 

The presence o f  the local district councillor on the com m ittee, and the necessity  for all expenditure 

to be approved by the d istric t council, ensured that the council w as kept inform ed o f  each stage in 

the developm ent o f  the schem e.

In Strabane N o .2 RD, the ratepayers o f  the tow n o f  L ifford appoin ted  an initial com m ittee 

at a public m eeting in the tow n, w here it was decided to request the district council to have the 

tow n lighted by petrol gas.®^ A subsequent m eeting o f  the com m ittee directed  the secretary to 

organise a m eeting w ith the Strabane Gas C om m ittee, to discuss having the gas pipes extended to 

Lifford. H ow ever this decision w as overruled on receipt o f  a favourable tender for the erection o f  

an Incandescent Oil G as Lamp.®^ In D onegal Tow n, the local, d istric t council ow ned gas w orks 

w ere used to provide the light for the town,®"* w hile in o ther tow ns electric light began to be 

utilised.

In som e areas, the rural d istric t councils w ere spared the trouble o f  instigating  schem es for 

the provision o f  public lighting, w hen local business people offered  to  erect and m aintain a public 

light or lights. In B allyshannon, John M yles & C om pany applied  for perm ission to erect poles in 

the to w n ’s streets for electric lighting purposes. B allyshannon RD C agreed, provided that M yles 

acknow ledged that his receipt o f  perm ission from  the council did not ‘affect the  right o f  the local 

authority  to prom ote and w ork a schem e for public and private lighting  by electricity  or otherw ise 

at any tim e such authority  m ay dec ide’.®̂ P rovision o f  lighting by the public w as, how ever, the 

exception  rather than the rule.

Minutes of Lifford Lighting Committee, 18* Sept 1911 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/8/3/1)
“  Ibid, 18* Sept 1911
“  Ibid, 3''‘‘ N ov 1911 ;  12* Feb 1912

Minutes o f Donegal Town Rural District Council, I I*  May I9I8 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/2/I/4)

Quarterly Minutes o f Ballyshannon Rural District Council, 31®‘ Jan 1908 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RD C/1/I/I8)
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The public lighting schemes run by the various district councils were provided on a 

seasonal basis, with the lights being utilised for the winter months and then taken down, cleaned 

and stored for the summer. The hours o f  lighting up were regulated by the council, according to 

daylight and some councils even took account o f weather conditions and the stage o f  the moon, 

leaving lights o ff for the period o f  the full-moon if the sky was likely to be clear. While actions 

such as these necessitated detailed planning they did allow for some monetary savings, reducing 

the local rate burden.

7.5.3 Lifford Lighting Committee, Strabane No.2 Rural District Council*^

The best record o f a lighting committee, within the study area o f this thesis, is the correspondence 

and minutes which have survived from the Lifford Lighting Committee o f Strabane No.2 RDC. 

Lifford Lighting Committee was first established by public meeting in September 1911, and several 

different types o f lights were suggested and discussed, before the tender o f Messrs J.A. Taylor and 

Sons, for the erection o f an incandescent oil gas lamp, was accepted. Taylor offered the lamp to the 

committee on a trial basis, for two weeks, at a cost o f  20s. The first lamp was erected in February 

1912, but it was not to the satisfaction o f  the council and it was therefore the following autumn 

before a functioning lighting scheme was established.^^

In order to defray some o f  the costs o f  the scheme and reduce the burden on the tow n’s 

ratepayers, the lighting com m ittee opened a subscription list for locals wishing partly to fund the 

project. The first subscribers were the committee members themselves, with the secretary being 

instructed to interview absent com m ittee members to ascertain their contributions. Having 

established this, the secretary was then directed to issue a circular to the remaining local 

population. While Strabane No.2 RD would defray the costs o f  the scheme from the rates, it was 

necessary that the committee procure a loan to cover the initial capital expenditure on the lights 

themselves. The m anager o f  the local branch o f the Provincial Bank agreed to issue the loan to the 

committee, provided that two o f  the committee members would act as sureties. To ensure that the 

financial danger to these individuals would not be too great, the committee decided to collect £40, 

before borrowing the remainder.^* In order to reach this total the committee organised a concert and 

a second local collection.®^

Rather than taking out a loan, the committee decided to use the money they had collected 

to erect as many lights as possible. For the winter o f  1912, this amounted to two lamps at a cost o f

This is the only lighting com m ittee within the study area for which a detailed m inute book and 
correspondence exists -  M inutes o f  Lifford Lighting Com mittee (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, 
RDC/8/3/1); Correspondence o f  Lifford Lighting Com m ittee (DCA, Rural D istrict Council Collection, 
RDC/8/3/2). The records cover the entire period o f  the com m ittees’ existence, detailing otherw ise unknown 
information about the operation o f  the com m ittee itself

M inutes o f  Lifford Lighting Com m ittee, 12* Feb 1912, 3''‘‘ Sept 1912, 24* O ct 1912 (DCA, Rural 
D istrict Council Collection, RDC/8/3/1)
“  Ibid, 3'̂ '* Sept 1912
® Ibid, 24* Oct 1912
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£15 each. A lamp lighter and caretaker was appointed at a wage o f one shilling a week.™ By the 

winter o f 1915, the com m ittee’s bank account was overdrawn and a loan was requested from the 

bank to meet general maintenance expenses.^' In spite o f this, the committee was preparing plans 

for new lights for the town, detailing the required specifications and stating that the lamp standards 

were to be nine foot three inches high, the cage was to be copper and be properly glazed while the 

lamp was also to be made o f copper and ‘have an extinguisher and [be] left ready for lighting’.’^

Plate 7.3: Draft Specification and Sketch o f  Cage and Lamp for U se in Lifford, 17'’’ D ec 1919 (Source: D C A , 

Rural District Council C ollection, R D C /8/3/2)

However, the com m ittee’s debt signalled the end o f this particular public lighting scheme and the 

lighting o f Lifford appears to have stalled, until a committee was re-formed in 1919. The newly- 

appointed committee requested that the district council defray their debt, a request which was

™ Minutes o f  Lifford Lighting Com m ittee, 24'*’ Oct 1912, (D C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, 
R D C /8/3/1)

Ibid, July 1 9 1 5 - J a n  1916
Correspondence o f  Lifford Lighting Com m ittee, 1915 (D C A , Rural District C ouncil C ollection, 

R D C /8/3/2)
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periodically refused until 1921 when the council eventually acceded and requested the local 

government board’s permission to cover the debt.”

Despite this debt, the district council appointed a new com m ittee  and included £20 in its 

annual estimate and dem and for the purpose o f  the lighting o f  Lifford, after it received a petition 

from the Lifford inhabitants requesting the scheme to be re-established/'* The m em bers o f  this new 

committee, like the previous, developed the actual specification o f  the lights they required, even 

sketching the style o f  light which they had in mind (Plate 7.3). The change from copper to painted 

tin, illustrates the more financially cautious approach utilised by the new  committee. The 

committee also decided to postpone the re-establishment o f  the scheme for one more winter so that 

the two original lamps from Taylor could be put in order, new lamps procured and provision made 

for these expenses by the district council.

The clearing o f  the lighting com m ittee ’s debt by Strabane RDC was one o f  the council’s 

last financial transactions. By M arch 1921, the financial stringencies o f  the W ar o f  Independence 

were tightening and the clerk reported that after the transactions o f  that m eeting there would be no 

funds remaining to the credit o f  the council, even for the paym ent o f  the salaries due on the 1*' 

April.’  ̂ The council was officially abolished after their meeting o f  the 26"' April 1921, and despite 

its brief  reincarnation as Lifford RDC, it was unable to transact any business as a result o f  the 

county council’s refusal to recognise them (See Section 6.6.3).

7.6 Public Libraries

The rural district councils also had powers to provide certain services in the towns and villages 

within their districts, which would benefit the districts at large. The Public Libraries (Ireland) Act, 

1855,’  ̂ em powered municipal authorities to provide libraries for the benefit o f  local inhabitants. 

This act was extended to rural district councils in 1902.’* Take up on the act was low, and within 

the study area only N avan  RD C made any serious attempt to have the provisions o f  the act adopted. 

However, the act was adopted and introduced successfully in many other rural districts throughout 

the country.

The local governm ent board was keen to have libraries established, either within rural 

districts or as a jo in t  venture between several rural and urban districts. To this end it issued a 

number o f  circulars after the alteration o f  the act in 1902, informing the rural district councils o f

Minutes of Strabane No.2 Rural District Council, 22"“* Feb 1921 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/8/1/14)

Correspondence of Lifford Lighting Committee, 15* Dec 1919, 24* Dec 1919 (DCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, RDC/8/3/2)

Minutes of Lifford Lighting Committee, 17* Dec 1919 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
RDC/8/3/1)

Minutes of Strabane No.2 Rural District Council, 22"'* March 1921 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/8/1/14)

18&19 Viet. c. 4
2 Edw. VII c. 20
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their new powers and highlighting the benefits to the inhabitants o f  the areas that would accrue 

from their adoption o f the act. This urgency on the part o f  the local government board may also 

have stemmed from its desire to take advantage o f the Carnegie Free Library scheme offered by 

Andrew Carnegie. The scheme provided grants to local authorities to provide libraries for the 

public, under term s agreed with the schem e’s benefactor, Andrew Carnegie, thus reducing the 

burden on the rates and reducing the necessity o f state funding.

Navan RDC was unusual, in comparison to the other rural district councils within the study 

area, in that it considered the establishment o f a library from an early stage. This was mainly as a 

result o f  the energies o f one o f  the councillors who was particularly keen to have the provisions 

enacted, and regularly proposed motions, during 1906, suggesting that the public libraries acts 

should be adopted.’  ̂ These motions were continually defeated, no doubt aided by the stance o f the 

clergy against the introduction o f local libraries. Votes on the introduction o f  the libraries acts held 

in 1906 were regularly defeated by only three or four votes. However, after the council requested 

the opinion o f  the local clergy in 1908 and heard their disapproval, a motion to introduce the act 

was not even seconded.*® This stance by the clergy was reinforced by a resolution in 1911 

castigating the importation o f ‘noxious and immoral’ reading material to the country.*'

Support for the establishment o f a public library in the area began to grow and resolutions 

o f support were received, by the council, from several influential groups including the Ancient 

Order o f Hibernians. The majority against the adoption o f the act decreased slowly and, finally, in 

January 1914 the council unanimously adopted the provision o f  the Public Libraries (Ireland) Act.*^ 

In order to set up the library, the council decided to co-operate with Navan UDC and 

representations were made by the urban and rural councils to Kells and Trim RDs, but they refused 

to consider the suggestion o f  a jo in t library project. The urban and rural district councils o f Navan 

began to formulate their jo in t scheme, which included a library in Navan town and also libraries for 

Castletown and Seneschalstown, after the rural district council was offered a site for a library free 

o f  charge in the Seneschalstown area.*^

Local library committees were established and Navan urban and rural district councils 

decided to apply to ‘Mr. Carnegie for a grant for free libraries’. At this point, the jo in t venture of 

the two councils hit trouble with the onset o f the First W orld War, and the scheme was further 

delayed by the W ar o f  Independence and the Civil War. When Navan RDC reapplied for funding in 

1924, it was inform ed by the Carnegie Trust, which took over the provision o f  libraries on 

Carnegie’s death, that they would not supply the council with a grant and that its book distribution 

scheme did not operate ‘in any area smaller than a county’. D e s p i t e  protesting against this 

decision, no library had been built by Navan RDC by the date o f its abolition.

™ M in utes  o f  N a v a n  Rural District Council ,  1906 (M C A ,  Rural District C ou ncil  Co l lec t ion ,  N /1 /6 )
“  Ibid, 1“ Jan 1908 (N /1 /9 )

Ibid, 6 * D e c  1911 (N /1 /1 2 )
Ibid, 7 * J a n  1 9 1 4 ( N / 1 / I 4 )
Ibid, 15*  July 1914 (N /1 /1 4 )
Ibid, 19* Jan 1924  ( N / I /2 3 )
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In rural districts where the provisions o f  the act were introduced and a library established, 

the council set up a library committee, much like the school attendance com m ittee and the lighting 

committee, to which it delegated some o f  its powers. The library committee was responsible for the 

supervision o f the buying, leasing or construction o f a building suitable to accommodate a library, 

the appointment o f  a librarian and the rate o f remuneration for the position. The committee was 

also empowered to decide on the opening hours o f  the library and to supervise the general 

maintenance and supervision o f  the building, staff and service once it was introduced. As with the 

other district council committees, the com m ittee was forced to present regular reports to the rural 

district council and acquire the council’s sanction o f  its proposals.

The existence o f  this, albeit underutilised function, highlights yet another dimension o f  the 

range and scope o f the rural district councils’ powers, that o f  developing local services. The 

establishment o f local libraries supported advances made in local education through the 

introduction o f compulsory school attendance, allowing both children and adults easy access to a 

range o f free literature, presenting hitherto undreamed o f opportunities for increasing their 

knowledge.

7.7 Fairs and Markets
The rural district councils could also request the power to establish a fair or market in their locality 

under regulations transferred to them under the Fair and M arkets Order and the 1878 public health 

acts. The district councils presented their proposals to the local government board, the Department 

o f  Agriculture or other state committee. I f  successful, markets or fairs controlled by the councils 

could be established. These markets and fairs were utilised for the sale o f  specific items such as 

butter and flax, in order to bring all the sellers and purchasers to one location, thereby hoping to 

improve the local trade, and also for more general sales o f animals and agricultural produce. These 

powers were requested by only a minority o f  the rural districts within the study area. When Swift 

MacNeill, an Irish MP, failed to gain powers for Ballyshannon RDC to hold a flax market in 

Ballyshannon town, the neighbouring rural district council, Donegal Town RDC, applied to 

establish a monthly flax market in Donegal town.*^ The councillors claimed that the nearest flax 

market was Strabane ‘a return trip o f 90 m iles’ which prohibited the growth o f  flax by smaller 

farmers in the district. However this application was refused by the Flax Committee.*^

Despite a low take-up o f  these provisions, the establishment o f  fairs and markets allowed 

the district councils to offer local people a central location from which to sell even small quantities 

o f their produce, an enterprise which transport costs to other larger markets made prohibitive. In

Minutes o f  Ballyshannon Rural District C ouncil, 15* D ec 1917 (D C A , Rural D istrict Council 
Collection, R D C /1/1 /I3); M inutes o f  D onegal T ow n Rural District C ouncil, Q* A ugust 1919 (D C A , Rural 
District Council C ollection, R D C /2/1/6)

M inutes o f  D onegal T ow n Rural D istrict Council, 9*  August 1919 (D C A , Rural D istrict Council 
C ollection, R D C /2/1/6)
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this way, the rural district councils were able to encourage and develop the local economy and 

provide opportunities for increasing family income.

7.8 Grazing Farms and Interaction with the Land Commission

Under the 1903 Land Act, the land commission had been given powers to take over lands and 

formulate labourers’ cottages schemes, powers which were later extended to include the purchase 

o f  land to be set aside for the grazing o f animals.*^ Where this was undertaken, the rural district 

councils could take control o f  the land from the land commission, and let out portions o f the land to 

the labourers and small farmers o f the locality. Some o f  this land was let as additional land to the 

tenants o f labourers’ cottages. Many rural district councils were proactive in this function, 

suggesting farms which the land commission could purchase and dem anding that they set portions 

o f the land aside for pasturage, while other rural districts entered into their own private negotiations 

with landowners to purchase land for this purpose.

Despite this bypassing o f  the official channels on occasion, there appears to have been little 

conflict between the rural district councils and the land commission, even when the rural district 

councils dem anded that the land commission consider certain estates. Much o f  the correspondence 

between the land com m ission and the district councils was legal in nature, dealing with the 

appropriate steps which should be taken before the land commission could enter into purchase 

agreements with private estates. The rural district councillors appear to have been well versed in 

these legal arrangements, issuing replies to queries from the land commission, although it is 

possible that they had consulted their solicitors prior to the actual council meeting.

Grazing com m ittees o f  the councils were set up to arrange for the letting o f  the lands and 

the setting o f the am ount o f  rent to be charged. The lands which the rural district councils 

controlled as grazing farms were let out on a weekly, monthly or annual basis to the landless 

population and the rents charged were based on the number and type o f  animals which were grazed 

on the property. In Trim RD these rents were set at £2 10s for a cow with a calf, although 

additional calves were charged at an extra 10s, two-year-old cows were charged at £2 and yearlings 

at £1 5s each.** Applications for use o f the land were invited in the same manner as those for 

tenants for labourers’ cottages and plots and agricultural labourers received preferential 

consideration over small farmers. Caretakers were appointed, by the councils, for each farm to 

ensure that the lands were properly fenced, to maintain the lands through the removal o f noxious 

weeds, to have the lands sufficiently fertilised with manure and to collect the rents from the tenants.

While the agricultural labourers who were in occupation o f labourers’ cottages were forced 

to till at least half, and in the later years o f the war, all o f  their plots, the tenants on these grazing

Under Section 4 of the Irish Land Act, 1909, quoted in Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 12* 
Dec 1914 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, TR/1/17); 9 Edw. VII c. 42
** Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 29* May 1915 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
TR/1/17)
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lands were initially exem pt. By 1918, how ever, the governm ent had directed tha t at least fifteen  per 

cent o f  all lands ow ned by the councils had to  be cultivated,*’ resulting  in portions o f  the grazing 

land being fenced o ff  and let to labourers w ho w ished to  undertake m ore tillage. In th is w ay the 

councils w ere able to  fulfil the ir obligations to the state, w hile sim ultaneously  m aintain ing a 

percentage o f  pasturage in th e ir d istricts for the utilisation o f  their agricultural labourers and the 

landless poor. Such schem es w ere d iscussed  in several rural districts in C ounty  D onegal, but they 

never m aterialised. H ow ever, they w ere com m on in m ost rural district councils in M eath, w ith 

Edenderry N o .3 and T rim  R D s being  particularly  proactive in their provision. The form ulation o f  

these grazing schem es using  the pow ers bestow ed on the land com m ission, and indeed the land 

com m ission’s funds and favourable  borrow ing  term s, highlights the adeptness o f  the rural district 

councils in utilising d ifferen t pieces o f  legislation and national bodies such as the land com m ission 

to their advantage.

7.9 Functions Accumulated Due to World War One 

7.9.1 Increasing Cultivation and Seed Supply

As m entioned previously, one o f  the m ost obvious and nationw ide repercussions o f  the First W orld 

W ar was the s ta te ’s drive to  increase cultivation . In addition to d irectives ordering  the population to 

till their available lands, the governm ent ordered rural district councils to ensure  that tenants o f  

labourers’ cottages w ere tilling  half, and later the entirety, o f  their plots and that at least fifteen per 

cent o f  rural district council ow ned land should  be tilled. They also asked the rural district councils 

to encourage tillage w ithin the ir districts. To this end the rural d istric t councils issued statem ents 

urging farm ers to  place as m uch land as possib le under tillage, rem inding them  that i f  they failed 

legal action could be taken to  m ake them  com ply.

M any rural d istric t councils also used this tillage drive as an opportun ity  to attack the m uch 

hated ranchers and graziers and the ir ties w ith England. D unfanaghy RD C felt it ‘deplorable in the 

present crisis that our best lands should be devoted to  fattening cattle for the E nglish m arket w hile 

our people are th reatened by fam ine ow ing  to the scarcity  o f  fo o d ’.’® H ow ever, as the w ar 

continued and the governm ent dem anded even further increases in the land under tillage, the rural 

districts began to object. B oth Trim  and Edenderry N o .3 RD C s issued statem ents protesting 

‘against the injustice o f  the tillage regulations w hereby farm ers w ith a large portion  o f  their land in 

tillage are required to  till 1/10 o f  their present arable acreage in add ition ’.”  T hey used the 

opportunity  to  suggest that the  governm ent request ranch ow ners to  cultivate at least tw enty  per

Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 13* April 1918 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/18)

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 9* Dec 1916 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/12)

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 20* Jan 1917 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/19)
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cent o f their land and ‘if  he is not anxious to do so to give over said land to the local councils who 

will see that the land in question is properly cultivated’.̂  ̂ Statements such as these would suggest 

that the councils’ problems were not with the cultivation, but rather the sections o f  the community 

who were being targeted by the government to increase tillage.

Such were the stringencies o f the war that the state decided to re-introduce dormant 

legislation which would grant additional powers to the rural district councils to help increase the 

acreage under tillage in their districts. Under the Relief o f  Distress Act, 1880^ ,̂ the boards o f  

guardians were empowered to supply seed to people in areas where there was severe distress and 

near famine conditions.^'' These powers were consolidated under the Seed Supply and Potato 

Spraying (Ireland) Act, 1898^  ̂and were left in the care o f  the boards o f  guardians.®  ̂ However, with 

the onset o f  the war and the previously mentioned cultivation drive, the government decided to 

reinvigorate the provisions o f  the act in an attempt to increase cultivation and overall agricultural 

output. The local government board was given responsibility for the supervision of, and the 

sanctioning o f loans from, the commissioners o f  public works for the schemes. Under their 

guidance, the administration o f the schemes was entrusted to the rural district councils. These 

schemes empowered the rural district councils to formulate schemes to supply seed oats, seed 

potatoes and manure for distribution on credit to small landholders and tenants o f labourers’ 

cottages.

Those who were to be allocated the seeds and manure had to prove that they were willing 

to sow crops, but were financially unable to purchase the required seeds. To aid the rural district 

councils in ascertaining these facts, the local government board stipulated that only occupiers of 

holdings with a rateable value o f £10 or less were eligible.’’ The costs incurred by the councils in 

providing the seeds were to be recouped in instalments from the successful applicants, allowing the 

councils to cover the cost o f  the scheme without incurring an additional charge for the districts’ 

rates. The sums repayable would be collected with the rates, or in the case o f tenants o f  labourers’ 

cottages, with their rents, for a year from P' Oct 1917. Each successful applicant could receive up 

to ‘12 cwt o f  potatoes, 3 cwt o f  oats and 6 cwt o f manure’, while those who held land in con-acre 

(non-rated occupiers) could also acquire seeds if a guarantee for their repayment o f  the costs was 

made by the rated occupier o f  the land. Con-acre applicants could receive up to ‘5 cwt potatoes and 

1/2 cwt o f oats’.’*

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 20* Jan 1917 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
TR/1/19)

43 Viet. c. 4
See R.B. McDowell, ‘Administration and the public services, 1870 -  1921’ in W.E. Vaughan (ed), A 

New History o f Ireland, vi. Ireland under the Union, II. 1870 -  1921 (Oxford, 1996), p.581 
61&62 Viet. c. 50
28''' Annual Report o f the LGB, p.35
45"' Annual Report o f the LGB, p.23; Minutes of Ardee No.2 Rural District Council, 13* Feb 1917 

(MCA, Rural District Council Collection, AR/1/8)
45'̂  Annual Report o f the LGB, p.23

323



On receipt o f tiie circular from the local government board informing them of the new 

regulations, the majority o f the rural district councils lost little time in summoning a meeting to 

consider the formulation o f a seed supply scheme, within their districts. Notices were posted up 

around the districts, and inserted in newspapers, inviting applications from interested parties. These 

applications were then considered by the district councils. The district councillors in Dunfanaghy 

RD, utilised the local clergy to inform the local population about the scheme, requesting that they 

announce the finalised cost o f seeds and manure after each Sunday service on a particular date. 

This step was necessary as applications for the scheme were made before the exact cost of the 

scheme was known. The clergy were also instructed to request any person wishing to withdraw to 

make the fact known to the district council’s clerk at their earliest opportunity.^^

Once the final number o f applicants had been ascertained, the councils could request loans 

for the amount o f money required. The distribution o f the seed and manure once they arrived was a 

huge enterprise involving almost all the staff o f the rural district councils and the boards of 

guardians. The workhouse porters checked the quantities of seed and the rent collectors, rate 

collectors and relieving officers received the applications and attended to the distribution among 

the successful applicants. These officers and the clerks were all remunerated for their involvement 

and those costs were also added to the amount owed by the applicants.

The majority o f the minutes o f the rural district councils in relation to these seed supply 

schemes were recorded separately from the main minutes of the council, making it difficult to say 

exactly which districts did not take up the provisions of the scheme, as they have not survived in all 

areas. In Donegal all the rural districts, except Londonderry No.2 appear to have formulated 

schemes, while Ardee No.2, Edenderry No.3, Oldcastle and Trim RDs in Meath all had operational 

schemes, although it is likely that some of the other districts also had schemes in place. In total, 

5,971 tons of seed potatoes, 1,906 V2 tons o f seed oats and 2,861 tons of manure were purchased 

and distributed among 41,826 occupiers, cultivators and labourers. The total amount of loans 

sanctioned for this one year’s scheme amounted to £134,588 8s 2d.'°° The effect o f this scheme on 

the amount of land cultivated and crops produced was dramatic. Within a year, the government was 

satisfied that its aims had been met and the scheme was dropped in all but the poorest of the 

districts. This marked the end o f the seed supply functions of the majority o f the rural districts, 

although they were continued in some districts right up to the abolition of the rural district councils, 

in 1925.

7.9.2 Fixing of Coal and Turf Prices

Under the Defence of the Realm Acts the rural district councils were conferred with powers to set 

the maximum prices for which coal and turf could be sold within their districts. These powers were 

outlined under the Turf (Maximum Prices) (Ireland) Order, 1918, an order designed to stop the

^  Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 24* Feb 1917 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/18)

45"’ Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.24
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huge inflation o f  fuel prices w hich w as occurring as a result o f  w ar econom ies. A circular sent to 

B allyshannon R D  outlined  the regulations contained in the order, and requested  the council to set a 

fair price for tu r f  in the ir districts. The m axim um  price set by the councils w as not to  exceed 125 

per cent o f  the p rice  ordinarily  charged for tu r f  in the districts.''* ' S im ilar pow ers w ere conveyed to 

the rural d istric t councils in relation to the price charged for coal in their d istricts by the coal 

controller.'®^

W hile these  provisions im pacted very little on rural d istric ts w here there w as a good local 

supply o f  turf, they  w ere vital to the inhabitants o f  districts dependen t on purchasing fuel from 

other districts. T h is led to  conflic t betw een neighbouring rural d istric ts and betw een rural and urban 

district councils. T he repeated failure o f  B allyshannon R D  to fix a price for tu r f  in its area drew  an 

angry reaction from  the d irector o f  the cross-channel transporta tion  and coal contro ller’s 

departm ent. The d irec to r inform ed the council o f  the urgency o f  the issue, rem inding it that its 

pow ers w ere to  the  benefit o f  ‘the poor and labouring c lasses’, how ever, the council refused to 

oblige. T his even tually  led to a thinly veiled th reat from  the d irector, w ho rem inded the council o f  

‘the grave results w hich m ay follow  their failure to com ply w ith  the term s o f  the O rder’. This 

failure also led to  conflic t w ith B allyshannon UD C. The urban d istric t w as w holly dependent on the 

rural area for a supply  o f  tu rf  for fuel, but because o f  the rural d istric t co unc il’s neglect to set a 

m axim um  price fo r the sale o f  tu r f  in the rural district, the urban d istric t council w as unable to set a 

m axim um  price fo r the sale o f  tu r f  procured from  the rural area w ith in  the tow n boundary.'®^ This 

lack o f  urgency by the rural district is likely to  have been as a d irect result o f  a plentiful supply o f  

tu r f  w ithin the d istric t, how ever the rural district council w as m ore proactive w hen it cam e to coal 

prices, dem anding  inform ation from  the railw ay com pany about the price o f  coal carriage to a 

range o f  locations w ith in  the district.

M any rural districts did not set m axim um  prices for tu r f  or coal, although the vast m ajority 

a ttem pted to  find w ays o f  increasing tu rf  production w ithin the ir district. In Trim  RD the council 

requested that a local landow ner re-open a plot o f  bog, w hich had recently  been closed to the 

public,'®^ and, in conjunction  w ith m any other rural d istrict councils adopted an appeal from 

K illarney R D C  to  have railw ay services im proved to colleries to increase the output o f  Irish coal.'®^ 

Thus, despite tem porary  delays, no doubt instigated as a grow ing  sym bol o f  resistance to British 

rule in Ireland in the  final years o f  the First W orld W ar, the rural d istric t councils w ere vital in 

ensuring tha t the  m axim um  am ount o f  fuel w as provided in each district. The councils w ere also

B ally shannon  R ural D istric t C ouncil C orrespondence , C ircu la r re: D efence  o f  the R ealm  (D C A , 
R ural D istric t C ounc il C o llec tion , R D C /1/2 /7)

Ib id , 4*  F eb  1919
B ally shannon  R ural D istric t C ouncil C orrespondence , L etters from  th e  D irec to r o f  C ross-channel 

T ranspo rta tion  and  C oal C o n tro lle r’s D epartm ent, 25 N ov 1918; 4*  Jan  1919 (D C A , R ural D istrict C ouncil 
C o llec tion , R D C /1 /2 /7 )

Ib id , 4*  F eb  1919
M inu tes o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 14* A pril 1917, 28 *  A pril 1917, 12* M ay 1917 (M C A , 

R ural D istric t C o u n c il C o llection , T R /1 /19)
Ib id , 25 *  N o v  1916
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pivotal in ensuring that war time inflation did not prevent local people from being able to purchase

a supply o f fuel sufficient to m eet their needs.

7.9.3 Rationing, Recycling and Temperance

The stringencies o f  the war extended to commodities other than fuel and, as a result, the rationing 

o f  items such as sugar were introduced. W hile the rural district councils had very little to do with 

food rations, they were targeted in the drive to conserve timber and paper supplies. Circulars were 

received by the rural district councils from the local government board informing them  o f  the need 

to economise in their use o f  timber. This was not a problem for any o f the rural districts, as the lack 

o f government grants and the prohibition o f borrowing money on the open m arket meant that 

public transport and public health works and the provision and repair o f  labourers’ cottages had all 

but come to an end. The councils also received circulars from the local governm ent board 

informing them o f the need to re-use ‘wherever practicable waste food ... other organic waste, and 

also waste paper, cardboard e tc’, although the board were quick to add a proviso to this statement 

cautioning the councils to be sure to preserve ‘all deeds, assignments etc.’'®’

The other issue with which some rural district councils were involved was a campaign to 

request the government to prohibit the manufacture and sale o f drink. This issue appears to have 

split the councils across the country between those that adopted the act and those that simply 

marked it ‘read’. W hether this measure was designed to increase the security o f  the state through 

the creation o f a sober population, or simply an opportunity seized by councils dom inated by pro

temperance councillors is unclear. However, there was a hazy link drawn between the manufacture 

o f alcohol and the reduction in the use o f certain ingredients by the brewing industry.

7.9.4 Supporting Recruitment and Opposing Conscription

With the initial onset o f  the First World War, the rural district councils followed the feelings o f

goodwill demonstrated by the majority o f  the country’s population, and leant their support to the 

war effort.'”* The rural district councils supported recruitment drives by posting notices around 

their districts at the request o f  the central council for organisation o f  recruiting. The councils also 

promised to support the general recruitment drive, although the majority o f  councils stopped short 

at forming themselves into recruitm ent committees, as the central council had suggested.'®^ Trim 

RDC went so far as to pen a resolution requesting the return o f Irish emigrants to ‘assist the Irish 

Nation in defence o f  their own country’ and requesting the intervention o f Am erica in the w ar."°

M inutes o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 31" M arch 1917; 14* A pril 1917 (M C A , R ural D istric t 
C ouncil C ollection , T R /1 /19)

T he m ain support fo r the w ar effort in Ireland had been garnered  by the final rea lisa tio n  o f  a  m uch 
desired  goal, hom e rule, even  i f  its in troduction  w as postponed  for the duration  o f  the w ar.

L ondonderry  N o.2  R D  w as one excep tion  to this rule. M inutes o f  L ondonderry  N o .2 R ural D istric t 
C ouncil, 8* M ay 1915 (D C A , R ural D istric t C ouncil C ollection , R D C /10/1 /2)

M inutes o f  T rim  R ural D istric t C ouncil, 3'̂ ‘* O ct 1914 (M C A , R ural D istric t C o u n c il C o llection ,
T R /1 /17)
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However, this initially co-operative approach from the rural district councils quickly 

deteriorated with the threat from the government to introduce conscription to Ireland and also 

because o f the rapidly shifting Irish political situation. The first down-turn in relations came about 

with the introduction o f a registration act. The National Registration Act, 1 915" ', was introduced 

across the United Kingdom as a means for the state to establish how many men aged between 

fifteen and sixty five were available in the country, and how they were employed. It was seen by 

many as the first step towards conscription, as the state would be aware exactly how many men 

were available for the war effort, where and who they were. This act was to be administered by the 

county councils. In Donegal, the loyal, unionist-dominated Londonderry N o.2 RDC requested 

Donegal County Council to adopt the provisions o f the act. Predictably, the county council 

refused."^ None o f  the other district councils in the study area even referred to the act.

While even the threat o f  conscription angered many, the treatment o f  the participants in the 

1916 Rising turned a slight souring o f  relations between state and local authority to outright 

hostility. The initial reaction to the Easter Rising by the majority o f  the Irish population was one o f 

disgust and horror. Dunshaughlin RDC, like many, was quick to pass a resolution expressing their 

‘abhorrence o f  the recent rebellion in Dublin and through the Country whereby many innocent and 

inoffensive people have lost their lives’."^ However, the action o f  the government, in carrying out 

executions without proper trials and the mass imprisonment o f  anyone suspected o f being involved, 

invoked an equally outraged reaction and signalled the first mass protest by the rural district 

councils against the state. All but the loyal, unionist-dominated rural district councils passed 

resolutions protesting against the state’s action and called for the release o f all political prisoners. 

These resolutions o f  protest quickly altered into resolutions o f  censure against the treatment o f Irish 

prisoners in British jails, and in particular the treatment meted out to Countess Markievicz.

With the quickly-evolving political situation and the growth in anti-British feeling, it was 

always unlikely that the extension o f conscription to Ireland would be anything other than 

unsuccessful. The rural district councils made their feelings against the introduction o f  conscription 

well known and called on the ordinary inhabitants o f their districts to ‘unite in resisting such unjust 

m easures’, while one rural district council went so far as to demand the resignation o f its local MP 

who delivered a pro-conscription speech."'' It is interesting that even in Londonderry N o.2 RD, that 

protector o f the interests o f  the state, no measure supporting conscription was ever suggested. The 

tide against British rule in Ireland had firmly turned and with it the support o f  the rural district 

councils for the w ar effort.

5& 6 G eo . V . c. 60
M in utes o f  L ondonderry N o .2  Rural D istrict C ou n cil, 14'*' A u g  1915 (D C A , Rural D istrict C ouncil 

C o llec tio n , R D C /1 0 /1 /2 )
M inutes o f  D u nshaugh lin  Rural D istrict C ou ncil, 9 *  M ay 1916  (M C A , Rural D istr ict C ouncil 

C o llec tio n , D U /1 /2 0 )
M inutes o f  Trim  Rural D istr ict C ou n cil, 13* A pril 1918 (M C A , Rural D istr ict C o u n c il C o llection ,

T R /1 /2 0 )
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7.10 Supporting Everything Irish 

7.10.1 Irish Language and Culture

The opposition to conscrip tion  d iscussed  in the above section h ighlights a role w hich the rural 

district councils had carved ou t for them selves, supporters and protectors o f  every th ing  Irish. This 

role was present to som e ex ten t am ong all the rural district councils, nationalist and unionist alike, 

but it was the strongly nationalist and later republican rural district councils w hich  developed this 

role to the extent that it began to  dom inate the functions o f  som e councils. The first indications that 

such a niche w ould be cu ltivated  by the new ly-created  local authorities w ere m ade at the very first 

m eetings o f  the councils in 1899. A t these first m eetings the vast m ajority  o f  rural d istric t councils 

passed resolutions in favour o f  hom e rule, the creation o f  an Irish catholic un iversity , the teaching 

o f  Irish as a com pulsory  and rem unerated  subject and the reform  o f  financial re la tions w ith G reat 

Britain. In addition the councils also passed m otions pledging their support to the  asp irations o f  the 

G aelic League.

These early, po litically -charged  resolutions set the stage for the pattern  o f  events to  com e. 

Frequent correspondence w as received from  the G aelic League encourag ing  the rural district 

councils to request the schoo ls in their areas to introduce the teaching  o f  Irish as a com pulsory 

subject, for w hich teachers w ould  receive full rem uneration. They also advocated  the em ploym ent 

o f  qualified Irish teachers and objected  to  the action o f  the interm ediate board o f  national education 

in appointing foreigners to exam ine I r i s h . ' I n  addition, they requested  tha t the rural district 

councils utilise the Irish language as m uch as possible in the transaction  o f  the ir business and that 

they m ake a w orking know ledge o f  the Irish language a prerequisite  for any new  em ployee 

appointed by a rural d istric t council. The rural d istrict councils show ed their support for the actions 

o f  the Gaelic League by adopting  the ir resolutions and reiterating  the ir support for the aim s o f  the 

league."^ In practice, few  o f  the councils actually  dem anded that their personnel have Irish, few er 

still, apart from  those in areas w here Irish w as the spoken language, transacted  the ir business 

through the language. D espite this the councils did show  their support for the league and its aims 

by organising collections w ith in  their d istricts, to  fund the league’s c a m p a ig n ." ’

The rural d istric t councils also  supported  the w ork o f  the U nited  Irish L eague on the land 

question, passing frequent resolutions dem anding  im proved term s for land purchase. A s the land 

question becam e increasingly  settled  w ith the favourable term s o f  the later land acts, the attention 

o f  the U nited Irish L eague, and the councils, turned to the issue o f  the large g raz ier holdings o f  

ranch estates and the dam age they w ere inflicting on traditional farm ing  m ethods and local

Minutes of Trim Rural District Council, 2"“* Oct 1920 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, 
TR/1/22); Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 8* March 1902 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/3)

Minutes of Oldcastle Rural District Council, 6* Jan 1902 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
OL/1/2)

In Dunfanaghy RDC one such collection began in the council chamber. The chairman donated 5s, 
three o f the councillors donated 2s6d, one donated 3s, five donated 2s and four donated Is. Minutes of 
Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 14* March 1902 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection, RDC/3/1/3)
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societies. The d istric t councils supported resolutions from  the U nited  Irish League dem anding the 

breaking up o f  these  holdings. In later years, particularly  during the F irst W orld W ar, the district 

councils began to  pen the ir ow n anti-ranch resolutions dem anding  that the land com m ission attem pt 

to purchase the land o r at least force the graziers to  participate in the cultivation  drive.

The support o f  Irish culture by the rural d istrict councils did not end w ith the support o f  the 

aim s o f  the G aelic L eague and the U nited Irish League in respect o f  the Irish language and land. 

The rural d istric t councils w ere also proactive in their support o f  the heritage and history o f  the 

country. In K ells and Trim  this took the form  o f  the respective councils changing the nam es o f  

certain  localities from  E nglish to  Irish. In K ells a m otion w as passed to change the nam e o f  the 

rural district back to  the  Irish, C eannanas M 6r, w hile in T rim  a m otion from  a councillor to change 

the nam e o f  S um m erhill to  Lynchs Cnoc (H ill) w as passed."*  W hether or not these changes were 

w idely used by the local populations is unclear, but the actions o f  the councils at least sym bolised 

an attem pt to  re juvenate  old Irish place nam es.

T he preservation  o f  Irish culture and heritage in Ireland w as inextricably  linked to  the 

catholic church and the rural d istrict councils w ere keen to be seen supporting  the church. Thus, 

resolutions w ere passed  by various rural district councils congratu lating  m em bers o f  the clergy on 

their consecration  as b ishops and resolutions o f  sym pathy w ere passed on the death o f  local clergy 

and on the death o f  the  P ope."^  This link betw een the church and culture w as also visible in calls 

for St. P atrick ’s D ay to be m ade a  national holiday and the fact that councils refused to hold 

m eetings on that date.'^°

The rural d istric t councils w ere aw are o f  the  need to preserve the co un try ’s archaeological 

heritage and w ere involved in m any d ifferent projects to conserve ancient stone crosses in 

graveyards and o ther im portant local m onum ents. D unshaughlin  RD C w as quick  to  condem n an 

‘A ct o f  V andalism  ... being  perform ed in destroying the A ncien t m ound on T ara  H ill’. It dem anded 

that the ow ner ‘im m ediately  d esis t’ and called the attention o f  the board  o f  w orks, the antiquarian 

society and the M Ps fo r the county to  the issue.

A ctions on the  part o f  the rural district councils, like those  above, ensured that the 

preservation o f  Irish  cu ltu re  and heritage w as to the forefront in the m inds o f  the people o f  the 

district. The support o f  the councils for the aim s o f  organisations such as the G aelic League m eant 

that the m essage o f  these organisations received a w ider d istribution  than the organ isations’ own

Minutes o f Kells Rural District Council, 1921 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, K71/16); 
Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 2"‘‘ Oct 1920 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection, TR/1/22)

Minutes o f Ardee No.2 Rural District Council, 12* June 1906 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, AR/1/4); Minutes o f Trim Rural District Council, 22"“* Aug 1914 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, TR/1/17)

Minutes o f Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 10* March 1906 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/17); Minutes of Navan Rural District Council, 3’̂'* March 1910 (MCA, Rural District 
Council Collection, N/1/10)

Minutes o f Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 24* June 1902 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, DU/1/5)
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m em bership and m ade local people aw are o f  the challenges facing Irish culture and heritage at the 

time.

7.10.2 Irish Industries

The rural district councils also  period ically  delved into the realm  o f  supporting  Irish industries and 

the econom y. The councils passed reso lu tions dem anding governm ent funding to  estab lish  the 

m ineral w ealth o f  the ir various areas, they  requested support for the reopening  o f  closed  m ines and 

the extension o f  infrastructure to  locations w here these m inerals and m etals w ere found in order to 

aid their extraction. The rural d istric t councils regularly sent delegates to expositions, exhibitions 

and industrial conferences to  show case their d istric ts’ assets and resources and to d iscuss how  the 

produce o f  Irish industry could  be better advertised  on European and in ternational m arkets.

R ather than ju s t  ta lk ing  about these issues, the rural d istrict councils also  attem pted  to 

garner support for Irish  produce locally , by calling on the local population to buy only Irish 

m anufactured clo th ing and m aterials. In order to raise the standard o f  these products district 

councils were involved in encourag ing  m anufacturers to partake in a trade-m ark  schem e, by 

refusing to accept tenders from  m anufacturers w ho had not registered w ith, and received a trade 

m ark from , the Irish developm ent association.'^^ Further, m any rural d istric t councils w ere active in 

penning resolutions ob jecting  to  the s ta te ’s perm itting  the im portation o f  foreign m eat and foreign 

anim als into Ireland. It w as claim ed tha t these anim als w ere causing  a reduction  in the prices 

received by Irish farm ers for their hom e-grow n produce. The idea o f  b locking com petition  was 

taken even further by som e rural d istric t councils w hich advocated the estab lishm ent o f  a tax  on all 

im ports, forcing Irish people to  buy Irish produce.

The support o f  Irish industries also  involved the support o f  Irish farm ers w ho w ere striving 

to run self-sufficient local farm s or w ho w ere producing goods for sale at local m arkets. To th is end 

the councils objected to  serv ices such as post offices and banks being closed all day or early  on 

m arket days as it greatly  inconvenienced  the local agricultural population , forcing  them  to  travel to 

the tow n on m arket day and on ano ther day to transact any financial or o ther business w hich they 

may have had.'^^ The rural d istric t councils w ere also active in their fight for a lternative sources o f  

agriculture revenue and adopted  reso lu tions from  the state suggesting that farm ers p lace som e o f  

their land under forestry in o rder to  produce a reliable source o f  local tim ber. They also  requested 

state funds to help them  repair and reopen local m ills under the control o f  the councils, w hich 

w ould have allow ed farm ers to  grind the ir own corn.

In addition, the rural d istric t councils w ere strenuous in their opposition  to the introduction 

o f  the Sum m ertim e A ct from  1916.'^'* This act, also know n as the D ayligh t Savings A ct, caused

Minutes of Dunfanaghy Rural District Council, 10* Feb 1912 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/3/1/9)

Minutes o f Kells Rural District Council, 2"'* May 1903 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
K/1/3)

6&7 Geo V c. 14
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alm ost as m uch consternation am ong the population  o f  an average Irish rural district as the 

proposed in troduction  o f  conscription. In every rural district in the study area resolutions were 

passed condem ning  the provisions o f  the act, cla im ing  tha t it w ould upset the routine o f  the 

agricultural m em bers o f  the com m unity and that no good could arise from  it. H ow ever, neither the 

B ritish state nor the  Irish Free State heeded the pleas o f  the rural d istric t councils and objections to 

the im position o f  the sum m ertim e act becam e a ritualistic  annual reso lu tion  on the rural district 

councils’ m otion calendars.

7.10.3 The Fight for Irish Freedom

The fight for Irish freedom , w hich evolved from  dem ands for hom e rule to  dem ands for com plete 

independence from  B ritain, played out on a national stage w as closely  m onitored  and supported by 

the Irish rural d istric t councils. A s local representatives, the rural d istric t councillo rs represented 

the view s o f  th e ir constituents in m atters relating to local governm ent, but they also felt it 

incum bent on them  to support the political ideals and aspirations o f  the local com m unity. As a 

result, the rural d istric t councils busied them selves, from  an early  stage, w ith m atters o f  national 

politics, passing resolutions in favour o f  hom e rule, dem anding  that the split hom e rule m ovem ent 

reunify, and passing  resolutions o f  sym pathy and loss on the death o f  im portant Irish nationalist 

figures such as M ichael Davitt.'^^ In addition, the  rural d istric t councils passed resolutions 

highlighting  the effic ien t and capable m anner w ith w hich the Irish population  w as adm inistering 

local governm ent. T hese resolutions w ent on to request that the British governm ent ‘grant a broad 

and com prehensive m easure o f  H om e R ule’, using the ir proven ability  to  govern local affairs as a 

reason for the introduction o f  se lf  governm ent.

H ow ever, the style and subject m atter o f  these resolutions began to  alter as the political 

situation in Ireland changed. The 1916 Easter R ising w as first m et w ith resolutions condem ning, as 

the C lerk o f  D onegal RD C pu t it, ‘the mad policy o f  a sm all m inority  o f  the ir countrym en’'^’ . 

H ow ever, this condem nation  o f  the insurrectionists quickly tu rned  to  condem nation  o f  the British 

and their actions in executing the leaders and im prisoning m any w ithou t a fair or proper trial (See 

Section 7.9.4). T hese resolutions w ere replaced by resolutions expressing  horror at the m anner in 

w hich political p risoners w ere being treated  in Irish  and B ritish ja ils , w ith the treatm ent o f  

prisoners in the no torious C ork ja il  being singled ou t for special m ention. T rim  R D C , in response to 

calls from  local S inn Fein clubs, w ent so far as to  dem and that the  governm ent return  the bodies o f  

the executed ‘to  the ir relatives for C hristian B urial’.'^*

Minutes o f  Ardee No.2 Rural District Council, 12'*’ June 1906 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, AR/1/4)

Minutes o f Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 13* June 1905 (MCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, DU/1/8). This resolution started by asserting that ‘after six years o f  Local Government the Irish 
People have proved their ability to manage their own affairs’.

The Derry Journal, 1 May 1916
Minutes o f  Trim Rural District Council, 18* Aug 1917 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,

TR/1/19)
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The passing o f  these resolutions and their distribution to other local authorities, newspapers 

and even to foreign governments were vital as a means o f publicising the opinion o f  the ordinary 

local ratepayer, and also for gaining support for the cause o f Irish freedom. However, the 

involvement o f the rural district councils in the fight for Irish independence did not end there. 

During the War o f  Independence, the rural district councils played a vital part in stalling the 

machinery o f the British administrative state. The rural district councils elected after the election o f 

June 1920 were much more republican than their predecessors. While their predecessors had passed 

resolutions offering their loyalty to the local government department o f Dail Eireann, it was only at 

the first meetings o f  the new councils in June 1920 that the first o f the councils began to adopt 

resolutions severing their allegiance with the local government board. The newly-elected councils 

announced their intention o f  not corresponding with the local government board in any respect and 

refused to submit their accounts for audit.

The immediate effect o f  this stance was a resolution from the local government board 

stating that it would cut o ff  all grants to the local authorities if they refused to co-operate fully with 

the board. However, the rural district councils persisted in their tactic. By the rural district councils’ 

refusal to co-operate with the local government board, the British state was no longer able to gain 

information or statistics about the local population. The statistics which the local governm ent board 

had acquired through the regular visits o f  its inspectors to council meetings, from the regular audit 

o f  district council accounts and from information gathered from the rural district councils ceased. 

The state no longer had access to detailed information about the everyday life o f  the population 

over which it was now frantically trying to regain control. Gone were the aids to the surveillance 

of, and power over, their territories. By refusing to co-operate with the state, the rural district 

councils effectively cut o ff the richest source o f knowledge the state had, thereby reducing its 

power to control the population. The creation o f the state had turned against its creator, in favour o f 

a new state.

There is little doubt that the rural district councils played their part in the W ar of 

Independence. Their loyalty, and the loyalty o f their employees, ensured that the rates and rents 

collected from the population went to finance the setting up o f the new state and the continued 

maintenance o f local government functions, under that new state. Had the rural district councils 

remained loyal to the local government board and continued to lodge their rates and rents into 

accounts monitored by the British state, there is little doubt that all available funds would have 

been reserved for the repair o f  the damage caused to the country’s infrastructure and property by 

the Irish rebel forces. This would have crippled local government and the finances o f  the country as 

a whole. As it was, the rural district councils were able to preserve a skeleton o f their functions, 

ensuring that the local government acquired by the Free State in 1922 was still a functioning and 

viable entity.
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7,10.4 Fighting the Irish State

However, the lessons learned by the rural district councils during the W ar o f Independence were 

not forgotten with the accession o f the Free State government to power. W hile all the rural district 

councils in the study area were supportive o f the treaty and the Free State government, they were 

not reluctant to make their feelings known when the actions o f  the Free State impacted negatively 

on their local area or went against the wishes o f  the majority o f  the local population. All the rural 

district councils condemned the Civil War, referring to it as a ‘wanton war o f  destruction that is 

being waged without the sanction o f Dai! Eireann’.’^̂  They did, however, also pass resolutions of 

sympathy on the deaths o f all the major Irish political figures both pro- and anti-treaty. This 

suggests that the rural district councils, like the majority o f the population, had slightly divided 

loyalties, although they had accepted the treaty they understood and empathised with the aim o f a 

full republic o f  Ireland that the anti-treaty forces were fighting for.

This lack o f complete, undivided loyalty to the Free State, was a sign o f  things to come. As 

the rural district councils had objected to some o f the rules, regulations and actions o f the British 

government, so too did they object to the strategies employed by the Free State government. The 

execution o f anti-treaty soldiers captured during the Civil W ar drew resolutions o f  condemnation 

from the rural district councils. In addition, a resolution was passed by almost every rural district 

council condemning the ‘exhumation and removal to unknown destinations by the “Free State 

M ilitary” o f the remains o f Republican Soldiers’ and dem anding that the remains be handed over 

‘to the relatives o f the deceased for Christian Burial’.'̂ ® The final part o f  this resolution directly 

mirrored a resolution passed by Trim RDC in relation to the remains o f  those executed in the 

aftermath o f 1916 (See Section 7.10.3). It would seem that the rural district councils had simply 

transferred their techniques o f  state criticism directly from the British state to the Free State.

The criticism o f  the Free State did not end with matters o f  politics. The transition from the 

local government board to the local government department o f  Dail Eireann had been seamless, as 

was the transition o f issues o f  conflict between the rural district councils and the central authority. 

During the First World War, the local government board had requested local authority economy 

and this economy had been continued from the end o f the war through the War o f Independence 

and right up until the end o f  the Civil War. With the final conclusion o f  the Civil War the rural 

district councils expected to begin to receive the funding necessary for them to carry out their 

functions fully, some o f which had lain dormant for several years as a result o f  financial 

stringencies. The initial signal from the local government departm ent was that this funding would 

be forthcoming and a grant was issued for the relief o f  distress. Under the grant Donegal County 

Council was awarded £20,000 and Meath County Council £32,000. These sums were to be divided 

between the county councils and the rural district councils. However, this positive signal was short

M in utes o f  M ilford  Rural D istrict C ou n cil, 1922 (D C A , Rural D istr ict C ou n cil C o llec tio n , 
R D C /7 /1 /2 4 )

M in utes o f  Stranorlar Rural D istrict C ou ncil, 6 *  O ct 1924  (D C A , Rural D istr ict C ou ncil C o llec tio n , 
R D C /9 /1 /8 )
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lived and the grant w as no t renew ed in subsequent years. In its place cam e calls from  the 

governm ent for econom y in all areas o f  local governm ent.'^ '

These calls for econom y w ere criticised  at length by the rural district councils, w hich w ere 

attem pting  to re-start labou rers’ cottages schem es and im prove the transport and public health 

infrastructure o f  the ir respective d istricts. The rural district councils also objected  to  o ther cost- 

sav ing  m easures such as the alteration in the adm inistration o f  the hom e-help provisions instituted 

a fte r the abolition o f  the poor law. W ith confidence in the state d im inishing, the ab ility  o f  the local 

governm ent departm ent to  adm in ister as effectively as the local governm ent board  w as increasingly 

being  questioned. T his uncertain ty  had an early basis in one particular incident in Letterkenny RD, 

w hich highlighted ju s t  how  unaw are the local governm ent departm ent w ere o f  the structure o f  the 

rural district councils.

Londonderry N o .2 R D C  had been abolished under the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) Act, 

1919 and its electoral d iv isions am algam ated w ith Letterkenny RD. T he local governm ent 

departm ent o f  Dail E ireann appears to  have been totally  unaw are o f  this boundary alteration, 

issuing a letter to D onegal C ounty  C ouncil stating that it w as hoped to incorporate Londonderry 

N o .2 w ith Inishow en RD, but for the presen t it w ould rem ain a rural d i s t r i c t . T h i s  letter w as 

passed on to  L etterkenny R D  and w as greeted with shock and bem usem ent by the council. The 

clerk  was directed to  w rite to  the local governm ent departm ent requesting  c larification , stating that 

they presum ed ‘the w ord Inn ishow en is a slip  and should be L etterkenny’.'^^ In response, the local 

governm ent departm ent sim ply stated  that the portion o f  the old Londonderry  N o .2 RD w ould be 

rem oved to Inishow en on the 10*'' Feb 1922. This was in spite o f  the fact that it w en t against the 

w ishes o f  the people in the electoral d iv isions in question w ho w ere ‘very badly d issa tisfied ’ w ith
, 134

the new arrangem ents.

W hile the lack o f  know ledge about the num ber and location o f  the rural d istrict councils 

can be blam ed on a lack o f  experience, the lack o f  concern show n by the local governm ent 

departm ent tow ards the financial needs o f  the rural district councils, illustrated by the stoppage o f  

the re lief grants, can not. It w ould  in fact appear that the local governm ent departm en t had decided 

that fam iliarisation w ith the m inutiae  o f  the rural district councils w as unnecessary  as they had 

been form ulating plans fo r the  abolition  o f  the rural d istric t councils from  an early  stage in 1923. 

T he tim ing o f  th is idea, a t the height o f  the rural district co unc ils’ objections to the m anner in

Minutes of Navan Rural District Council, 5* Jan 1924 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
N/1/23)

Minutes of Letterkenny Rural District Council, 7* Oct 1921 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/6/1/13)

Ibid
Letter from Rent Collector o f Londonderry No.2 RDC to Clerk o f Letterkenny RDC (DCA, Rural 

District Council Collection, RDC/5/2/5 (2)) The Inishowen rural district councillors on the other hand, appear 
to have been delighted with the move, despite its impact on the people o f the former Londonderry No.2 RD 
and took the opportunity to request Dail Eireann to ‘constitute the RD o f Inishowen as now enlarged by the 
inclusion of Derry No.2 area, a separate county as there is general dissatisfaction at the treatment given by 
Tirconaill County Council to matters relating to Inishowen which in the times of the Chieftains was a distinct 
territory’. Minutes o f Inishowen Rural District Council, 10*'’ April 1922 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection, RDC/5/1/12)
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which the state was treating Civil War prisoners and the state’s treatment o f local government 

functions, would suggest that this plan was designed to remove the staunchest opponents o f the 

state’s methods and tactics. Although in his introduction to the bill for local government reform. 

M inister Burke, the local government minister, stated that the abolition o f the rural district councils 

was ‘conditional and consequential on the vital provisions o f the B ill’,'^^ it soon became clear that 

the changes proposed could have no other outcome than the removal o f  the rural district councils as 

a tier o f local government.

Needless to state, the rural district councils were unanimous in their opposition to their 

abolition, calling on the government to abandon the proposed bill. They suggested that rather than 

abolishing the rural district councils the state could invest in them the functions remaining from the 

boards o f guardians, particularly the administration o f the medical charities acts.'^^ Navan RDC 

went so far as to threaten resistance to the state’s plans in a strongly worded resolution reminiscent 

o f those used against the local government board:

That we the N avan Rural District Council em phatically protest against the latest attempt on 

the part o f  the government to filch away the hardly won rights o f  the plain people ... and 

that we pledge ourselves to strenuously resist the attempt to bureaucratise the 

administration o f  the country for which there is absolutely no mandate and would reduce 

our so called freedom to a perfect farce.

Despite this fierce opposition the local government bill was passed and the abolition o f the rural 

district councils on the P ' Oct 1925 was enshrined in the Local Government Act, 1925.'^*

7.11 Conclusion

This chapter has provided an overview o f the range o f miscellaneous functions held by the rural 

district councils, those that they received on their introduction, new legislation which they acquired 

and the functions which they carved out for themselves. Although the functions discussed in 

previous chapters were o f  the utmost importance to local government, some o f  the functions 

discussed in this chapter were equally, if not more, important to the local population. The defence 

o f malicious injuries by the district councils ensured that local rates were not unnecessarily 

burdened by the crimes o f  individuals. Issues such as the extension o f  telegraph and money order 

office services and the preservation o f a regular delivery o f  mail and convenient post office 

opening hours com bined with public lighting, public libraries and the holding o f fairs and markets

D M  Debates, 29* May 1924, Vol. 7, c. 1592
Minutes of Donegal Town Rural District Council, 2P ‘ June 1924 (DCA, Rural District Council 

Collection, RDC/2/1/10)
Minutes of Navan Rural District Council, 7* June 1924 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,

N/1/23)
No. 5 of 1925
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to  im prove greatly  the socio-econom ic conditions experienced by people living in and around the 

sm all tow ns and v illages o f  Ireland.

The introduction o f  com pulsory  school attendance, w hile initially  ob jected  to , brought 

huge benefits to  the districts in the form  o f  increased educational opportunities. T he acceptance by 

the rural district councils o f  the ir seed supply functions during the w ar lessened the burden o f  

com pulsory tillage on local people and ensured that there w ould be no danger o f  a food shortage 

w ithin the district. F inally  the  actions o f  the rural district councils in ob jec ting  to  the introduction 

o f  conscription, and in supporting  the Irish language, culture, industry and politics ensured  that the 

opinions o f  the local population  w ere broadcast across the country to a larger audience than w ould 

have been achieved by the people them selves.

H ow ever, it w ould  be naive to  believe that the introduction o f  the add itional functions 

w hich the rural d istric t councils acquired  w as sim ply an attem pt by the state to  im prove living 

conditions in Ireland. A s th is chapter has discussed, certain  parts o f  the additional legislation 

introduced w ere in them selves individual techniques o f  governm entality . M oreover, w ith every 

extension to the legislation contro lled  by the rural district councils, the pow er o f  the state over the 

population was extended. E very increase in rural district council pow er w as m et w ith a 

sim ultaneous increase in the know ledge the state was able to procure abou t the individual citizens 

o f  the state, as the rural d istric t councils reported all their activities to the local governm ent board 

and their inspectors. Particu larly  im portant in this respect w ere the in troduction o f  com pulsory  

school attendance and the defence o f  m alicious injuries. In addition , the ex tension  o f  the post office 

services, thanks to  the guaran tees o f  the rural district councils, ensured that inform ation about the 

districts and their population could  travel to  the centre, and thus the local governm ent board, faster 

than ever before.

O ther functions, particu larly  the setting up o f  grazing farm s w ere designed  w ith the 

m otives o f  constructive unionism  in m ind. By providing even the landless labourers w ith enough 

land to graze a few  anim als on for a sm all rent, the state was reducing the need for land agitation 

and hoping to  convince the m ass o f  the population o f  the benefits w hich they w ould  receive from  

rem aining as loyal obed ien t subjects o f  the British state. Still other functions w ere designed to 

encourage com pliance w ith som e o f  the less appealing  legislation w hich w as introduced. In 

particular the re juvenation  o f  seed supply schem es allow ed the governm ent to increase national 

cultivation and helped local districts m eet their tillage requirem ents w ithout recourse to  threats and 

fm es from  the state. In a sim ilar w ay, the laws relating to  tu r f  and coal prices, w hile necessary  to 

stop local inflation w hich  w as causing  huge increases in the costs associated  w ith  the w ar, w ere 

packaged in a m anner conv incing  the rural d istric t councils that the new  regulations w ere for the 

benefit o f  the local population.

H ow ever, all these techniques o f  governm entality  ultim ately failed, as the m ovem ent in 

favour o f  com plete separation  from  B ritain  grew  in strength, m ostly as a result o f  the actions o f  the 

B ritish state in postponing  and then altering  the hom e rule agreem ent and also because o f  the
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heavy-handed tactics used to put down the Easter Rising. The rural district councils played no 

small part in this movement towards separation from Britain. Their action in removing themselves, 

and thereby alm ost the entire local government network from British control, despite the threat o f 

funding cuts, ensured that the British state could not function effectively in Ireland, as its main 

surveillance networks were lost. The local authorities created by the British as a technique o f 

governmentality to further their control o f  Ireland were instrumental in the downfall o f the British 

state in Ireland, through a function they created for themselves, the support o f  the fight for Irish 

freedom. The Irish government, aware o f the mistakes o f  their predecessor, abolished the rural 

district councils at an early stage, thus preventing them from undermining the authority o f the new 

Irish Free State.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION

8.1 Governmentality and Central -  Local Relations

This thesis has charted the introduction and operation o f  the rural district councils, from their 

inception in 1898, until their eventual abolition in 1925, exam ining their impact on the geographies 

o f  both central and local pow er in Ireland throughout the period. This is not, however, a study o f  

central-local relations within a state widely accepted and acknowledged as the rightful authority 

over the territory in question. This is a study o f  the techniques and rationalities o f  governmentality  

used as the British state attempted to legitimate itself as the uncontested ruler o f  the territory and 

population o f  Ireland: a study o f  the extension o f  governmentality to a contested space.

Having regained total parliamentary control o f  Ireland after the Act o f  Union, 1801 the 

state set about introducing a range o f  measures designed to increase its control over Ireland. From 

the mid-nineteenth century onw ards this aim was objectified through a raft o f  legislation designed 

to shift the balance o f  pow er from highly autonomous local bodies, to new  local authorities under 

centralised state control. The  introduction o f  the rural district councils as part o f  the Local 

Government (Ireland) Act, in the final years o f  the nineteenth century, represents the culmination 

o f  this policy.

The timing o f  the introduction o f  this legislation in 1898 was, undoubtedly, a foucauldian 

rationale o f  governmentality. The problems which the provisions o f  the Local G overnm ent 

(Ireland) Act sought to remedy, such as the overburdening and inefficiency o f  the poor law, the 

corruption o f  the grand ju ries  and the inequity between the systems o f  local governm ent in Ireland 

and Britain, had been in existence for a sustained period. As a result, the introduction o f  the Local 

Government (Ireland) Bill, by C h ie f  Secretary Balfour, to circumvent a political stalemate (over the 

proposed creation o f  a departm ent o f  agriculture and technical instruction for Ireland), suggests that 

local government reform was being utilised as a technique o f  control over the MPs themselves. The 

local government reforms appeased the MPs, a llowing for the creation o f  the D epartm ent o f  

Agriculture and Technical Instruction a  year later, and prevented an em barrassing governm ent 

defeat in the House o f  C om m ons.

The reforms enacted under the new  legislation provided for the continuation o f  the policy 

o f  constructive unionism, as it granted limited powers o f  se lf  governm ent to the Irish population. 

However, through the granting o f  this increase o f  local autonomy, the state was also ensuring a 

simultaneous increase in its power. Although locally powerful, the new bodies which were  created 

were directly answerable to the local government board, a central state authority. B alfour and his 

cabinet, then, not only succeeded in introducing a measure which would increase the pow er o f  the
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state, and aid attempts to ‘conduct the conduct’’ o f  the Irish population; they also succeeded in 

conducting the conduct o f  the British and Irish MPs who had prevented the government’s 

attainment o f  a legislative goal.

Important as the latter aim was for the efficient operation o f  the government, the former 

aim o f  increasing the power o f  the state in Ireland was vital to the creation o f  a peaceful and 

obedient Irish citizenry. The functions which the rural district councils would administer, once 

established, were vital to furthering the aims o f  the state in increasing its knowledge of, and power 

over, the Irish population. Prior to the introduction o f  the rural district councils, local government 

functions were jointly held by the outdated, inefficient and corrupt, landlord dominated grand jury 

system and the overworked, understaffed boards o f  guardians. Despite their constitution as 

instruments o f  the state, the grand juries had taken on an almost autonomous position within the 

state, administering local government functions with very little reference to, or concern for, the 

wishes o f  the state. Without a central state authority to control their operation, the state was left 

with little option but to remove their local government functions and transfer them to a body 

directly answerable to the state.

On the other hand, the operation o f  the central-state-controlled boards o f  guardians was 

almost totally dominated by their poor relief functions, to the extent that the majority were unable 

and unwilling to increase their duties, through the adoption o f  much o f  the permissive legislation  

which had passed through parliament since their establishment.

Thus, in order to further its centralising aims, the state was forced to introduce new bodies, 

under central control, with the time, resources and staff to fully administer both the compulsory and 

the permissive legislation which parliament had passed for Ireland. The introduction o f  the rural 

and urban district and county councils under the supervision o f  the centrally-controlled local 

government board epitom ised that aim, establishing a network o f  new administrative bodies which 

permitted the implementation o f  national policy at a local level across the country. However, this 

increase in the power o f  the state did not necessarily lead to a simultaneous decrease in the power 

o f  the locality. The manner in which the rural district councils were constituted resulted in an 

increase in the power o f  the local population, as the ordinary members o f  the local population were 

given the power to vote and stand for election.

As a result, the local representatives were just that; representatives o f  the needs, wants and 

w ishes o f  the local com m unity, rather than the loyal, unionist, landlord dominated grand juries that 

they succeeded. In this way, the state was responsible for creating rural district councils, which 

were less likely to be supportive o f  the state’s aims and objectives, than the grand jurors who they 

replaced. H owever, this increase o f  power in the localities was matched with an increase o f  central 

state authority, as all aspects o f  local government were moved to the central control o f  the local 

government board.

' M. Foucault, 1988 quoted in G. Burchell, ‘Liberal government and techniques o f the se lf  in A.
Barry, T. Osborne and N. Rose (eds) Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and 
rationalities o f  government (London, 1996), p. 19
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This sim ultaneous increase in the pow er o f  both the state and the locality represents tw o 

dependent but separate techniques o f  governm entaiity . By increasing the adm inistra tive autonom y 

o f  local com m unities, the state w as seeking  to offer an alternative form  o f  self-governm ent to  that 

o f  hom e rule, w hich w as dem anded by the m ajority  o f  the Irish population. I f  successful, this 

w ould also have the effect o f  reducing  the level o f  resistance against the state as the population 

grew  appeased through their new  role as participatory citizens o f  the B ritish state. H ow ever, the 

state also acquired increased cen tralisation  as com pensation for this allow ance o f  local autonom y. 

By creating new  local au thorities under the control o f  the local governm ent board, the state 

provided a safeguard for itself, ensuring  that even the m undane daily operation o f  the new  bodies 

w as m onitored and contro lled  by the local governm ent board.

This m onitoring and superv ision  not only allow ed the state access to every aspect o f  local 

governm ent for the first tim e, but it also placed the state in a position to garner a w ider range o f  

statistics and inform ation about the local population, at a m ore local level, than w as previously 

possible. This know ledge could  then be analysed and used to d irect state policy fu rther tow ards the 

appeasem ent o f  the Irish population to the ir position w ithin the state. In th is way, the introduction 

o f  the rural district councils can be view ed as a clear technique o f  governm entaiity  as the state 

attem pted to increase its control over the population, w hile sim ultaneously  cu ltivating  the b elief 

that the Irish population  w as gain ing  increased autonom y. The representiv ity  o f  the new  local 

authorities ensured their acceptance by the local population, further increasing the s ta te ’s ability  to 

‘conduct the conduct’ o f  the local population, as the s ta te ’s adm inistrative dem ands w ere carried 

out by locally accepted local authorities.

The ability o f  the rural d istric t councils to increase state pow er is clearly  dem onstrable 

through the range o f  functions w hich the councils were established to adm inister, and those w hich 

they acquired during their lifetim e. T he creation, m aintenance and repair o f  the transport 

infrastructure, com bined w ith the role o f  the rural district councils in guaran teeing  postal and 

telegraph services, facilitated  the developm ent o f  a fast and efficien t com m unication netw ork 

w hich encom passed the en tire country. This netw ork ensured that inform ation could  be rapidly 

transferred from  the local governm ent b o ard ’s inspectors, operating  in districts in the Irish coastal 

peripheries, to the local governm ent board  at the core, allow ing the board to respond directly  to 

urgent issues. The transport and com m unications netw ork, developed and m aintained by the rural 

district councils, also proved indispensable for o ther arm s o f  the state apparatus, such as the RIC or 

the m ilitary, w ho could rapidly  be alerted to threats to state security  in the districts and take 

appropriate action.

The public health  and sanitation  and labourers’ cottages functions adm inistered by the rural 

d istrict councils represented  another technique o f  governm entaiity  as the state attem pted  to  ensure 

its security through the rem oval o f  any threats to  the creation o f  a strong and healthy population. 

S im ilarly, the adm inistration  o f  m alicious injuries attem pted to reduce the num ber o f  attacks 

against state property and the property o f  people, believed to be loyal to the state, by ensuring  that
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local people would pay the cost o f injuries inflicted in their locality. It can also be argued that the 

administration o f  compulsory school attendance by the rural district councils represented an 

attempt by the state to ensure its security by educating the population from its infancy in the 

English language, culture and customs. In this way the state was hoping to create a culture of 

loyalty to, and affinity with, the British state.

These functions and the rationalities o f  governmentality which they encompassed were 

further developed through the policies o f successive British governments which sought, through the 

rural district councils, to improve living conditions in Ireland. This rationale had as its aim the 

universal and peaceful acquiescence o f the population to the British state as the uncontested 

authority o f state power for Ireland. The building o f  labourers’ cottages, the improvement o f water 

supplies and standards o f hygiene, the lighting o f  towns, the provision o f grazing farms, libraries 

and local markets, and even the development o f direct labour to provide increased local 

employment can all be viewed as attempts to gain this acceptance.

The success o f  these techniques o f governmentality, designed to conduct the conduct o f the 

population at the level o f  the rural district, was dependent on a range o f  central-local relations for 

their successful administration. The manner in which the rural district councils resisted the local 

government board’s attempts to have certain pieces o f legislation administered in the districts 

represent contested geographies o f power, as the central and the local collided. This study has 

examined the high level o f  control and supervision exerted by the local government board, through 

circulars, financial sanctions and the courts if necessary, over the rural district councils. The 

success o f these methods was proven by the almost uniform manner in which the rural district 

councils administered their functions in the period before the W ar o f  Independence. Despite this 

homogeneity o f  administrative techniques across the study area, variations did arise in the speed at 

which legislation was adopted and the efficiency with which it was administered.

This thesis has argued that these variations did not occur as a result o f  definable regional 

factors, rather that administrative homogeneity was tempered by the influence o f  the personal 

energies and interests o f  the rural district councillors and their constituents, and the actions o f the 

local government board in the mediation o f local possessive pluralist interests. This thesis has used 

relevant aspects o f  Bellam y’s theory o f central-local relations, as played out through the local 

government board and local authorities in Britain, as a template for this study o f  similar structures, 

but within an Irish context. What becomes apparent in the course o f this study, however, is that the 

Irish local government board was involved in mediating a totally different group o f local possessive 

pluralist interests to their English counterparts; a group with which it was much less willing to 

compromise.

Bellamy discussed local possessive pluralism in the context o f British ratepayers, who 

were, like the Irish ratepayers prior to 1898, the larger landowners and wealthier inhabitants o f the 

districts. The Local Government (Ireland) Act, had created a new class o f ratepayers and thus 

altered the nature o f  local possessive pluralism in Ireland. Under the legislation, every occupier
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became a ratepayer, regardless o f  wealth  or gender, ensuring the increased representivity o f  Irish 

local government, but also forcing the Irish local government board to alter the m anner in which it 

mediated local possessive pluralist interests. This new local possessive pluralism, encom passed 

local people o f  every denomination, socio-econom ic status and political persuasion. The result was 

that the demographic group which posed the staunchest resistance to the extension o f  state pow er in 

Ireland was given a d irect role in the administration o f  that power, a role which required careful 

surveillance and m ediation  by the local governm ent board.

Thus, the alteration o f  central-local relations, between two constituent kingdom s o f  the one 

state, was in itse lf  a technique o f  governmentality. The state was developing central control in 

Ireland as a means to control and direct the population away from ideals o f  nationalism  and home 

rule, towards loyalty to the state and the Empire. It was, therefore, imperative for the success o f  

these aims that the rural district councils adopt and efficiently adm inister the various pieces o f  

legislation for which they were responsible. As a result, the Irish local governm ent board was 

forced to take a m uch sterner line o f  discipline, to ensure com pliance by the Irish rural district 

councils, than that taken by the London-based board. Rather than the, at times, passive local 

government board described by Bellamy, the Irish local governm ent board w as much more 

aggressive in its direction o f  local authorities.

This is not to suggest that mediation o f  local possessive pluralist interests did not occur. 

This thesis has illustrated m any exam ples o f  such mediation. As regards permissive legislation, it 

generally took the form o f  repeatedly directing the councils’ attention to the advantages o f  adopting 

beneficial acts, and offering financial incentives where co-operation was not forthcoming. In the 

case o f  contentious com pulsory  legislation the local governm ent board conducted a more subtle 

campaign, according leniency to the rural district councils in their imposition o f  the more 

controversial aspects o f  the legislation as long as some attempt was made to introduce the main 

provisions. Through the piecemeal adoption o f  the controversial aspects o f  the legislation, the local 

government board ensured a gradual accrual o f  local acceptance for the individual provisions 

enshrined in the act, thereby permitting the eventual adoption o f  the full range o f  provisions 

encompassed in the legislation.

Although delaying the full implementation o f  state regulations, this form o f  mediation 

guarded against outright resistance against the state and the rural district councils, w hich  were their 

representatives. How ever, if  this mediatory technique failed and the local governm ent board met 

with sustained resistance from a particularly recalcitrant rural district council, they immediately 

threatened legal action, often com bined with financial sanctions. While this was generally 

successful in forcing co-operation, the local government board did not hesitate in fulfilling their 

threat and bringing a persistently negligent rural district council to court. This had the double 

benefit o f  gaining legal backing for the local government board’s stance and ensuring that future 

threats would be heeded as determined and serious warnings. Failure to com ply with these threats, 

then, could have serious consequences for the district councils, legal costs, financial penalties and
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hugely increased local rates, which would impact negatively on the councillors’ chances o f  re- 

election.

This last point brings the discussion back to another important point, the duality o f  the role 

o f  the rural district councillors within these geographies o f  power. The rural district councillors 

elected under the Local Government (Ireland) Act, 1898, held tw o joint yet juxtaposed roles, the 

first was as representatives o f  the state in the locality, the second as representatives o f  the locality 

in the state. This alm ost contradictory position was inherent in the role o f  all local authority 

members, but in the English context and indeed the Irish context, prior to 1898, local authority 

members had allied them selves firmly with their role as representatives o f  the state, to the 

detriment o f  their position as local representatives. However, the manner in which the rural district 

councillors were elected provided for the creation o f  a network o f  local authorities with a much 

closer affinity to their role as local representatives. The rural district councils were uniquely 

positioned, in the Irish context, to act as representatives o f  local possessive pluralist interests, as the 

manner o f  their constitution ensured that they were local ratepayers, and therefore had a material 

interest in the district which they represented.^

This duality o f  the role o f  the rural district councillors was responsible for much o f  the 

central-local conflict which occurred throughout the lifetim e o f  the rural district councils. In 

attempting to keep the rates as low as possible and prevent the introduction o f  the more 

objectionable clauses o f  state legislation to the district, the local councillors frequently found 

them selves locked in a contest o f  directly opposing opinions with the local government board. This 

often led to open conflict with the local government board which imposed sanctions and on 

occasion instigated legal proceedings to ensure the acceptance o f  the laws o f  the state at a local 

level. In spite o f  this conflict and the determination o f  the rural district councillors to act as local, 

not state, representatives, the very attendance o f  the rural district councillors at council meetings, 

and their administration o f  state powers at a local level made them com plicit in extending the 

power o f  the state across Ireland and actualising the aims o f  that state. By bringing matters relating 

to their local electoral divisions to council meetings, the minutes o f  which were sent to the local 

government board, and the proceedings subject to random checks by the local government board 

inspectors, the rural district councillors were allowing the state to garner an unprecedented level o f  

information about their districts’ population, and exercise a hitherto unforeseen level o f  

surveillance over its territories.

The power o f  the state over the local was further increased in an unexpected manner by the 

intra-local conflict which arose as a result o f  the joint administration o f  som e o f  the rural district 

council functions. The role o f  the county councils in administering the rural district councils’ 

budgets for both transport infrastructure and general expenditure engendered substantial amounts

As noted in the introduction modern rural geographers have examined the increasing trend, in 
modern England, for local authorities to ally themselves with local populations at the expense o f  their role as 
state representatives. M. W oods, ‘Advocating Rurality? The Repositioning o f  Rural Local G overnm ent’ in 
Journal o f  Rural Studies, 14(1), 1998, pp 1 3 - 2 6
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o f  conflict. Further, the tendency o f  the county councils to accept the word o f  the county officials 

over the district councillors also caused much discomfort between these two bodies. In order to 

settle the arguments which arose from these contestations o f  local pow er the local government 

board was forced to intervene in dom ains o f  local power and local issues for which they had no 

direct responsibility. W hat this presented was an additional opportunity for the state to control even 

greater aspects o f  local governm ent than even the state itself had hoped, further increasing the 

sta te’s power over, and know ledge of, the territories it sought to control.

Despite the techniques o f  governmentality  employed, the networks o f  surveillance created, 

the improvements in the security o f  the state, the mediation o f  local possessive pluralism, the 

intervention in intra-local conflicts and constructive unionist policies, the state ultimately failed to 

achieve its overarching aim o f  gaining acceptance for the legitimacy o f  the British state in Ireland. 

In fact, not only did these techniques o f  governmentality fail, the machinery o f  state power and 

surveillance was used against its creators. The state had hoped to com prom ise  the autonomy o f  

local government through the strict control exercised by the local governm ent board and the 

surveillance networks which were created. However, by transferring their allegiance to the local 

government departm ent o f  Dail Eireann and severing all links with the local governm ent board, the 

rural district councils rem oved the most effective information gathering apparatus at the state’s 

disposal. This effectively prevented the state from acquiring enough information about events 

across Ireland to formulate new techniques o f  governmentality which could have been used to 

regain control o f  the country. This failure o f  the network o f  surveillance created by the state proved 

vital to attempts to oust the British state from Ireland.

The new Free State government, however, was acutely aware, and cautious of, the power 

which had accumulated in the hands o f  the rural district councils. The dangers o f  the rural district 

councils to the Free State, as a result o f  their vociferous opposition to state m ethods and policies 

which adversely affected their districts, far outweighed the benefits accruing from such an 

advanced administrative and surveillance network. As a result the Free State governm ent removed 

this troublesome, if highly effective, tier o f  local government, to ensure that the fate o f  the British 

state did not befall the infant Irish state.

The above section has exam ined the introduction and operation o f  the rural district councils 

through the lenses o f  governm entality  and central-local relations. The resultant discussion 

illustrates the benefits o f  utilising a theoretical approach to aid in an interpretation o f  the contested 

geographies o f  power which emerged from an empirical study o f  Irish local government. The 

complementary nature o f  both these theoretical perspectives has allowed a detailed examination o f  

the role o f  the rural district councils in shaping state power in Ireland in the early twentie th  century. 

However, the case o f  the rural district councils in Ireland illustrates the failure o f  the surveillance 

and governmentalised state, to gain or retain power over areas where the majority o f  the population 

are directly and actively opposed to the power o f  the state. The huge increase o f  surveillance 

undertaken by the British state in Ireland, through the rural district councils, saw  the state

344



in tervening in every  aspect o f  the c itizens’ public and private lives, literally from  w om b to tom b, 

but even this w as insufficient w hen faced w ith the d iam etrically  opposed  aspirations o f  Irish 

nationalism .

8.2 Rural District Councils: A Successful Form of Local Government?

The success o f  the rural d istrict councils as a form  o f  local governm ent has been one o f  the main 

issues exam ined by this thesis. In doing so, the accuracy o f  the ir portrayal, in the m ajority o f  

historical w orks w here they m erit a m ention, as relatively  pow erless local bodies, tigh tly  controlled 

by the county councils, w ith few  im portant functions to adm inister, has been challenged. As 

regards the functions o f  the rural district councils, such claim s are easily  rejected through even a 

cursory glance at the  range and scope o f  the duties entrusted  to  the ir operation. N ot only did the 

rural district councils begin the ir local governm ent careers w ith a w ide range o f  functions, w hich 

im pacted on alm ost every aspect o f  Irish rural life, both public and private, these functions also 

m arkedly increased in num ber and scope throughout their lifetim es.

A detailed analysis o f  the procedures follow ed by the rural d istrict councils in carrying out 

their day to day responsibilities indicates a high level o f  adm inistra tive autonom y. The role o f  the 

county councils over the rural district councils w as confined to  sanction ing  annual financial 

expenditure, roads expenditure  and the adoption o f  certain  legislation w here new officials would 

have to be appointed. H ow ever, even this pow er was circum scribed  as the rural district councils 

could dem and the in tervention  o f  the local governm ent board if  the county councils refused to 

sanction expenditure  w hich the rural district councils deem ed vital. O f  these, the transport 

infrastructure functions held by the rural district councils are m ost often  m istakenly attributed to 

the county councils. In reality , how ever, the county co u n c ils ’ input w as lim ited to setting  the dates 

for the quarterly , o r half-yearly , council m eetings and sanction ing  the w orks proposed by the rural 

district councils.

In fact, the m ain proscriptive influence on the pow er o f  the rural district councils was not 

the county councils, w ith w hom  they had relatively little in teraction , o ther than general financial 

correspondence, but the local governm ent board. Every decision m ade by the rural district councils 

was scrutin ised  by the local governm ent board  for anyth ing  w hich w as contentious or in 

contravention o f  local governm ent legislation. In spite o f  this v ig ilan t m onitoring, how ever, the 

local governm ent board  w as reluctan t to interfere m ore substan tially  than to  refer decisions back to 

the council for reconsideration , unless the decisions actively  contravened  the legislation. Provided 

the rural d istrict councils did not surpass their legislatively  defined  boundaries, they w ere allow ed 

to act as an alm ost autonom ous body, albeit under constan t surveillance, adm inistering a w ide 

range o f  functions w hich  w ere vital to  both the local com m unities and the sm ooth  operation o f  the 

state.
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While the above points successfully counter suggestions in the literature, which appear to 

indicate that the rural district councils were  nothing more than a short-lived, powerless feature o f  

the Irish local governm ent landscape, the success o f  the councils can best be judged  by their 

administrative efficiency. It w ould be w rong  to suggest that every rural district council was 

successful in their administration o f  local governm ent functions. Within the study area, one rural 

district council has been repeatedly called on to illustrate the fact that the local governm ent bo a rd ’s 

utilisation o f  a range o f  techniques o f  governmentality  and alternatively coercion and conciliation 

was not universally successful. But, even there, in Dunfanaghy RD, the council eventually realised 

its potential and by 1911 the minutes present a picture o f  a significantly altered rural district 

council, willing and able to carry out its duties. However, the inefficiency o f  Dunfanaghy R D  in the 

early years merits a mention, if  only because it offers such a stark contrast to the otherwise efficient 

administration carried out by the rem ainder o f  the rural district councils within the study area.

Section 8.1 contained a detailed discussion o f  the mediation o f  local possessive pluralist 

interests undertaken by the central authority to ensure the adoption o f  new state legislation and 

policy, by the rural district councils, but this mediation was not necessary in all cases. There was 

much permissive legislation adopted by the rural district councils, without any input from, or 

pressure by, the local governm ent board. Exam ples o f  this voluntary adoption include functions 

such as the building o f  labourers’ cottages, the establishment o f  grazing farms, the provision o f  

seed oats, potatoes and manure, the guaranteeing o f  postal services, the undertaking o f  expensive 

but necessary transport works, and the creation or improvem ent o f  local sewerage networks and 

water supplies.

The relatively inexperienced rural district councillors proved them selves as capable 

administrators, who were actively engaged in the practical details o f  their administration, from 

walking the routes o f  roads which they would build, to deciding on appropriate sites for the 

building o f  labourers’ cottages. From the outset, district council meetings were run in an efficient 

and professional m anner and th roughout their lifetime the rural district councils proved themselves 

knowledgeable o f  their procedural and legal obligations. However, perhaps the best p ro o f  o f  the 

success o f  the rural district councils as a form o f  local governm ent is the alteration they managed to 

effect in their respective districts during their short existence, through their three main functions.

In their twenty six years, the rural district councils had wrought dramatic changes in the 

living conditions o f  the ordinary Irish household. The practice o f  sharing accom m odation  with 

animals had been virtually eliminated, m anure  heaps were no longer located adjacent to dwellings, 

a constant supply o f  clean drinking water had been provided and facilities were constructed to 

allow the sanitary disposal o f  sewerage. The num ber o f  infectious diseases had dropped 

dramatically and the supply o f  milk and other agricultural produce had been regulated, further 

increasing the health o f  the population. The rural district councils also succeeded in m aking  vast 

improvements to the transport and com m unications network, building roads, piers and harbours, 

and facilitating the extension o f  the railway network. They removed 32,000 labourers and their
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fam ilies from houses unfit for habitation and provided them with sanitary, comfortable 

accommodation in the form o f  labourers’ cottages. Added to these impressive achievem ents was 

the administration o f  the range o f  additional functions detailed in Chapter seven. W hile not all o f  

the functions detailed there were universally adopted, in the districts where they were implemented 

the rural district councils proved them selves equally efficient in their administration.

These improvements were not achieved by the rural district councils in isolation, but 

through detailed discussions between the councils and the professionally qualified, experienced  

officials whom  they appointed. Perhaps one o f  the greatest successes o f  the rural district councils 

was their recognition o f  their own limitations and their w illingness to engage professional advice to 

provide the best possible solution for local problems. With these facts in mind, it is undisputable 

that the rural district councils were successful as a form o f  truly local, local government. Never 

before was the range o f  administrative functions detailed here controlled by such a locally 

representative body. The legislation ensuring that the rural district councillors were local residents, 

combined with the fact that each electoral division had at least two, som etim es three 

representatives, ensured that the local population had ready access to a local councillor. In this way 

the needs, w ishes, and indeed, demands o f  the local population were aired and debated in a totally 

democratic and representative forum, by local authority members who had a direct interest in the 

outcome o f  the discussions.

In such a short existence the rural district councils achieved much, but despite their 

administration efficiencies and their wide range o f  local government functions they were abolished 

by the Free State in 1925. The abolition o f  the rural district councils marked the end o f  truly local, 

local government in Ireland and initiated the evolution o f  Irish local government away from the 

English or A nglo model o f  central-local relations, on which it was hitherto based.^ Studies on the 

evolution o f  local government in England, by Brand, Keith Lucas and Richards, and Young and 

Garside, and in Ireland, by Chubb, Roche, Daly, Ferriter and Callanan and Keogan, illustrate the 

diverging nature o f  local government in both countries in the years since Irish independence.'' The 

local government system  inherited by the Irish Free State was a legacy o f  British rule and bore 

striking similarity to English local government, with the one exception o f  a lack o f  parish councils 

in Ireland, which provided a third tier o f  local government in England.

With the creation o f  an independent Ireland after 1922, the two system s o f  local 

government began to diverge much more significantly. This resulted in two different systems o f

H. Alderfer, (1963) quoted in D. Roche, Local Government in Ireland  (Dublin, 1982)
J. Brand, Government Reform in England (London, 1974); B. Keith-Lucas & P.G. Richards, A 

History o f  Local Governm ent in the Twentieth Century (London, 1978); K. Young & P.L. Garside, 
M etropolitan London: Politics and Urban Change, 1837  -  1981 (London, 1982);B. Chubb, The Government 
and Politics o f  Ireland  2"“* ed. (London, 1982); D. Roche, Local Government in Ireland  (Dublin, 1982); M. 
Daly, The Buffer State, The H istorical Roots o f  the Department o f  the Environment (Dublin, 1997); M. Daly 
(ed). County and Town: One Hundred Years o f  Local Government in Ireland  (Dublin, 2001); S. Dooney & J. 
O ’Toole, Irish Government Today 2"‘' ed. (Dublin, 1998); D. Ferriter, ‘Lovers o f  L iberty’? Local Government 
in twentieth century Ireland  (Dublin, 2001); M. Callanan & J.F. Keogan (eds) Local Government in Ireland, 
Inside Out (Dublin, 2003).
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local government operating s im ultaneously  in the island o f  Ireland, the system within the Free 

State, later to become the Republic and the system in the six counties o f  N orthern Ireland, which 

remained part o f  the British state. Local government in Free State Ireland became more 

bureaucratic and rationalised with the abolition o f  the rural district councils, leaving only the 

county councils answerable to central governm ent in rural areas. The two-tier system  was retained 

in urban areas with the continued operation o f  the urban district councils and town commissioners, 

subject to much higher levels o f  supervision from the county councils. Local governm ent in 

Northern Ireland, on the other hand, remained static into the 1970s, when several o f  the old rural 

districts were amalgam ated to form larger, more efficient areas o f  local government. The traditional 

division o f  local governm ent into urban and rural areas was also abolished, as urban districts were 

subsumed into the new bodies form ing unitary authorities, encom passing an entire geographical 

area regardless o f  its urban or rural character.^

Indeed, the role o f  local governm ent in Ireland is still evolving and developing. In 1999, 

the centenary o f  the creation o f  the current system o f  local governm ent in Ireland, the first positive 

provision for local governm ent was inserted into the Irish constitution, enshrined in Article 28A.* 

However, this occurred only as a result o f  the signing o f  the European Charter o f  Local Self- 

Government by the Irish governm ent in 1997 which necessitated the formal recognition o f  the role 

o f  local government in the constitution. The preamble to the charter established local democracy at 

the heart o f  local governm ent, while the main body prescribed the provision o f  services at the level 

closest to the citizen, the level the citizen is most able to influence. It further states that functions 

should only be removed from local governm ent ‘where objectives can be better achieved at 

regional, national or indeed supranational levels for reasons o f  scale, efficiency or effectiveness’.’ 

In response to this. Article 28A was inserted into the Irish constitution having been accepted by 

77.8% o f  the electorate at a referendum  in June 1999.*

As the position o f  local governm ent has been evolving at a national level, its role has 

simultaneously been evolving at a local level. Urban district councils and town com m issioners have 

now been replaced with one uniform system o f  municipal government, known as town councils, 

which remain subordinate to the county councils. The trend towards increased state centralisation, 

set in motion by the Free State governm ent intent on hoarding power in its own hands, itself 

following on from the centralisation o f  the British state, has continued into modern day Irish

M.A. Busteed & H. M ason, ‘Local governm ent reform in Northern Ireland’, in Irish Geography, 
6(3), 1 9 7 L p p 3 1 5  -323
 ̂ 20"' Am endm ent o f  the Constitution Act, 1999. Prior to this, the only mention o f  local governm ent in

the constitution was in relation to the power o f  a group o f  four or more county or city councils to nom inate a 
candidate for the office o f  President. See M. Callanan, ‘The role o f  local governm ent’ in M. Callanan & J.F. 
Keogan (eds) Local G overnm ent in Ireland, Inside Out (Dublin, 2003), p. 12. Article 28A recognised the role 
o f  local government as ‘providing a forum for the dem ocratic representation o f  local com m unities, in 
exercising and perform ing at a local level powers and functions conferred by law and in prom oting by its 
initiatives the interests o f  such com m unities’.
’ European Charter o f  Local Self-Governm ent quoted in M. Callanan, ‘The role o f  local governm ent’
in M. Callanan & J.F. Keogan (eds) Local Government in Ireland, Inside Out (Dublin, 2003), p.4 
* Ibid
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political mindsets. Irish central government gravely mistrusts the abilities, motives and indeed the 

powers o f  modern local government, despite the fact that these powers are heavily circumscribed 

by the central government. The only financial resources directly accruing to the county and town 

councils are commercial rates, motor tax, social housing rents and planning fees, leaving Irish local 

government beholden to central government for sufficient funding to effectively administer its 

functions.

In addition, the representivity o f local government has continued to decline since 1925. 

The larger electoral areas from which county councils are elected, as compared with those o f the 

district councils, have led to an ever-increasing democratic deficit and sustained voter apathy as the 

councillors appear to be divorced from the majority o f local electors. This, combined with the 

perceived inefficiency and corruption o f local government processes, has resulted in a distancing o f 

the local electorate from their local authority. Frustrated at this reputation and a lack o f  central 

government interest, many county councils have instigated internal reforms, in an attempt to make 

local government more relevant to, and accessible by, the wider population within a county.

The most significant aspect o f this reform, for this thesis at least, has been the 

decentralisation o f  county council offices from the county town to several nodes throughout the 

county, generally on an electoral area basis. These electoral areas cover territories broadly similar 

in extent to those o f  the abolished rural districts. This process o f  devolution has removed many 

county council functions from the county council chamber to electoral area committees. These 

committees com prise the senior county council officials in each area and the county councillors 

elected by those areas. The decisions o f  these committees are forwarded to the county council for 

rubber-stamping. These electoral area committee meetings, com bining experienced, qualified, 

professional officials and elected members, with powers to make decisions relating to the 

administration o f  the local government o f  a sub-county area, bear more than a little similarity to the 

now long-forgotten rural district councils. In attempting to improve service delivery and efficiency 

within county local government, it would seem that many county councils are, unwittingly, 

returning to the pattern o f  low-level local government, which operated so successfully during the 

period 1 8 9 9 -  1925.

8.3 Changing Geographies of Power in Ireland
The introduction o f  the rural district councils under the Local Governm ent (Ireland) Act, 1898, 

drastically altered the geography o f  power in Ireland. The administrative apparatuses introduced by 

the act ensured the total reorganisation o f power in terms o f  where the power was held and by 

whom it was held. The reform o f  the pre-existing administrative structure o f  the grand jury 

removed power from local elites and redistributed it between the central state and the wider 

community. In addition, the removal o f local government related functions from the overworked 

and understaffed boards o f  guardians to the rural district councils allowed for the administration o f
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an even larger num ber o f  functions which had the increase o f  state control as their main aim. 

Through the creation o f  the rural district councils, the state was increasing its pow er over local 

administration in Ireland, but it was simultaneously increasing the ability o f  the local population to 

direct and shape the m anner in which that pow er was implemented.

Prior to the introduction o f  the rural district councils, the administration o f  pow er in Ireland 

was largely the preserve o f  the mainly unionist, protestant, landlord ascendancy, despite the fact 

that they represented only a small minority o f  the Irish population. Local governm ent became 

slightly more representative with the introduction o f  the boards o f  guardians on a revised franchise, 

with less strict property qualifications. The result o f  this alteration was not felt in any significant 

manner until the 1870s, w hen the Irish electorate began to rebel against the protestant ascendancy, 

electing local middle- and upper-class nationalists in their place. However, the elected element on 

the boards represented only ha lf  o f  the membership; the remaining ha lf  was com prised  o f  the ex- 

officio ascendancy members. Therefore, it was only with the com plete  revolution in the franchise 

and the qualifications for election, introduced for the rural district councils, that local government 

in Ireland could be claimed to be wholly democratic  and representative o f  the wishes o f  the entire 

community.

As every occupier had been made a ratepayer, the rural district councils were elected on a 

greatly extended franchise, with the result that every occupier, regardless o f  wealth, religion or 

gender was entitled to vote and to run for election to the rural district councils. The councillors 

elected in 1899 were therefore the first democratically-elected local governm ent authority in 

Ireland, and the first to represent the v iews o f  the entire community. Power had shifted from the 

landlords to the locals, from the minority religion to the majority religion and from the unionists to 

the nationalists. Local governm ent had becom e representative and for the first time it was viewed 

by the local population as a legitimate authority. However, this should not be taken to suggest that 

the ascendancy element was totally rem oved in 1899, they retained a presence on the  district 

councils throughout the early years, but they were gradually replaced.

The composition o f  the rural district councils continued to evolve throughout their lifetime, 

albeit in a substantially less dramatic way, providing for an ever-altering geography o f  power. As 

Chapter three has illustrated, the profiles o f  the rural district councillors elected in 1899, 1914 and 

1920 held striking similarities, but also substantial differences. The most important aspect o f  these 

differences in terms o f  geographies o f  pow er was the manner in which upper-class representation 

decreased, throughout the period, with a tendency em erging by 1914 for power on the councils to 

be controlled by the middle classes. W hile this class still controlled the majority o f  the council 

seats by 1920, there were an ever-increasing num ber o f  lower-class candidates being elected. This 

suggests that local governm ent was increasingly becoming more representative, as the local 

population acquired sufficient self-confidence and belief in their abilities to elect their 

contemporaries, rather than those traditionally associated with positions o f  pow er within the 

localities, the wealthier and better educated.

350



The political a llegiance o f  the pow erful also altered  betw een  1899 and 1925, w ith the 

exception  o f  the rural d istric t councils in unionist-dom inated areas. In the rem ainder o f  the rural 

d istricts, pow er had been alm ost totally  rem oved from  the un ionists to  the nationalists by 1899. 

H ow ever, betw een 1914 and the election o f  1920, another substantial sh ift occurred. T hat shift saw 

pow er being transferred  aw ay from  the nationalist hom e rulers, to the republican supporters o f  Sinn 

Fein and also to  an increasingly significant labour m inority. D espite a slight alteration in the 

average age and socio-econom ic status o f  the M eath district councillo rs, thanks m ainly to an influx 

o f  labourer councillo rs, there w as little substantial variation  in the average d istric t councillor 

profile. R ather than  a huge shift tow ards poorer and m uch younger republican councillors, this 

study indicates tha t m any o f  the ‘n ew ’ republican councillors had previously  been nationalists and 

had m erely altered  the ir political loyalty. This alteration  is indicative o f  a w ider change across 

Ireland as m any peop le  abandoned their nationalistic  hom e rule princip les in favour o f  the 

republican ideals o f  Sinn Fein.

A dditionally , the introduction o f  the rural district councils into Ire land ’s adm inistrative 

landscape dram atically  altered  the balance o f  pow er w ithin localities. W hilst the grand ju rie s  had 

held a w ide range o f  local governm ent functions, the transfer o f  these functions to  the county and 

rural district councils, respectively , altered  the balance o f  pow er betw een county and district. This 

alteration  becam e m ore pronounced w hen com bined with the rural d istrict co u n c ils’ acquisition o f  

the local governm ent functions o f  the boards o f  guardians. In spite o f  the baronial presentm ent 

sessions, held by the grand ju ries, local pow er had alw ays been exercised  from  the county tow n; a 

dom inance never challenged  by the boards o f  guardians as a resu lt o f  their preoccupation  w ith poor 

re lie f  H ow ever, from  1898 onw ards, the district councils exercised  considerable pow er over the 

co u n ty ’s constituen t territo ries, to  the detrim ent o f  the pow er o f  the county  authority. In this way 

the im portance o f  the county  authority  was reduced in the eyes o f  the local population  who, 

particularly  those at a d istance from  the county tow n, view ed the county  councils as a distant entity, 

m ore concerned  w ith im proving the im m ediate surrounds o f  the county house and tow n than with 

the issues im portant to th e ir district.^

Thus, the introduction  o f  the rural district councils heralded a total transform ation in Irish 

geographies o f  pow er. The creation o f  a dem ocratic, represen tative local authority  accelerated 

changes w hich had begun to occur slow ly from  the m id-n ineteen th  century. N o t only was the 

m inority  w ealthy , p redom inantly  protestant, landlord class, defin itively  ousted  from  its dom inance 

o f  local pow er forever, the hitherto  poorly represented catholic, low er- and m iddle-class m ajority 

w ere fo r the first tim e given pow er over the adm inistration o f  the ir localities. U nionist dom inance 

was rep laced  by a new  adm inistration, w hich was at first nationalist and subsequently  republican, 

accurately  reflecting  the political com position  o f  the local com m unities. The non-centralised  state 

bodies w ere rep laced  by centrally-contro lled  local authorities, ex tend ing  the pow er o f  the state.

’ Comments to this effect can be gleaned from letters from the public sent to district council meetings,
particularly the quarterly and half-yearly meetings which dealt with the ever pressing subject o f road 
building.



Concurrently, the revolution in local pow er holding structures meant that for the first time ths 

wider local population was given pow er over the way in which it was governed. The state and thj 

local both increased their pow er simultaneously.

There was one significant group which remained virtually untouched by this 

transformation in the geography o f  pow er and the powerful in the Irish political landscape, womer. 

Despite the provisions laid dow n in the Local G overnm ent (Ireland) Act, 1898, Irish w om en failed 

to realise the potential the act presented for their increased involvement in local government. Whils 

many w om en did utilise their  right to vote, the majority limited their involvement in politics to this 

one action, as evidenced by the small minority o f  female councillors elected or appointed  within 

the study area. It w ould seem that acting as local representatives held few attractions to the 

majority o f  Irish wom en, as their lack o f  representation on the councils was not a result o f  the.r 

failure to win contested seats, but rather their failure to contest a seat at all. However, with th:s 

proviso in mind, it is fair to state that the creation o f  the rural district councils enacted a total 

transformation o f  the geographies o f  Irish power.

8.4 Rural District Councils in the Landscape

While the preceding sections o f  this chapter have exam ined the rural district councils from the 

viewpoint o f ‘m odern ’ historical geographies, this study o f  a low level tier o f  local governm ent has 

also examined some o f  the more prevailing them es o f  Irish historical geography and, indeed, 

‘traditional’ historical geography more generally. One theme which has always played an important 

role in historical geography has been the administrative boundaries placed on the landscape.

The introduction o f  the rural district councils marked the end o f  the sta te’s developm ent of 

‘rationalised’ territorial divisions, such as the poor law unions. While the rural districts followed 

the general pattern o f  administrative units laid out in the creation o f  the poor law unions, there was 

a refocusing o f  administrative divisions at the level o f  the county. As a result, the rural districts 

were formed to adhere to the historically familiar boundaries o f  the counties. In this way, the sta:e 

was able to com bine rationalised territorial units with historic county boundaries which were 

relevant to and accepted by the local population, who had never really affiliated them selves with 

the areas encom passed by their  local unions. The formation o f  the rural districts had implications 

for one other administrative boundary, the townland. From 1898 onwards, the Irish tow nland lost 

its position as the only administrative unit in Ireland, the boundaries o f  which could not be altered. 

After this point the precedent was set to alter townland boundaries to facilitate the creation of 

electoral divisions, which becam e the new unit for administration. Thereafter, the tow nlan i, 

although retaining local importance, began slowly to lose its significance.

As Nash and Graham  have noted, traditional historical geography has tended to  focus cn 

issues such as ‘industrialisation, rural land ownership, agriculture and agrarian change ...
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urbanisation and transport networks’, '” issues which impacted on the physical landscape. These 

issues were at the very heart o f the operation o f the Irish rural district councils, even if the 

promotion o f industrialisation and agriculture reform were functions that the councillors assumed 

for themselves. This study has illustrated the keen interest which the state had in the improvement 

o f the country’s communication networks, the improvement o f  food supply, and the resolution of 

Irish land ownership conflicts. To a greater or lesser extent these interests were carried out through 

the rural district councils as part o f  the state policy o f  constructive unionism. As such, the rural 

district councils were responsible for enforcing legislation regulating the production and sale of 

agricultural goods, providing proper clean, sanitary, safe working environments for factory and 

workshop employees and developing the mineral resources and industries within the country.

The rural district councils were also responsible for some aspects o f  the reform o f  rural 

land ownership, through their interactions with the land commission. In this way, the councils 

ensured that the land commission was aware o f the existence o f  estates in their localities and many 

councils also developed grazing farms to ensure that even the poorest landless labourers had access 

to cheap good quality grazing lands. The provision o f  labourers’ cottages by the rural district 

councils also helped to address imbalances in landholding across the country and, through the 

provision o f allotments, they enshrined the right o f  every farm worker to hold a parcel o f  land to 

farm for themselves.

The provision o f  labourers’ cottages was also responsible for the alteration o f the housing 

stock o f the country. Through the construction o f good quality, affordable housing, the rural district 

councils dramatically improved the quality o f  housing in their localities. This is evidenced from 

even the most cursory o f  comparisons between the 1901 and 1911 censuses, where the fourth-class 

houses, which were common in 1901, had been virtually wiped out by 1911. While this alteration 

was gradually occurring organically, there is little doubt that the mass housing project embarked on 

by the rural district councils drastically increased the rate o f demise o f  this form o f dwelling in 

Ireland. In addition, the building o f labourers’ cottages introduced a new form o f  architecture to the 

Irish landscape, one which remains identifiable and relatively predominant in the modern 

landscape.

The transport infrastructure functions o f the rural district councils were pivotal in creating 

and m aintaining much o f  the communications network which we have inherited. The roads built 

and maintained by the rural district councils and discussed at their quarterly meetings have 

survived until the present day. Many o f Ireland’s bridges owe their origins to the rural district 

councils, as do a large number o f our piers, harbours and boat slips. The role o f  the rural district 

councillors in interacting with railway companies allowed the extension o f the rail network across 

much o f the country, while in the poorer areas, interaction with the congested district board 

provided much needed capital for infrastructural works. In addition the guaranteeing o f postal

C. Nash & B. Graham, ‘The making of modern historical geographies’, in B. Graham and C. Nash 
(eds) Modern Historical Geographies (Essex, 2000), p.3
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services ensured that every m em ber o f  the population had access to new and improved m odes o f  

communication, opening up to the inhabitants o f  even the remotest districts a flow o f  information, 

which linked core and periphery and periphery and periphery. The island o f  Ireland was no longer a 

country o f  isolated villages, but a network o f  interconnected places and people.

The developm ent o f  water supplies, sewerage networks and public lighting, facilitated by 

the rural district councils and the improvements in public health and sanitation, more generally 

modernised the landscape o f  the small towns and villages o f  the country. These processes also 

enabled the continued growth o f  these nodes o f  population, and the gradual urbanisation o f  Irish 

society, as vital services were extended over ever-widening areas to service their growing 

populations.

All o f  these developm ents had a direct impact on the actual physical landscape o f  the  Irish 

countryside as these new services were constructed and imposed. Evidence o f  these developments 

is omnipresent in the modern  Irish landscape in the form o f  the roads and bridges, piers and 

harbours which the rural district councils built or improved. Many o f  the labourers’ cottages built 

by the rural district councils have survived to the present day. Some lie derelict, som e have been 

renovated and some retain their original form, while still others have been renovated beyond 

recognition. In addition to these still operational legacies o f  the rural district councils are the relict 

sights on the landscape where the old village pump once stood and the m any abandoned  railway 

lines. At a subterranean level, many sewerage systems, water supply pipes and drains still follow 

the general pattern that they were laid down, by the rural district councils, in some cases over a 

century ago. Despite a lack o f  know ledge in local areas as to the origins o f  these features, and the 

existence o f  a form o f  local governm ent known as a rural district council, the continued  presence o f  

these features in the landscape is testimony to the long-lived legacy o f  this short-lived, low-level 

tier o f  Irish local government.

8.5 Conclusion

This thesis has provided a detailed examination o f  the introduction and operation o f  Irish rural 

district councils in the period 1898 -  1925. The resultant discussion has illustrated the fact that, 

although short-lived, the rural district councils were a hugely important form o f  local government, 

revolutionising Irish local governm ent and impacting heavily on every aspect o f  the lives o f  the 

population. M oreover, through the techniques o f  governmentality, bestowed on the rural district 

councils, the state acquired access to every aspect o f  an individual’s life. For the first tim e in 

Ireland’s history the state becam e an entity familiar to, and impinging on, the population in its 

entirety. Through their range o f  functions and administrative capabilities, the rural district councils 

became one o f  the most important apparatuses o f  state control in early twentieth century Ireland.

This thesis highlights the lack o f  recognition accorded to the role o f  the rural district 

councils in modern and indeed, historical literature. Contrary to com m on perceptions, the rural
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distric t councils held  a w ide range o f  functions, w hich dealt w ith a large variety  o f  issues pertaining 

to life in rural and sm all-tow n Ireland. W hile this low level tie r o f  local governm ent w as heavily 

centralised  and responsib le to the county councils in som e aspects o f  its responsibilities, it is also 

clear that, p rovided the councils operated w ithin their legal boundaries, they exercised a large 

degree o f  autonom y. For the ordinary m em ber o f  the com m unity , the rural d istrict councils were 

the epitom e o f  se lf-governm ent -  local people adm inistering local functions for the benefit o f  the 

locality.

A lthough it is im possible to  explain definitively the lack o f  atten tion  given to the rural 

d istrict councils, it is likely that their short existence, com bined  w ith the Free State governm ent’s 

criticism s, created  the illusion o f  a pow erless, corrupt form  o f  local governm ent. This picture is 

irreconcilable w ith the profile o f  the rural district councils w hich have em erged from  this study. It 

is true that the rural district councils w ere answ erable to the local governm ent board, and less 

frequently the county  councils, and that they w ere cau tious to  avoid over-burdening  the rates. 

H ow ever, the level o f  control exercised  by the local governm ent board and subsequently  the local 

governm ent departm ent, through audits and surcharges, the strict tender procedure and, later, the 

use o f  d irect labour and the com pulsory  advertisem ent o f  all em ploym ent opportunities, ensured 

that corruption w as not an accusation w hich could be levelled at the rural district councils.

Thus, the role o f  the rural d istrict councils as a layer o f  local governm ent in Ireland is an 

issue in urgent need o f  re-evaluation. R ather than allow ing the rural d istric t councils to  be written 

out o f  Irish history  and historical geography, efforts need to  be m ade to  ensure that this unique, if  

short-lived, form  o f  local governm ent is accredited the recognition it deserves, both as a form  o f  

local governm ent w hich bears huge resonances for current trends in local adm inistration  and also as 

a short-lived adm inistrative entity  w hich had a decided im pact on the Irish population and 

landscape. For one Irish generation, the pow er to govern their locality w as held w holly in their 

hands. Local governm ent had never been and has never been so representative.

Further, th is thesis provides an insight into the historical geography o f  the ordinary rural 

people and their lives. This has been m ade possible by the m inutes and records o f  the rural district 

councils w hich bear testim ony to local opinions on both the operation  o f  local governm ent and the 

ability o f  the rural d istrict councillors, as local representatives. A s a result, th is study w hich is 

based in the research  o f  the politically  pow erful has been able to take into account the requirem ents 

and strongly held opinions o f  the local populations.

This unique insight into ‘the ord inary ’ provided by the rural d istrict councils’ m inutes 

highlights the im portance o f  these records as a source for Irish historians and historical 

geographers. N o t only do the records give an unparalleled insight into the opinions and needs o f  the 

politically  pow erless, they also provide an exceptionally  detailed account o f  the issues affecting 

everyday lives a t the end o f  the nineteenth and the beg inning  o f  the tw entieth  centuries. The 

m inutes detail the daily adm inistration  o f  the rural district co unc ils’ w ide range o f  functions in the 

tow nlands and electoral d ivisions w ithin each district, p rovid ing  an unsurpassab le source for social
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and econ om ic histories and h istorical geographies o f  the period from 1899 to 1925. Such sources  

w ould  add much to any study into the Ireland o f  the period. H ow ever, this potential has been  

alm ost totally untapped as the m inute books remain com p letely  underutilised by academ ics and 

local historians alike.

The use o f  theoretical p erspectives in this thesis, has a llow ed  the issues raised in this study  

to be situated in w ider debates about state power, particularly those relating to how  the state 

b ecom es powerful w ithin  its territories and the techniques utilised to retain that power. The results 

ach ieved  through the com bination  o f  tw o different theoretical p erspectives illustrate the 

com plim entary nature, and applicab ility , o f  governm entality  and central-local relations for the 

study o f  local governm ent w ithin  a state w hich  is seek in g  to increase its power.

This study o f  rural district cou n cils  has been forced to leave several issues unexam ined and 

som e questions unansw ered. O ne o f  the m ost important o f  these is the im plications w hich this 

study holds for co lon ia l debates in the Irish context. The rural district cou n cils  and their functions 

cou ld  be used to lend another d im ension  to the on go in g  debate over w hether Ireland really w as an 

equal partner in the British state, or i f  its treatm ent by that state con sign ed  it m ore to the role o f  a 

co lon y  o f  the British Em pire. In order to exam ine d efin itive ly  the issues w hich  this question raises, 

it w ould  be necessary to undertake a detailed  study o f  the adm inistration o f  rural district cou n cils in 

England, Scotland and W ales. C ertainly, som e o f  the legislation  d iscu ssed  in this thesis w as unique 

to Ireland, w hile certain provisions o f  British local governm ent leg isla tion  w ere w ithheld , on the 

grounds o f  m istrust o f  Irish aspirations. H ow ever, by the sam e reckoning, the legislation  introduced  

to Scotland w as not an exact replica o f  the English legislation , as local considerations were taken  

into account in the form ulation o f  plans for the reform o f  Scottish  local governm ent. H aving said  

that, many aspects o f  Irish local governm ent legislation  are identifiable as m irroring that introduced  

in the co lon ies ,"  but m uch o f  this leg isla tion  was also introduced to Britain it s e lf  A s a result, a 

m ore detailed com parison  betw een  the constituent k ingdom s o f  the early tw entieth  century British  

state w ould be necessary to su ccessfu lly  address this issue.

The abolition o f  the rural district cou n cils has been touched on briefly in this thesis. The 

debates surrounding the abolition  o f  the rural district cou n cils , the Free S tate’s attitudes towards 

local governm ent and the argum ents m ade for and against the retention o f  som e form o f  tw o-tier  

local governm ent are other issues in need  o f  a m ore detailed  exam ination. So too, is the period  

from the end o f  the First W orld War until the accession  o f  the Free State, w hen tw o com peting  

states vied  for control o f  the rural district councils. Sadly, it has not been p ossib le w ithin the scope  

o f  this thesis to detail fu lly  the range o f  techn iques utilised by both sid es in this battle to further 

their control. H ow ever, the im portance placed by both states in gain ing control over the rural

Yeoh, B.S.A., ‘H istorical Geographies o f  the Colonised W orld’, in B. Graham and C. Nash (eds) 
M odem Historical Geographies (Essex, 2000), pp 146 -  166. This work discusses the resistance to public 
health and sanitation laws introduced in Singapore, particularly those relating to the notification o f  infectious 
diseases and the control o f  burial grounds.
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district councils, once again points to the significance o f  th is low -level tie r o f  local governm ent, for 

geographies o f  pow er in Ireland.

Thus, this study has provided a detailed account o f  the  inception, introduction and 

operation  o f  Irish rural district councils in the period 1898 -  1925. This study has utilised theories 

o f  governm ental ity and central-local relations to illustrate the w ider im plications w hich this form  o f  

local governm ent had for the state and the population as citizens o f  that state. The result has been 

the depiction o f  a form  o f  local governm ent w hich held an unprecedented  range o f  functions and 

level o f  autonom y. H ow ever, the possibility  o f  these bodies being able to  create their ow n local and 

regional patterns o f  adm inistration  w as proscribed by the level o f  surveillance and supervision 

utilised by the central authority . In this way, the operation  o f  the  rural d istric t councils in Ireland 

was carried out in a uniform  m anner, until the central authority  began to  lose its pow er with the 

onset o f  the W ar o f  Independence.

The ultim ate failure o f  the rural district councils as a technique o f  governm ental ity, and 

indeed the failure o f  the entire policy o f  constructive unionism , w as pre-em pted at an early stage by 

one rural district council w hich w arned that ‘no am ount o f  tinkering  w ith Irish questions by English 

m in isters’ w ould ever ‘bring peace, happiness or prosperity  to  th is co u n try ’.'^ In spite o f  this, and 

in light o f  the research contained w ithin this thesis it w ould be im possib le to  suggest that the Irish 

rural d istrict councils w ere nothing m ore than a short-lived, pow erless, corrupt form o f  local 

governm ent. The rural d istric t councils w ere a unique and ultim ately successful experim ent in Irish 

local governm ent. N ever, before or since, has local governm ent been so representative o f  local 

opinions and so accessib le to the local population. The rural district councils held a w ide range o f  

local governm ent functions w hich they adm inistered w ith efficiency, a tten tiveness to detail and due 

consideration for the w ishes and requirem ents o f  the population w hom  they represented. It is tim e 

that the rural d istrict councils w ere accorded the recognition they deserve, as an im portant part o f  

the history o f  Irish local governm ent. D uring their short ex istence the rural district councils 

w rought dram atic alterations to the everyday lives o f  the Irish population  and w ere responsible, 

w holly  or in part, for revolutionary  changes in the political and physical landscape o f  Ireland.

Minutes o f Navan Rural District Council, T ' Dec 1909 (MCA, Rural District Council Collection,
N/1/10)
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APPENDICES

Appendix I: Breakdown o f Yearly Amount of Agricultural Grant allocated to each

District Council in Donegal and Meath

County

Donegal

Meath

District Amount of Agricultural Grant

Ballyshannon No.l £421 10s

Donegal Town £805

Dunfanaghy £523

Glenties £761 10s

Inishowen £1067

Letterkenny £1158 10s

Londonderry No.2 £1072

Milford £1349

Strabane No.2 £1083 10s

Stranorlar £714 10s

Ardee No.2 £362

Drogheda No.2 £886

Diinshaughlin £1335

Edenderry No.3 £144 10

Kells £1184 10

Navan £1250 10

Oldcastle No.l £408 10

Trim £1039

Source: 27"' Annual Report o f  the LGB, p.633
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Appendix II: Abstract taken from Return in Respect of the Maintenance of Roads in Rural Districts (Ireland), 1901

Rural District Mileage o f Roads 
including Main Roads 

in each District 
M F P

Average Cost of 
Maintenance per Mile 

o f such Roads 
(including Main Roads) 

£ s d

Mileage o f Main Roads 
in each Rural District

Average Cost of 
Maintenance per Mile 

of such main roads

Total Mileage o f Roads 
(including Main Roads 

in County) £ s d

Donegal Northern 
Division

£2014 0 0

Dunfanaghy 231 £6 5 0
Inishowen 636 £6 0 5

Letterkenny Northern 346 £8 7 10
Londonderry No.2 257 £13 6 8

Milford 410 £7 5 6
Strabane No.2 Northern 134 £20 12 0

Donegal Southern 
Division

£1344 4 0

Ballyshannon 136 2 £107 11
Donegal 381 4 £7 10 5
Glenties 461 £6 18 4

Stranorlar 277 2 27 £8 117
Strabane No.2 Southern 64 6 £10 10 10
Letterkenny Southern 23 5 13 £8 8 9

Meath £1575 1 24
Ardee No.2 97 4 0 £102 5

Dunshaughlin 284 4 0 £13 192
Edenderry No.3 48 4 32 £6 17 10

Kells 294 4 32 £11 182
Meath (Drogheda No.2) 185 0 0 £14 13 5

Navan 279 £12 5 1
Oldcastle 110 £10 11 0

Trim 277 £9 17 10
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Rural District Total Mileage of 
Main Roads in 

County

Total Expenditure on 
Roads (including 
Main Roads) in 

County

Total Expenditure on 
Main Roads in 

County

Average cost of 
Maintenance per 

Mile of Roads 
(including Main 

Roads) in County

Average Cost of 
Maintenance per 

Mile of Main Roads 
in County

Observations

Donegal Northern 
Division

£18396 19 0 £9 2 8 Figures given include 
cost of repairs to 

bridges, walls and 
pipes. In some 

districts a number of 
mountain and bog 

roads are only 
repaired at intervals 

of one/two/three 
years

Donegal Southern 
Division

£10743 8 9 £7 19 10 These figures are for 
maintenance of road 

surfaces only.
Meath £188369 11 £11 190 No declared main 

roads in County

Source: Return fo r  the year ended 31^‘ March 1901, giving the name o f  each Administrative County in Ireland; the Mileage o f  Roads (including Main 
Roads) maintained in each Rural District; the average Cost o f  Maintenance per Mile o f  such Roads (including Main Roads); the average Cost o f  
Maintenance per mile o f  such Main Roads; and the Total Mileage, Expenditure and Cost o f  Maintenance o f  Roads under each heading. 1902 (324) 
lxxxviiii.509.



Appendix III: Reports o f Sanitary Sub Officer Byrne and M edical O fficer o f Health Trotter

of Summerhill Dispensary District 

Report o f Sanitary Sub O fficer Byrne, 24“' M arcli 1900'

‘I am called upon to explain more fully why I do not report the different kind o f  nuisance that 

appers to be so numerous in my District. I am travelling through the District regular, and yet many 

cases o f  different kinds removed privately which is more pleasing to the parties concerned, At the 

present time 1 fail to see them in their number complained off  by the Medical Officer. I do not 

believe that they are so plentiful as he describes, if so he fails to report one o f  them himself? I am 

aware o f  two stagnant polls on premises at present and have given cautionary notices to the parties 

to remove them. He has not attended to cases I have reported to him in November and December 

last, one o f  which I have got remedied myself, although he complains that 1 have sent him but three 

in the quarter. I distributed three loads of lime every year through my district for sanitary purposes, 

and when doing so any offensive matter that 1 obseve I get it removed and continue this course 

throughout the year when I obseve anything that attracts my attention except in obstinate cases. If 

my explanation is not approved o f  by the LGB I would like that an Inquiry be held into the matter.

Report o f Dr. Trotter, M edical Officer of Health, 21*' April 1900^

‘At close o f  quarter ending the 31®' Dec 1899 an epidemic o f  measles and influenza was in 

existence through district particularly in Garadice and Summerhill. Opposite or western side o f  this 

village had the disease in almost every house: - During my attendance I became aware that the 

strett had never been cleaned up since fair day Nov 26* 1899, the filth and debris remained so at 

close of year either scattered on road or collected in heaps blocking up water courses and rendering 

the whole locality to be in a filthy unsanitary condition. I learned from Mr. Douglas Assistant 

Surveyor that in consequence o f  my report he had inflicted a very heavy penalty on the contractor. 

In lower part or north end o f  village stagnant miniature lakes o f  water were collected owing to wet 

season and imperfect drainage whilst an open drain approached the residence o f  John Ryan, 

Publican and overflowing with stagnant water remained so for months much to the injury and 

health of villagers and visitors. I ascertained on being called professionally to attend the family 

“Rattigan” Clondoogan that entire family (5 or 6 persons) were dangerously ill with influenza. One 

man had died and one sister was so dangerously ill that for many days her life was despaired o f  I 

found the whole place out o f  doors in a most filthy and unsanitary condition, manure heaps at end 

o f  house as well as in front rendering my approach even difficult. I have no doubt that by breathing 

such a pestilential atmosphere as was in evidence here that that type o f  disease assumed such a

This report was typed and pasted into the minute book, it has been reproduced here exactly as it
appears in the minute book, spelling mistakes included.
 ̂ This is an abridged version of this report, which ran to over two typed pages in the minute book.

Again what is transcribed here, is transcribed verbatim, the emphasis is the medical officer’s own.
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dangerous ch arac ter... the parties R attigans are solvent well to do people; I presum e even so they 

are am enable to the sanitary law s... A s to  the block o f  three cottages reported on bog road by me in 

w hich Mr. Byrne R.O , stated that I did not inspect them  at all m erely v iew ed them  from  my trap. 

The board should not perm it untruthful statem ents to be m ade before them . I attended in one o f  the 

cottages Joseph M cK eon his sister w ho on my w ritten certificate was adm itted  to  N ational Hospital 

for consum ptives in Co. W ick lo w ...!  observed  that the elevated plateau in fron t o f  the  three houses 

w ith every advantage o f  position  w as exceedingly  dirty, that three heaps o f  refuse existed one 

before each house, and on yesterday  A pril 1** I observe that tw o o f  the said heaps rem ain and in 

front o f  third house offensive slops had been that day em ptied o u t . . . ’

Source: M CA, Rural D istrict C ouncil C ollection, TR/1/1
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A p p en d ix  IV : T en d ers for S in k in g  W ells and  E rec tin g  P u m p s

Kells Rural D istrict Council, 29* July 1899:

John N e lso n ’s tender to sink a pum p well and erect a wooden pum p at Brittas Bridge, Cruicetown, 

at the fo llow ing rates was accepted:

Sinking through clay 7s

22s/6d 

5s/-

3s per foot 

£5

14s per Irish Perch.

Rock

Lining well 

Pump stick 

Closing flagging etc. 

Wall around pum p

Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 22 '" ^  August 1905:

Scale o f  Prices for S inking a Well

P' 5 feet in Clay or Gravel
*)nd (( u

Sr

For every foot after 1 s extra

-2s 6d per foot 

-3s 6d “

-4s 6d “

1*' 5 feet in Rock

For every foot in rock after

-15s per foot 

-20s “

For lining sam e -2s per foot

Supplying stones for well (carting included) -3s “

Pumpstick -4s

Erection o f  Pum pstick  covered with concrete -20s

Source: M inutes o f  Kells Rural District Council, 29* July 1899 (M CA , Rural District Council 

Collection, K/1/1); Minutes o f  Dunshaughlin Rural District Council, 22"** A ug 1905 (M CA, Rural 

District Council Collection, DU/1/8)
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Appendix V: Abstract taken from Return in Respect of Labourers Cottages in Ireland, 1906

Numl 3er o f (Column 7) Land
Rural District Cottages applied 

for under last 
Completed 

Scheme

Extra H alf Acres 
to existing 

cottages applied 
for under last 

Scheme

Cottages 
sanctioned under 

last completed 
Scheme

Extra 1/2 acres to 
existing cottages 
sanctioned under 

last completed 
Scheme

Amount o f 
Expenses 

incurred in 
carrying out last 

completed 
scheme 

£ s d

For Cottages 
(built and 
acquired)

£ s d

For extra half 
acres (including 

fencing) 
£ s d

Ardee N o.2 26 — 17 — 2848 16 3 160 100 —

Ballyshannon 25 — 14 — 2787 18 5 1007 17 10 —

Donegal - - - — ~ — ~

Meath* 49 97 14 77# 3036 0 0 Leased 429 11 6
Dunfanaghy - — — — — — —

Dunshaughlin 81 - 51 — 11563 10 0 1774 10 0 —

Edenderry N o.3 7 — 5 — 907 16 3 85 1 0 - -

Glenties - - — — — — _ _

Inishowen 8 — 6 — 1444 8 10 230 12 6 - -

Kells 82 185 33 147 10747 18 10 1143 180 2255 15 1
Letterkenny 11 — 10 — 2250 0 0 369 12 10 - -

Londonderry
No.2

24 — 18 — 3860 0 0 630 0 0 —

Milford — — — — — — - -

Navan 32 113 10 67 4303 0 0 370 6 0 1661 14 0
Oldcastle 21 70 13 62 3522 4 0 383 14 0 562 7 10

Strabane No.2 48 - - 37 — 7480 15 10 1209 4 1 —

Stranorlar 17 — 12 — 3142 182 646 0 0
Trim 32 — 21 — 3812 172 597 4 0 —

National Total 10,058 3169+76 tracts 4748 1880+14 tracts 864,686 0 9 106,530 15 6 36,237 3 5



C lassification o f  Expenses M entioned In C olum n 7
R ural D istrict E rection o f  new  

cottages 
£ s d

A cquisition  o f  
ex isting  H ouses 

£ s d

Repairs to 
existing  H ouses 

£ s d

Law  C osts 
£ s d

E ngineering
E xpenses

£ s d

M iscellaneous 
Expenses 

£ s d

O bservations

A rdee N o .2 2373 2 6 — — 187 0 9 42 10 0 85 13 0 -
B allyshannon 1305 11 0 — — 385 1 9 29 13 2 59 14 8 -

D onegal — — — — — - No completed Scheme

M eath* 1541 8 0 80 0 0 70 0 0 658 1 1 2 20* and fixed 
salary

236 9 4 ‘Special bonus and 2 
additional allotments 
abandoned by Local 

Authority
D unfanaghy — — — — — — No completed Scheme

D unshaughlin 8398 0 0 — — 980 0 0 157 0 0 254 0 0 --

E denderry  N o .3 737 12 6 — — 50 2 9 15 0 0 20 0 0 --

G ienties — — — — — — No completed Scheme

Inishow en 903 18 0 — — 190 6 10 64 2 0 55 9 6 -

K ells 4933 15 1 — — 920 10 10 6 1 4 0 0 819 19 10 -
L etterkenny 1248 0 0 — — 441 8 5 74 0 9 116 18 0 —
L ondonderry

N o.2
2340 18 9 — — 693 0 6 110 5 0 85 15 9 —

M ilford — — — — — — No completed Scheme

N avan 1401 0 0 — — 590 0 0 — 280 0 0 -
O ldcastle 1667 10 6 — — 652 3 7 98 12 9 157 15 4 -

Strabane No.2 5124 1 6 4 — — 830 18 8 190 0 0 125 1 6 9 -

Stranorlar 1820 7 6 — — 473 0 10 73 8 3 130 1 7 -

Trim 2587 13 2 — — 264 1 0 73 10 0 290 9 0 - -

N ational Total 606715 1 3 4013 10 7 3477 2 0 56122 4 10 21055 6 10
E xclusive o f  Salaries

30534 16 4 —

Source; A return in respect to Labourers ’ Cottages in Ireland showing the Number o f  Cottages applied fo r  in every Poor Law Union in Ireland under 
the latest completed Scheme in connection with the Labourers (Ireland) Acts, together with the Number o f  Applications fo r  extra half acres to Cottages 
already built under the Acts under said Scheme; how many o f  these Applications fo r Cottages and extra half acres were sanctioned; the Amount o f  
Expenses connected with such Scheme and in what way applied. 1906 (193) civ. 647.
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Appendix VI: Data Used to Produce Statistical Graphs*

Figure 2.1: The Annual Estimates and Demands o f the Rural District Councils o f Donegal and M eath, 1899 - 1925

Rural District 1899 1900 1901 1902 1903 1904 1905 1906 1907 1908 1909 1910 1911 1912
Ballyshannon
Donegal
Town^
Dunfanaghy £120 £260 £240 £320 I
Glenties £360
Inishowen £603 £384 £476 £768 £708 £704 £946 £730 £796 £1004 £950 £1088 1
Letterkenny £243 £205 £402 £547 £376 £148 £414 £396 £568 £747 £671 £468 £461 £464
Londonderry
No.2

£91 £86 £287 £262 £381 £310 £368 £418 £816 £634 £300 £380 £496 1

Milford £360 £832 £100 £545 £300 £527 £709 £749 £924 £882 £836 £770 £708 £1566
Strabane
No.2

£315 £989 £253 £778 £1082

Stranorlar £839 £852 £863 £824 £660 £816 £826
Ardee No.2 £321 £517 £498 £543 £538 £641 £625 £479 £432 £430 £698
Drogheda
No.2
Dunshaughlin £600 £1252 £1240 £1228 £1470 £1863 £1000 £1100 £1040 £1068
Edenderry
No.3

£408 £252 £212 £428 £700 1

Kells £2050 £2470 £2179 £2472 £1892 £2040 £2268 £2430 £2228 £2876
Navan £2659 £1656 £1800 £1900 £2368 £2368 £2888 £2613 £2136 £1556 £2000 £2630 £2670
Oldcastle £780 £760
Trim £2672 £2677 £3470 £3302 £2541 £2350 £2521 £2806 !

^ - These are the only figures available from Donegal Town RDC. Earlier council records were destroyed in a fire in the workhouse in 1914.

' The blank figures in these tables denote instances where the relevant statistical information was not provided in the sources or where the relevant records have not survived.



Rural District 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925
Ballyshannon £1800
Donegal
Town

£770 £770 £883 £1542 £859 £893 £1177 £754 £682 £599 £753

Dunfanaghy £360 £320 £200 £220 £220 £480 £480
Glenties £280 £422
Inishowen £646 £516 £634 £366 £306 £382 £422 £562 £883 £398 £2078 £1426 £1358
Letterkenny £630 £626 £398 £390 £463 £278 £288 £554 £1406 £947 £1982 £826 £988
Londonderry
No.2

£448 £600 £585 £560 £480 £720 £700 £1540

Milford £962 £1011 £998 £996 £970 £1919 £1103 £1274 £1250 £2212 £2044 £1874
Strabane
No.2

£535 £540

Stranorlar £746 £706 £622 £650 £670 £663 £574 £903 £1513 £1576 £847 £360 £932
Ardee No.2 £599 £737 £699 £879 £787 £777 £734 £115 £881 £400 £771 £437
Drogheda
No.2
Dunshaughlin £1458 £1910 £2010 £2160 £2005 £1928 £1968 £2105 £2920 £2886 £4900 £3950 £3520
Edenderry
No.3

£555 £430 £160 £350

Kells £2220 £2270 £2354 £2570 £2533 £3008 £3509 £3509 £3459 £3451
Navan £2679 £2804 £3376 £2826 £3294 £3538 £2258 £3608 £4362 £2888
Oldcastle £1621 £1621 £1339 £1314 £1326 £1408 £1962 £1458
Trim £3220 £3140 £3409 £3493 £3549 £4987 £2458 £2849 £4084 £3884 £3196

Source: M inutes Books and Financial Records o f the Rural District Councils County Donegal and County M eath, 1899 -  1925 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection; MCA, Rural District Council Collection)
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Figure 4.1: Increasing Annual Estimates of Transport Infrastructure Expenditure of each Rural District Council, 1899 -  1925

Rural District 1899 1900 1901 1902 1903 1904 1905 1906 1907 1908 1909 1910 1911 1912
Ballyshannon £1400 £1700 £1605 £2010 £2015 £2015 £2015 £2015 £2015 £2015 £2015
Donegal
Town^
Dunfanaghy £1320 £1649
Glenties £4533
Inishowen £5000 £5258 £5258 £5258 £5258 £5258 £5258 £5258 £5258 £5758
Letterkenny £3048 £3499 £3375 £3480 £3556 £3400
Londonderry
No.2

£3591 £3939 £4445 £4252 £4277 £4151 £4470 £4350 £4440 £4350 £4400 £4500

Milford £3448 £3750 £3665 £3676 £3950 £3750 £3700 £4059 £4059 £4059 £4059
Strabane
No.2

£4650 £4598 £4670 £4750

Stranorlar £2861
Ardee No.2 £1093 £1034 £1217 £1211 £1272 £1241 £1250 £1272 £1304 £1296 £1320 £1320
Drogheda
No.2

£3253 £3397

Dunshaughlin £4895 £5033 £5110 £5057 £5156 £5154
Edenderry
No.3

£355 £458 £492 £458 £467 £515 £447 £511 £528 £527 £539

Kells £4801 £4802 £4962
Navan £3860
Oldcastle £1377 £1341 £1372 £1469
Trim £3768 £3831 £4163 £4986 £5168 £3932 £4603

^ - These are the only figures available from Donegal Town RDC. Earlier council records were destroyed in a fire in the workhouse in 1914.



Rural District 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925
Ballyshannon £2015 £2215 £2002 £2093 £2021 £2015 £2118 £2891 £3600 £2615 £3600 £3288
Donegal
Town

£7000 £4072 £6000

Dunfanaghy £1649 £1900 £2400 £3300
Glenties £3833 £3833 £4000 £4000 £4484 £6925 £8632 £7972 £8212 £8768 £11022
Inishowen £5258 £5258 £5258 £5758 £6758 £7858 £8050 £10000 £8500 £8300 £8300 £9024
Letterkenny £3614 £3614 £3614 £3614 £4350 £6314 £5963 £5300 £4200 £7000 £7600 £8500
Londonderry
No.2

£4505 £4400 £4500 £4506 £4506 £5300 £5506 £6500 £7300 £6200 £10700 £10700 £11280

Milford £4459 £4459 £4459 £5359 £5359 £5500 £6209 £7800 £6159 £6200 £6500
Strabane
No.2

£4487 £4506 £4430 £4400 £4490 £4600 £4808 £5457 £5750 £6100

Stranorlar £1000
Ardee No.2 £1318 £1350 £1352 £1355 £1494 £1775 £2075 £2546 £2546 £2545 £2675 £2575 £2805
Drogheda
No.2

£3274 £3311 £6622 £6622 £7023 £7861 £7023 £7195 £7153 £7605

Dunshaughlin £5058 £5303 £5360 £5541 £6188 £6578 £9957 £10579 £13174 £10579 £17788
Edenderry
No.3

£539 £534 £599 £597 £618 £755 £854 £923

Kells £4913 £5060 £5150 £5564 £7590 £9384 £10607 £9384
Navan £4825 £3899 £5252 £5252 £9080
Oldcastle
Trim £4858 £4981 £5103 £5452 £5744 £5598 £7864 £8926 £10091 £9956 £10478 £9878 £10708

Source: Minutes Books and Quarterly M inutes Books o f the Rural District Councils County Donegal and County Meath, 1899 -  1925 (DCA, Rural District Council 
Collection; MCA, Rural District Council Collection)
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Figure 6.1: The Number of Labourers’ Cottages Built per District between 1899 and 1925

Rural District 1899 1900 1901 1902 1903 1904 1905 1906 1907 1908 1909 1910 1911 1912
Ballyshannon +
Donegal
Town"^
Dunfanaghy 7 7 28
Glenties 16 51 51
Inishowen 6 6 6 6 6 6 94
Letterkenny + 41 41 41 41 41 108 141 142
Londonderry
No.2

4 22 22 22 44 44 54 142 177

Milford 40 99 106
Strabane
No.2

7# 350 350 350

Stranorlar 8 8 8 8 8 23 35 36 58 58 58 137 137
Ardee No.2 57 57 70 74 74 74 81 86 86 92 106 118
Drogheda
No.2

222 222 222 222 230 231 234 234 234 255 266 293 308 312

Dunshaughlin 142 166 175 176 176 179 230 264 313
Edenderry
No.3

15 15 17 22 23 24 24 24 30 34 65 66

Kells 263 268 274 275 280 293 303 308 308 308 308 321 366 448
Navan 270 271 291 291 291 301 301 301 301 330 360 366
Oldcastle 97 97 105 105 111 119 119 119 119
Trim 279 279 279 279 280 322 344 348 350 350 364 453 539
* - The rural district councils were receiving labourers cottages rent but no figures are available.
# - There were at least seven cottages in Strabane No.2 RD, but there could have been more. {27th Annual Report o f  the LGB, pp788 -  797) 
^ - These are the only figures available from Donegal Town RDC. Earlier council records were destroyed in a fire in the workhouse in 1914.



Rural District 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925
Ballyshannon 82 82 92 104 118 118 118 118 118 118 118 118 118
Donegal
Town

133 133 133 133 133 133 133 133 133 133 133 133

Dunfanaghy 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28 28
Glenties 51 51 55 68 79 79 79 79 79 79 79 79 79
Inishowen 96 111 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124
Letterkenny 142 142 147 151 152 151 + 153 153 153 153 153 153 153
Londonderry
No.2

177 177 177 197 197 198+ 197 197 197 197 197 197 197

Milford 106 106 124 134 142 142 142 142 142 142 142 142 142
Strabane
No.2

350 350 354 362 369 369 369 369 369 369 369 369 369

Stranorlar 166 166 166 166 166 166 166
Ardee No.2 125 128 128 128 128 128 128 128 128 128 128 128 128
Drogheda
No.2

312 312 352 364 364 362 362 362 362 362 362 362 362

Dunshaughlin 340 350 376 402 406 406 406 406 406
Edenderry
No.3

66 66 69 71 71 71 71 71 71 71 71 71

Kells 491 550 561 570 570 570 570 570 570 570 570 570 570
Navan 366 391 408 429 436+ 432 432 432 432 432 432 446
Oldcastle 161 182 186 194 202 205 205
Trim 560 561 561 561 561 561 561 561 561 561 561 561 561

+ - This appears to be a clerical error as there is no mention in the minute books o f houses being decommissioned or o f  extra houses being built the following year.

Source: M inutes Books o f the Rural District Councils County Donegal and County Meath, 1899 -  1925 (DCA, Rural District Council Collection; MCA, Rural 
District Council Collection)
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