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SUMMARY

Building on analyses of the merits/drawbacks of employing a strategic spatial
planning agenda to promote the sustainable development of rural areas
(Hadjmichalis, 2003; Scott 2005), this research conducts an  in-depth
investigation of the uniformity and consistency by which central government
sustainable rural development strategies are adopted and implemented across local

authority regimes.

This has involved interviewing officials (DoEHLG) and TDs at national
government level with regard to framing of national policy approaches, then,
based on two counties with strict controls over one-off rural housing development
(counties Clare and Galway) and two counties with greater laxity in their approach
(counties Roscommon and Cavan), interviews were conducted with planners at
county level, county councillors and a range of interest groups which either favour
or oppose one-off rural housing development. Finally, based on sampling of
planning applications for one-off housing which had been refused in each of the
four counties, a large structured questionnaire survey of households was
undertaken to investigate the personal impacts of refusal and their experience of
the planning system. Then, for comparative purposes, the questionnaire survey
was extended in county Clare to include a sample of households whose planning

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

It appears that stakeholders’ perceptions of the sustainability of one-off housing
are rooted in their background, education, and also position within the planning
system. These perceptions when applied to the three dimensions of sustainability;
economy, environment and society, lead to hugely contrasting constructions of
what construes sustainable development. The outcome of these contrasting
definitions is conflict between stakeholders, at national and local level, with regard
to the formulation and activation of rural settlement strategies. This, in turn, has
consequences for one-off rural housing applicants engaged with the planning
system.

i1



v



Acknowledgements

I would like to express my gratitude to my supervisor, Dr. Andrew MacLaran,
whose expertise, understanding, and patience, added considerably to my graduate
experience. | am eternally grateful for the support and guidance he has offered me
over the past number of years. I also express my gratitude to the Irish Research Council

for the Humanities and Social Sciences and TCD who provided financial support for this

research.

[ would also like to thank the staff and postgraduates in the Geography
Department, T.C.D. for all their help and support, particularly Elaine Treacy and
Paula Brudell.

To all my friends who gave so much support to me, particularly Linda, Claire, Karen,

Susan and all the Na Fianna crew.

Finally, I would like to thank my family especially my parents Eileen and Michael, who
have encouraged and supported me throughout my life and in particular during the writing
of this thesis. I am forever indebted. 1 also extend my heartfelt thanks to my brothers,
Aidan, Brian and Paul who kept me both entertained and knowledgeable of the

happenings in the outside world during the often isolating writing process.



vi



Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Declaration

Summary

Acknowledgements

Table Of Contents

List of Tables

List of Figure

List of Images

INTRODUCTION

LITERATURE REVIEW

METHODOLOGY

THE PERSPECTIVE OF CENTRAL
GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS AND
CENTRAL GOVERNMENT ELECTED
REPRESENTATIVES

1

111

v

Vi

Viii

1X

47

Vil



Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter

THE PERSPECTIVE OF LOCAL
ELECTED REPRESENTATIVES

THE PERSPECTIVE OF LOCAL
PLANNING OFFICERS

THE ROLE OF INTEREST GROUPS IN
THE PLANNING SYSTEM

THE EXPERIENCES AND
PERSPECTIVES OF INDIVIDUALS
ENGAGED WITH THE PLANNING
SYSTEM

CONCLUSION

Bibliography

Appendices

105

195

231

273

325

343

353

Viil



LIST OF TABLES

Table 2.1 Official population-based definition of rural settlements......................... 9
Table 3.2.1 Local Need Clause and Occupancy Clause.............cccoceeveeeviereennecennnn. 56
Table 3.2.2 Planning Approval Statistics, Single Dwellings, 2005........................ =¥

Table 3.3.1 Number and Percentage of Councillors Interviewed in Each Local

IO s vessdoatinimmss s R e BRSBTS il e s e? 61
Table 3.3.2 Conntillor [deatification CoOesi . xnsmimmismmamssamunissmemsnsaisns 62
Table 3.3 Surtey Reshonss RAIES ...omssaunbimmtimsmmmnisssnmmassmms s s s 70

Table 5.1 Councillor Categorisation by Individual Position on Rural One-off

R s o S e s M e B B e R e e 107
Table 7.1 Groups which Interviewees Represent...........ccccooceeiviienieiienieinniennn, 232

Table 8.2.1 Co. Roscommon — Most common reasons for choosing to apply for

permission to construct a single dwelling..........cccccevviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiceee 281

Table 8.2.2 Co. Cavan — Most common reasons for choosing to apply for

permission to construct a single dwWelling..........coccoeeeieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee 281

Table 8.2.3 Co. Galway — Most common reasons for choosing to apply for

fermission 16 constrnet 2 single AWEIINE. ... 282

Table 8.2.4 Co. Clare (Refused) — Most common reasons for choosing to apply for

permission to construct a single dwelling..........c.cccooceviiiiiiiiin e 282

Table 8.2.5 Co. Clare (Approved) — Most common reasons for choosing to apply

for permission to construct a single dwelling..........ccccoeceviviiiiiniiineneiece e 283

Table 8.3.3.1 Co Roscommon — Most common Primary factor of importance in

SCLECHING SIEC... vttt e ettt ettt et ettt eeaeeeaeeraens 289

Table 8.3.3.2 Co Cavan — Most common Primary factor of importance in selecting

X



Table 8.3.3.3 Co Galway — Most common Primary factor of importance in

BN TR o 0 et s i i S PSS T A 290

Table 8.3.3.4 Co Clare (Refused) — Most common Primary factor of importance in
T Ty g | RSO 290
Table 8.3.3.5 Co Clare (Approved) — Most common Primary factor of importance

TN SEIECHING STE@....eivveetietiie ettt ettt ettt sttt eaae 291
Table 8.6.2.1 Occupation of Third-Party Representatives..........cccccccceeeiviennenen. 304
Table 8.7.3 Initiation of new process to buy a house...........cccoeeeeviiiiiiiiienieenenne 315
Table A7.1 Existence of Pre-2008 ApplHEaHONE. .ousmummssnevsssmsmesssmmassssnss 388
Table A7.2 Pre-2005 Planning Application Type.......ccceovvvieviienieiiieiieiiiieiieene 388
Table A7.3 Outcome of Pre-2005 Application.........ceccveeeveeeeiieieeiniieeiieeeee e 389



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1.1 Policy and Practice — Sustainable Rural Housing..........c.cccccccevvvennnnnne. 3
Figure 2.3 Illustration of Rural Area Typologies and Gateways and Hubs............ 23
Figure 2.4.1 One-off hOUSING......cccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiecieee e e 28
Figure 5.10 Village-type settlement pattern...........cccoeceeveeniiiiiiinieiiinececie, 176
Figure 6.9.1 Co. Cavan — Refused One-off Housing Applications 2005.............. 221
Figure 6.9.2 Co Roscommon — Refused One-off Housing Applications.............. 222
Figure 6.9.3 Co Galway — Refused One-off Housing Applications 2005............ 223
Figure 6.9.4 Co Clare — Refused One-off Housing Applications 2005................ 225
Figure 6.9.5 Co Clare — Approved One-off Housing Applications 2005............. 226
Figure 8.4.1 Proximity of Current Home to Proposed Dwelling.......................... 296
Figure 8.4.2 Proximity of Applicants’ Workplace of Proposed Dwelling............ 298

Figure 8.6.5.1 Categories of Noted Changes in Public

LT e P BRIIIIEE. . oo i msomaneis emmsmssismmiasaisnsimins i iniaenismantssi e et esssaeiass 310
Pigure 8.7.3 Frnture Plans Repgarding PrOPetycuusmmssasssimsvisnsmmsssssronsmomins 314

Figure 8.8 Rating the Process Involved in Applying for Permission for a Detached

R all HIOUSE. . cosnnsssmmssessnmmonsnsmssansumsmssmsnonssnosnssssumsossassssssast s s s e vanss 320
Figure A7.1 Existence of Pre-2005 Application..........ccoceeeeeeeeeiuiioiieiiieiiieciee e 388
Figure A7.2 Pre-2005 — Planning Applications Type.......cccccceevvivninniiiiiecieennn. 388
Figure A7.3 Outcome of Pre-2005 Application.........cccceeeeeieeiiiiiinieniiiiecie e 389
Figure A7.4 Legal Interest in Site........cocevviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 390
Figure A7.5 AcquiSition Of Site.......ccueevieviiiiiriniiiiieeeie e 390
Figure A7.6 Proposed Occupancy of DWelling..........cccooevviviieniineciien e 391

Figure A7.7 Location of Applicant Relative to Site of Proposed Dwelling......... 391

Figure A7.8 Applicants’ Occupancy of Prior/Current Accommodation.............. 392



Figure A7.9 Prior/Current Accommodation — Detached Rural House................. 392

Figure A7.10 Parental Home — Detached Rural House............ccccccouviiiiiiinnne. 393
Figure A7.11 Applicants’ Use of Pre-Planning Service...........ccccoevviniininnnnnn. 393
Figure A7.12 Pre-Planning Service Useful.............ccoccooiiiiiiiiiiniiiis 394
Figure A7.13 Reasons for Non-Use of Service...........ccccouevevvciiiiniiiiiiinnccncncnns 394

Figure A7.14 Person/Agent Acting on Applicants’ Behalf in the Submission of
I 00 08 BDD U CHIEN. ot asomiihsms e s i S me ki 395

Figure A7.15 Inclusion of Representation from Public Representatives with

L2 Taval a2 oL T ) O N U 395
Figure A7.16 Waiting Time for Site-Suitability Assessment...............cccccevuvennenn 396

Figure A7.17 Changes in Public Infrastructure/Facilities in Area in which Planning

Permission Sought 6Ver Past PIve YT ...cvimuesisvessssmssnsomsssassniss snnssissesssssapases 396

Figure A7.18 Advice Sought from Public/Private Representative when Planning

Permission Was RETUSEA. ......ooiiiiii et ettt ee e e 397

Figure A7.19 Planning Office Contacted when Refused Planning

BT RS HRY. e ek hamntiai o s s s el A A i o i s s gt 397
Figure A7.20 Planning Officer Advice Uselil.oisiussisanissisnmsissnis 298
LIST OF IMAGES

Image 6.9.1 Location of Lough Corrib in Co. Galway...........ccccoouviiiniiiinenne 224

Xii



CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

Rural housing policy in Ireland has received significant attention in recent years,
essentially in response to the large increase in the construction of one-off housing
in rural areas during the 1990s and early 2000s. The National Spatial Strategy
2002-2020 (NSS), published December 2002, intended to provide for the first time
an explicit national framework for dealing with spatial issues. NSS policy for the
sustainable development of rural areas focuses on the promotion of concentrated

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

The introduction of such policy has led to a contentious debate, played out at
national and local levels. This debate has been characterised by conflicting
interpretations of rural sustainability and the perceived imbalance in importance
attributed to its social, economic and environmental dimensions. The Sustainable
Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities, published in 2005, were
intended to loosen restrictions on one-off housing construction. However,
concerns have arisen regarding a lack of uniformity in adoption and

implementation of rural housing policy and guidelines at local level.

This research project addresses these issues which are of considerable importance
in contemporary Irish rural studies. It comprehensively reviews national policy
relating to sustainable rural development, focusing on single rural dwellings.
Particular attention is paid to the manner and context in which national policy has

been formulated and the external factors involved in this process.

This thesis investigates the manner in which local authorities have incorporated
government policies relating to sustainable rural housing into the settlement
strategies and rural housing policies for employment in their administrative areas.
It examines the accuracy with which rural housing polices/settlement strategies

adopted by local councillors are implemented by planners.



This project considers the consequences for the individual/household of the
decision-making power held by the County Manager to grant/refuse planning

permission for one-off housing.

This research, in providing a theoretical framework for understanding and
interpreting the issues surrounding the formulation and activation of sustainable
rural development policies at national and local level draws from pluralist and
managerialist interpretations of the state as described in the writing of Kirk (1980)
and MacLaran and McGuirk (2003). By connecting managerialist and pluralist
philosophies with empirical evidence, this project provides a theoretical context
for understanding:
1)  The manner in which central government and different local authority
managers interpret and operate sustainable development issues.
i1)  The degree to which national and local sustainable rural housing policy
is infused in and shaped by the political agendas of interest groups who

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

Figure 1.1 summarises:
1)  The actors and processes involved in the formulation and operation of
sustainable rural housing policies.
ii))  The policy which is relevant to this research and its implementation as

a context for the research.



Figure 1.1 Policy and Practice — Sustainable Rural Housing
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This project presents an opportunity to provide an empirical understanding of the
manner in which sustainable rural development is operated in Ireland. The core
challenge is to:
i)  Identify the manner in which sustainable development, in terms of rural
settlement patterns, is interpreted by policy decision-makers at national and
local level and the extent to which this is influenced by external factors, i.e.
the pluralist political agendas of vested/voluntary interests both for and
against rural one-off housing construction.
i1)  Identify the extent to which the managerialist agendas of policy activators
have resulted in non-compliance with policy and the implications of such

for the individual/household.

This thesis is presented in 9 chapters. The present chapter introduces and outlines
the rationale for the topic of research. Chapter 2 provides an in-depth review of the
theoretical and contextual literature relating to the research subject including:
associated legislation and planning systems/strategies in operation from the mid
20™ century to date, the history of rural settlement in Ireland as well as literature
relating to the events surrounding, and outcomes of, the rural housing debate
which originated in the late 1990s. Chapter 3 documents the methodological
framework for this thesis. It lays out the research aims and objectives, the
procedure for selecting case-study county councils (chosen to illustrate the variety
of local planning regimes in Ireland) and the strategies for primary data collection,

namely, semi-structured interviews and questionnaire surveys.

The primary focus of this thesis is devoted to examining the workings of the
political and planning systems with regard to sustainable development and rural
settlement planning in Ireland, at both national and local level, whilst connecting
managerialist and pluralist philosophies with gathered empirical evidence, thus
providing a theoretical context for understanding the processes in operation. Four
categories of interviewee were identified as being involved with, or affected by,
policies and planning practices relating to the sustainability of rural one-off

housing (central-government elected representatives/central-government officials,

4



local authority elected representatives, local authority planning officials, and
interest groups both for and against one-off housing construction). The
perspectives and opinions of representatives from each of these 4 categories are

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

Chapter 8 documents the experiences of individuals/households who have been
involved with the planning system while applying for permission to construct a
single rural dwelling. Although the inclusion of this chapter marks a slight
departure from the overall direction of this thesis, the necessity to document the
outcomes of the planning system, following an empirical and theoretical analysis
of the manner in which it functions (which in turn has implications for the

individual) warrants its inclusion.

In seeking to understand the intricacies of the process outlined above, this research
provides a unique opportunity to subject to formal analysis the experiences and
perspectives of those involved in, and affected by, rural housing policy formation

and planning practice.






CHAPTER TWO:
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.0. Preamble

This project aims to provide both an empirical and theoretical understanding of
sustainable rural development operations in Ireland, particularly the manner in
which sustainability is interpreted and rural housing policies formulated at national
level, the uniformity and consistency by which these policies are adopted and
activated by local authorities as well as the responsiveness of politicians and
planning officers to interest groups. This chapter aims to put these issues in
context, exploring and defining key themes and concepts relevant to this project,
thus providing the background of this study. It aims to provide an overview of the
processes, issues and events which have, either directly or tangentially, given rise
to contentious multi-scalar debate in Ireland, relating to issues of rural

sustainability regarding the issue of one-off housing development.

The primary themes which are covered in this chapter include: rural structure and
form (both contemporary and historical); local governance and local planning
systems in Ireland; sustainable development and its theoretical and practical
conceptualisations, spanning from international to local level in Ireland; rural
conflict relating to the sustainability of single rural dwellings; recent (2010) policy
publications relating to single rural dwellings and rural spatial patterns; and
theoretical conceptions of the state and the role of planning as it relates to

sustainable development and rural residential planning.



2.1. Rural Structure and Form

This section explores the various definitions of rural areas which are used
internationally. It examines literature relating to international trends of economic
and social restructuring in rural areas of the developed world. With regard to the
Irish experience, this section reviews literature relating to the emergence of
contemporary rural settlement patterns from historical forms and the effects and

outcomes of social and economic restructuring on this process.

2.1.1. Defining ‘Rural’ — Variations in Terminology

The precise definition of ‘rural’ varies considerably internationally. There is no
common international or EU definition of rural areas. Countries have adopted their
own definitions of rural areas. The basic territorial units used in national
definitions of ‘rurality’ vary considerably in size, both with regard to area and
population. For example, French communes, which are the smallest administrative
units in Europe, have an average surface area of 15 square kilometres and an
average population of 1,500 inhabitants, whereas in the United States, counties
which are used as the basic unit for rural analysis have an average area of 3,000
square kilometres and a population of 80,000 (Economic Commission for Europe,
ECE, 2005). When rural definitions consist of, or include, population thresholds,
the maximum population of a rural settlement can differ dramatically as illustrated

in Table 2.1.



Table 2.1. Official population-based definition of rural settlements

Definition used by

Maximum Population of

a Rural Settlement

Notes

Minimum population of an

Iceland 300 L .

urban administrative unit
Australia 1,000

+ population density less than
Canada 1,000 (+pop 5 d

400 per km”) Census definition
New Zealand 1,000

+ population density less than
Ireland 1,500 e i d :

150 per km”) Census definition
France 2,000
United States 2.500 Census definition
Scotland 3,000 Scottish Executive definition

Office for National Statistics
England and Wales 10,000

definition

Minimum population of an
Italy 10,000

urban administrative unit
United Nations 20,000

Minimum population of an
Japan 30,000

urban administrative unit

(Sources: European Commission, 1999; Office for National Statistics, U.K.
(ONS), 2004; ECE, 2005; Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United
Nations (FAO), 2005; Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, 2005;

Woods, 2005)

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

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

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

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

2000):




Each DED is considered to be rural if:
1. Itis not an urban DED as defined by the CSO.
2. It cannot be aggregated to form an urban district or borough.
3. It has a population of less than 150 people per square kilometre.
4

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

According to 2002 Census data, around 40 percent of the Irish population live in
rural areas, including small towns and villages, a figure which remained constant
in 2006 (DoEHLG, 2005; CSO, 2006). In some counties, particularly in parts of
the midlands and in the west, a much higher proportion of households, up to 70 per
cent, live in the open Countryside (DoEHLG, 2005; CSO, 2007; Scott and
Brereton, 2010). Indeed, urbanisation in Ireland remains low in comparison to the
rest of Europe. Between 70 and 80 per cent of most EU countries are urbanised
and urbanisation in England is at more than 90 per cent (Mc Donagh, 2001; Byrne,

2003).

2.1.2. The History of Rural Settlement Structure in Ireland

In a geographical context, the term ‘settlement form’ refers to the distribution of
individual homesteads. Any possible arrangement of such homesteads falls on a
continuum between a scattered (dispersed) type where each family is located
amidst its own fields and clustered settlements where families form a village by
living adjacent to one another at some distance from their fields (Silberfein, 1989).
The history of rural settlement patterns in Ireland is inextricably linked to the
history of farming from the earliest times to the present (O’Keefe, 1997; Aalen,
1997; The Heritage Council, 2005). From the sixteenth century, the system of land
ownership in Ireland was predominantly based on the estate system which had
replaced the earlier Gaelic and feudal land tenures. The principal forms of rural
settlement which existed under this system included individual farmsteads and
farm clusters and villages (O’Keefe, 1997; The Heritage Council, 2005). Rundale
settlements, which developed from the seventeenth century through to the
nineteenth century, represent one of the more negative consequences of the estate

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

10



settlements by, often non-resident, estate owners. This led to an explosion of
‘squalid and unhygienic cabin clusters’ and contributed to the chaotic nature of

these rundale villages (Duffy, 2000, 214).

By the 1830s the greatest concentrations of these farm clusters were in the western
seaboard counties, the north, in the upland mountains of the east and in other
marginal landscapes in the midlands (Heritage Council, 2005). In the late-
nineteenth century, the Congested Districts Board (CDB) was established to
relieve settlement congestion in these areas. The CDB was in charge of separating
and re-organising thousands of rundale house clusters, relocating houses closer to
their own farms and fields (Duffy, 2000; Breathnach, 2006), representing the first

attempt at planned settlement remodelling in an Irish context.

Following political independence in 1922, rural land reform was allocated to the
Land Commission which continued many of the policies of the CBD. However,
the biggest achievement of the Land Commission involved establishing
settlements in some of the most underpopulated rural areas of Ireland (Duffy,
2000). The sparsely populated counties of Roscommon and east Connaught, and
especially the mid-Leinster counties of Kildare and Meath saw ‘extensive results
of Land Commission policy which were the converse of the congested areas work’
(Dufty, 2000, 218). Thousands of migrants from Mayo, Leitrim, Donegal, Clare
and Kerry were relocated to farmhouses in these areas. These farmhouses were

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

The contribution of local authorities to rural settlement patterns has also been
significant. Following the creation of county council in 1898, public attempts at
local housing reform began. Up to 1921, approximately 50,000 labourers’ cottages
were constructed singly or in small groups along country roads convenient to the
large farms on which they might seek employment (Duffy, 2000). Just as the CDB
was catering for the needs of the small-holders in the west, the council cottages
were principally constructed in Leinster and Munster where the majority of

labourers lived (McKay, 1992; Duffy, 2000; Ferriter, 2004).

i



The Heritage Council (2005) noted that the main legacies of rural settlement
patterns that are evident in the Irish rural landscape today are farm-related

settlements and road-orientated settlements.

2.1.3. Economic and Social Restructuring of Rural Areas

This section examines international and national literature which documents the
considerable economic and social changes which have occurred in rural areas over
the course of the twentieth century (Duffy, 1983, 2000; Aalen, 1997; Scott, 2005;
Woods, 2005; Champion, 2007) and the consequences, in the Irish context, for the

structure of rural settlement patterns and traditional rural lifestyles.

A major component of the restructuring of rural areas has been the fundamental
transformation of agriculture in the developed world which has seen farming move
from the centre to the periphery of everyday life (Aalen, 1997; Scott, 2005;
Woods, 2005). The decline in the importance of agriculture has been accompanied
by a diversification of the economic base of rural areas and an increase in the non-
farming rural population (McDonagh, 1998; Marsden, 1999; Scott, 2005, 2008;
Mahon, 2007) which has been described as rural areas undergoing a shift from a
productivist to a post-productivist era (Hadjimichalis, 2003; Scott 2008) The
reversal of the rural to urban migration flow, or counter-urbanisation, was first
observed by population analysts in the United States in the 1970s. These trends
also soon became evident in Canada, Australia and much of Western Europe
(Woods, 2005; Champion, 2007). In the UK, the fastest population growth during
both the 1970s and the 1980s was experienced in predominantly rural counties and
some 100,000 people were recorded as migrating directly from urban to rural areas

in 1980 (Lewis, 1998).

In an Irish context, the 1970s, but particularly, the 1980s onwards saw a reversal in
the trends of previous decades as more people opted to live in one-off housing in
rural areas (Hickey, 2004). Scott (2005) has noted that the increased scale and
pace of development witnessed in rural areas in recent years has resulted from a

number of factors including a negative perception of the quality of life in urban

12



areas, the lower cost associated with developing a one-off rural house, especially
in light of the considerable inflation in urban housing prices from the early 1990s
to the mid-2000s, increased mobility and, finally, a desire for living in a rural
environment, in particular, with good access to urban centres. Caulfield (2003)
further noted that by 1996, only 1 in 10 of dispersed rural dwellings were farming
households. The continuing transition of ‘rural space’ in Ireland from agricultural
to a post-agricultural environment has contributed to the emergence of new uses
for rural space, the most contentious of which has been the increase in one-off
housing construction (Scott, 2005, 2008). From 1991 to 2006, 1 in 5 of the
497,000 housing units constructed in the Irish Republic were individual houses in

rural areas (CS0, 2007).

As noted above, the main legacies of historical rural settlement patterns that are
evident in the Irish rural landscape today are farm-related settlements and road-
orientated settlements (The Heritage Council, 2005). The primary reason road-
orientated settlements have been repeatedly replicated in the twentieth century is
due to the fact that the prior existence of a road has resulted in a reduction in
development costs for the house builder (The Heritage Council, 2005). Duffy
(2000) argues that as a reflection of new priorities in the twentieth century such as
declining agriculture, increased non-farming population, increased urban-based
employment and rising affluence generally, there has been a change in the overall
pattern and distribution of dispersed rural settlement. As a result of the ‘urban-
orientated, functional change’ of rural populations and, in conjunction with lax
planning control, there has been a major growth in road-orientated, ribbon-like
commuter settlements at the expense of farm-related settlement patterns (Duffy,

1983; 2000, 185).

Woods (2005) states that as the rural population and structure has been
recomposed, so the nature of community life has changed. The ‘solidarity of rural
communities where residents shared common values and reference points...has
exploded by the dynamics of population change’ (Woods, 2005, 90). For example,
Phelan et al. (2005) found that a quarter of all people living in Irish rural areas
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commute more than 64 km (40 miles) to work, with many stating that their homes
are essentially only a place to sleep. The study also found that over 40 per cent of
non-farm rural households played no part in any community organisations and had
little or no contact with their neighbours. These statistics appear to support
Woods® (2005) assertions and suggest that a breakdown of traditional, more

intensive, local social networks may be occurring.

2.2 Irish Local Government and Planning

This section outlines the origins of Ireland’s planning system and the roles played
by the various tiers of government in its operation. It examines the literature
relating to changing emphases in Irish planning policy and examines the manner

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

The power and autonomy of local government in Ireland is far more restricted than
is the case in many other jurisdictions, such as the United States and France
(Quinn, 2003). For the 85 per cent of the population that do not elect a town
council, Ireland has a single tier of directly-elected local government which
operates within the parameters laid down by central government. Consequently,
the Irish system is highly centralised. Although eight regional authorities were
established in 1994, they comprise elected members of the constituent local
authorities and their remit is limited (Quinn, 2003). However, despite the limited
remit in functions of local authorities in Ireland when compared to other countries,
the planning system is an area where Irish local authorities have a significant
degree of autonomy from central government. Planning legislation is formulated at
national level. These policies are then interpreted and incorporated into local
planning policy, a reserved function carried out by elected local-authority
councillors. Local planning policies are activated through the planning decisions
of the County Manager and his/her representatives (planning officers) who

comprise the executive branch of the local-authority system.
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Ireland's planning system was introduced in 1964, when the Local Government
(Planning and Development) Act, 1963 came into effect. With this Act, physical
planning, for the first time, became a mandatory function of local government
(Nowlan, 1989; Grist, 2003). Under the terms of the 1963 Act, all local authorities,
except town commissioners, were given a full range of planning responsibilities.
Therefore, the physical planning system in Ireland was to be run by 87 (now 88)
local planning authorities (Bannon, 1989; Grist, 2003). Each local authority was
required by 1967 to have prepared a development plan for its area (Bannon,
1989a). Despite the limitations in scope of these first local-authority development
plans, progress had been made, and by the late 1960s, much of the territory of the
state was covered by planning policies. The 1963 Act also imposed, for the first
time, an obligation upon everyone wishing to undertake development to obtain
planning permission from the appropriate local planning authority in advance of

such development (Bannon, 1989a).

In the 1960s, Ireland’s new planning system was viewed as a national
development catalyst which would ‘pay dividends in economic and social well-
being in the years to come’ (Dail Debates, 1962, cited by Bannon, 1989a, 130),
and act as the mechanism which would enable local authorities to function as
development authorities (Bannon, 1989a; Tierney, 2003). Planning was described
as having ‘a considerable significance in helping to foster economic development’
(Déil Debates, 1962, cited by Bannon, 1989a, 130) indicating the government’s
perspective at the time which stressed a close and complementary relationship
between economic and physical planning (Bannon, 1989a). The importance of
protecting the natural environment in the face of development was recognised in
the 1963 Local Government (Planning and Development) Act by extending the
range of preservation and protection objectives which could be written into
development plans and, also, by providing planning authorities with a range of
special conservation powers, for example, Special Amenity Area Orders
(Mawhinney, 1989). However, particular stress was placed on ‘the avoidance of

economic waste’ (Bannon, 1989a, 130).

15



The planning system was enthusiastically embraced by the public who believed
that physical planning had a positive role to play in the economic development of
the country (Bannon, 1989a). However, the 1970s brought increasing discontent
with physical planning as the emphasis slipped from ‘development planning’ to
‘development control,” which saw planning become ‘increasingly obsessed with
details of control and regulation’ (Bannon, 1989a, 135). Bannon (1989a) attributes
the failure of ‘development planning’ to the lack of strong regional planning tier
which largely divorced local planning actions from the realities of public policy at
national level. Government commitment to national development had also waned,
primarily due to an unstable economic climate and their intent in ensuring that all
of Ireland remained classified as a European underdeveloped region (Bannon,

1989a).

The 1970s and 1980s saw a gradual shift in physical planning ‘away from
fundamental issues of national development towards an overriding concern with
environmental management and control’ (Bannon, 1989, 150). O’Riordan, (2003)
attributed the increased significance of environmental concerns in Irish planning in
the 1970s and 1980s to Ireland’s entry into the EU in 1973, which saw Ireland
become increasingly open to and influenced by ideas from outside the country

(Mawhinny, 1989).

Provision has been made for the regulation of the physical development of rural
areas since the early 1960s under the terms of the Planning and Development Acts
of 1963, 1976 and 1982 (Cawley, 1989). The desirability of concentrating non-
farm housing in the environs of existing settlements was included in these Acts
(Cawley, 1989). However, there has been a consistent failure to implement such
policy at local level, the Irish planning system being described as one of the most
lax regimes in Europe (Duffy, 2000). In a comparative context, this situation
contrasts markedly with the British planning experience, where strict rural
planning in the face of huge urban pressures has been the rule for at least seventy
years (Duffy, 2000). The failure to implement similar policies in Ireland, both a
national and local level during the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and 1990s contributed to
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the rapid increase in housing development, comprising both estates and one-off
dwellings, in what is now referred to as the Greater Dublin Region, as well as
around other large urban centres. Such was the geographical expansion of the
capital that Nix (2003a) was led to comment that if housing trends witnessed
during the latter part of the twentieth century were to persist until 2010, Dublin

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

The separation of rural and urban space is also practiced in the local planning
polices of rural regions in Britain, as new development tends to be concentrated in
small towns and large villages (Woods, 2005). In contrast, in Ireland, ‘roadside
sprawl’ is widespread and visible around towns and large villages. The failure to
enforce similar local policies in Ireland until the beginning of the twenty-first
century has been attributed to a number of factors. Scott (2008) states that
historically, rural areas have been overlooked by the planning system, given that
there was no housing pressure on the countryside because of high levels of out-
migration. It has been suggested that this oversight continued into the late 1980s
and 1990s due to a ‘sense of relief” resulting from the return of population to areas
of the countryside where out-migration had been a prevailing trend for generations
(Dufty, 2000). Other reasons put forward include the strong tradition of the single
rural dwelling (McGrath, 1998; Dufty, 2000), and the common perception, at the
time, of rural areas as agricultural space (Scott, 2008). The resultant liberal
planning regime, with relaxed attitudes towards the construction of rural one-off
housing (McGrath, 1998), has been described as one of the most lax planning
regimes in Europe (Duffy, 2000).

2.3. Sustainable Development — From Planning Concept at

International Level to Core Concept of National Policy

Framework

This section examines literature relating to the emergence of a sustainable

development ethos in Irish planning, documenting its transition from international
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to national policy framework and legislation. This section also focuses on the
emergence of strategic spatial planning as a strategy for promoting sustainable

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

Internationally, in the 1970s and 1980s, there was a shift in focus from purely
environmental issues in planning and development to a broader concern for
sustainable development (Doyle, 2003). This began in earnest with the UN
Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm in 1972 and this focus
was intensified in 1983 with the establishment of the UN’s World Commission on
Environment and Development (WCED). The Commission’s report, Our Common
Future (also known as the Brundtland Report), published in 1987, called for the
need to reconcile the ‘twin imperatives’ of environmental protection and economic

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

The UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), held in Rio de
Janeiro in 1992, was the first formal recognition by the international community of
the unsustainable development pressures being placed on the carrying capacity of
the earth. Its main product was Agenda 21, a programme of action for sustainable
development into the twenty-first century. One of the main agreements reached
was that the successful implementation of sustainable development practice was,

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

As a result of the Rio process, the EU’s 1993 Fifth Environmental Action
Programme, Towards Sustainability, took a more holistic view towards
environmental matters and moved towards a focus on sustainable development
(Doyle, 2003). The position of sustainable development in EU policy was
strengthened by the Treaty of Amsterdam, signed in 1997. Notably, the goal of
‘balanced and sustainable development’® was given equal status with ‘economic

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

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

Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg, South Africa. Its primary
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objectives were to restate the global commitment to Agenda 21 and sustainable
development. At the European level, the EU has developed a sustainable
development strategy, adopted at the Gottenburg European Council in 2001. The
sixth EU environmental action programme (2001), Environment 2010: Our
Future, Our Choice, set environmental objectives and priorities as an integral part
of the EU sustainable development strategy (Doyle, 2003).

In recognition of the weighting placed internationally and at a European level on
the importance of sustainable development strategies, and in compliance with
related legislation, recent years have seen significant policy development,
introduced by central government, to promote sustainable development. The initial
appearance of sustainable development as a planning concept in Irish politics can
be seen in the Programme for Government, December 1994, which included a
commitment to prepare a national sustainable development strategy addressing all
areas of government policy which impact on the environment (Doyle, 2003).
Many of the sustainable development policies introduced subsequently have
attempted to curb the large increase witnessed in recent years in the construction

of one-off dispersed housing in rural areas.

The 1997 policy document Sustainable Development: A Strategy for Ireland,
stemmed from the 1994 Programme for Government and represented initially an
attempt to regulate one-off housing developments in rural areas. This sustainable
development strategy indicated that there should be a presumption against urban-
generated one-off housing in rural areas close to towns. However, it was later
suggested by the DoEHLG that these provisions for controlling the development
of one-off rural housing were sometimes being operated over-rigidly by planning

authorities (DoEHLG, 2004a).

The publication of the Government’s White Paper on Rural Development in 1999,
entitled Ensuring the Future — A Strategy for Rural Development in Ireland,
representing a comprehensive expression of Government policy on rural
development, was taken into account in preparing the National Spatial Strategy

(NSS) (DOEHLG, 2004a). It stated that the Government’s vision for the future of
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rural society was to be based on the maintenance of dispersed vibrant
communities. The White Paper recommended that planning policy should, as far
as possible, facilitate people willing to settle in rural areas, in order to achieve a
balanced population. It also recognised that, while the aspirations of the rural
community must be respected, planning policy must be sensitive to the

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

The year 2000 represents the start of a reinvention of Irish planning policy (Scott,
2008) and a move away from the lax planning regime associated with the
development of one-off rural housing. The primary factors which instigated this
change include the increased scale of national economic growth which
commenced in the 1990s, a rapidly growing population and a related boom in
house building in both urban and rural areas (Scott, 2008; Gkartzios and Scott,
2009; Scott and Brereton, 2010). The Planning and Development Act, 2000,
represented a new legislative code which stemmed from a comprehensive review
of prior planning legislation, initiated by then DoELG Minister Noel Dempsey.
Three core principles underpinned the Minister’s vision of a planning system for
the twenty-first century: ‘an ethos of sustainable development can, be strategic in
approach and deliver a performance of the highest quality’ (Grist, 2003, 222). The
concept of sustainable development was incorporated in the Act with the intention
of ‘introducing a sustainable development ethos into the Irish planning system’
(Doyle, 2003, 376). The phrase ‘proper planning and development’ was replaced
by ‘proper planning and sustainable development’ throughout the Act (DoELG,
2000; Doyle, 2003).

Under the terms of the Planning and Development Act, 2000, each local authority
must make a County Development Plan (CDP) every 6 years rather than the
previous five-year timeframe (Grist, 2003). The CDP outlines the local authority’s
approach to development in its county. This means that it must produce a strategy
for the proper planning and sustainable development of the entire functional area
of its authority. However, sustainable development is not specifically defined in

the 2000 Act (Grist, 2003), Noel Dempsey stated that a legal definition would
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restrict and stifle a concept which is dynamic all-embracing and is set to evolve
over time (Seanad Debates, 14" October, 1999, cited by Grist, 2003). It can be
argued that a lack of statutory definition has the benefit of not legally constraining
or limiting the process of sustainability but permits it to develop at the heart of the
planning and development process (Doyle, 2003). Conversely, Grist (2003) has
questioned whether a lack of a statutory definition is likely to result in merely a
change of image rather than one of substance, recognising that sustainability is a
‘nebulous concept which can mean very different things to different people’ (Grist,
2003, 222), and indeed to local-authority elected councillors and planning

officials.

The National Spatial Strategy for Ireland, 2002-2020 , published in December
2002, set rural housing policy in the broader context of a national framework for
promoting sustainable rural settlement, with the intention of delivering more
balanced regional and national development. The NSS was the government’s first
national spatial framework and owed much to the completion of the European
Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) in 1999 (Murray, 2004; Scott, 2005,
2008; Gkartzios and Scott, 2009; Scott and Brereton, 2010). As outlined in the
ESDP, the current policy proposal of the EU is to tie rural areas much more into
their urban and regional context, in contra-distinction to the emphasis which was
placed on local development in the 1990s (Scott, 2005) focusing on
predominantly agricultural sectoral support policies (Gkartzios and Scott, 2009).
Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have stated that strategic spatial planning is highly
relevant and has a key role to play in rural planning and development in Ireland,
given the economic and social restructuring of rural areas and the declining

importance of agriculture.

There have also been several critiques of the EDSP in relation to its implications
for rural areas in Ireland. It has been argued (Richardson, 2000; Hadjimichalis,
2003) that a polycentric urban model as endorsed by the EDSP (and promoted the
NSS) marginalises rural and peripheral geography and could lead to a widening

gap between urban and rural areas, especially in Ireland where dispersed
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settlement is a permanent feature of the rural landscape. Buckley (2003) describes
the reliance of the NSS on the EDSP as a framework for promoting sustainable
rural settlement as ‘Europeanisation’ at the expense of the ‘unique Irish tradition’

of dispersed housing.

While avoiding detailed policy prescription (Scott, 2008), the NSS addressed
housing development in rural areas in broad terms. It considered concentrated
village-type settlements to represent a more sustainable option for housing
additional population than dispersed settlements as concentrated settlement
supports, inter alia, the capabilities of public transport and local infrastructure
(DoELG, 2002). The NSS also differentiated between urban- and rural-generated
housing needs and stated that rural-generated housing needs should be
accommodated when they arise. The NSS also acknowledged differing
development circumstances and identified four broad categories of rural area
types: rural areas under strong urban influence, stronger rural areas, structurally
weaker rural areas and areas where there is a tradition of highly dispersed rural
settlement (see Figure 2.3.). It then stated that tailored local settlement strategies

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

The overall spatial objective of the NSS was to counteract the dominance of the
Greater Dublin Area by promoting concentrated development in 8 designated
gateways (urban centres), chosen on the basis of their location (in other regions of
the country) and scale (potential for achieving critical population mass necessary
to sustain job production in the regions), thus ensuring sustainable and balanced
national growth and development. In addition, 9 medium-sized hubs (urban
centrés) were also designated, selected to support (and be supported by) the
gateways to link out to rural areas, servicing their rural hinterlands (DoELG, 2002;

Scott, 2005, 2008) (See Figure 2.3.)
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Figure 2.3. Illustration of Rural Area Typologies and Gateways and Hubs (Not to
Scale)
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However, Scott (2008) and Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have stated that the
potential success of the NSS has been undermined by conflicting public policies
suggesting a lack of commitment on behalf of the Government to the strategy. An
obvious example of these conflicting policies was the decentralisation programme
for Government departments announced in 2003. It was stated that Government
departments would not decentralise to the 8 gateways or 9 hubs as might be
expected given the NSS, but to 53 locations in 25 counties (Gkartzios and Scott,
2009).

The activation of the NSS falls under the remit of the regional and local authorities

(Gkartzios and Scott, 2009). Provisions were made in the Planning and
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Development Act, 2000, for the preparation of statutory regional planning
guidelines (RPGs) which were completed, for all regional authorities', in
accordance with the prescriptions of the NSS. Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have
stated that the RPGs could have assisted in revitalising regional governance in
Ireland. However, under the Planning and Development Act, 2000, local
authorities are only obliged to ‘have regard’ to the RPGs when preparing county
development plans (CDPs). This has resulted in a situation where all too
frequently no serious notice has been paid to the Sustainable Rural Housing
Guidelines for Planning Authorities (RHGs) during CDP preparation, especially
with regard to residential development. In addition, the regional authorities have
little statutory power or the resources to deliver rural-development and spatial-
planning initiatives (Moore and Scott, 2005), leading Gkartzios and Scott (2009)
to question whether this lack of coordination between regional and local tiers of
governance in Ireland is likely to have consequences for the achievement of

desired planning goals as laid out in the NSS.

The Government’s intention to produce rural-housing guidelines for planning
authorities, as indicated in the NSS, ensured that rural housing was to remain a
high- profile national issue (Irish Planning Institute, 2004; Scott 2005, 2008).
Sustainable Rural Housing, Guidelines for Planning Authorities was published in
April 2005, Draft guidelines having been published in 2004. The objective of the
Guidelines was to set out in detail the manner in which the Government’s rural
housing policies were to be implemented by planning authorities. This applied
both to the formulation of development plans and to the operation of the

development-control system (DoEHLG, 2005).

The RHGs made provisions for:
1)  Facilitating people who have roots to or links to, are part of or contribute to
the rural community throughout the county (regardless of area type as
defined by the NSS) in obtaining planning permission for one-off housing,

subject to good planning practice.

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

ii1))  Respecting and consolidating the traditional forms of housing development
in dispersed rural areas (with relatively few towns and villages) where the
key objective is to maintain vibrant rural population.

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

Gkartzios and Scott (2009) have suggested that the RHGs were guided by
pressures from interest groups as opposed to empirical research. According to the
DoEHLG (2005), the RHGs were intended to loosen up the planning system,
stating that previsions provision for one-off housing management had become
overly restrictive. However, academic literature and research rather suggest the

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

2.4. Rural Conflict

This section examines the literature with regard to the rural conflict which
occurred as a result of the change in Irish national planning and development
direction in 2000. It examines the reasons for rural conflict and the rationalities
behind the positions of the debating parties. Finally, it examines conflict in the

coentext of the activation of sustainable rural settlement strategies at local level.

Social and economic restructuring has turned rural areas into a far more complex
space than they once were (Woods, 2005; Scott, 2008). The past dominance of
agriculture and the relative homogeneity of rural communities meant that ‘rural’
had long been perceived and represented as a homogeneous agricultural space
(McDonagh, 1998; Woods, 2005; Scott, 2008). However, the process of
restructuring has challenged such simple representations (Woods, 2005). There are
now many co-existing perceptions and representations of rural space informed by

‘different social constructions of rurality’ (Woods, 2005, 210). This has given rise
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to what Mormont (1990, cited by Woods, 2005, 210) described as ‘the symbolic

battle over rurality.’

The social and economic restructuring of rural areas has led to the emergence of
new uses for rural space, the most contentious of which, in an Irish context, has
been the increase in one-off housing construction (Scott, 2005). Corcoran et al.
(2007) write that the 1960s and 1970s marked a distinctive shift in the ‘territorial
pattern’ of housing growth in rural areas. Prior to this, rural housing was almost
exclusively associated with farming or related activities. They suggest that
economic changes throughout the State resulted in the development of the idea of
the one-off, non-farm dwelling house on a ‘half-acre site’ in close proximity to a

town.

Restrictive rural-housing policies, introduced to curb this trend, have been met
with fierce public resistance and brought about the foundation of the Irish Rural
Dwellers’ Association (IRDA), a pro-dispersed rural housing group which has
successfully campaigned against what it perceives as an interference with private
property rights (Scott, 2005). In addition, other previously-established
organisations emerged as interest groups in the conflict relating to the
sustainability of one-off housing. These organisations namely: An Taisce, Irish
Rural Link, Irish Farmers® Association, Irish Countrywomen’s Association,
Friends of the Irish Environment and The Heritage Council, have established
themselves as being for or against rural housing, or indeed occupying a middle-
ground with regard to the rural housing debate. The experiences and perspectives

of these interest groups are examined in chapter 7.

This Irish situation stands in sharp contrast to that in England where rural lobby
groups have long campaigned for restrictive settlement patterns (Scott, 2005) and,
indeed, for restrictions on house building in the countryside, commonly citing the

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

According to Corcoran et al., (2007), the rate of construction of one-off housing in
Ireland is one of the highest per capita in the world and is ‘unprecedented’ for any
Western economy in the 21% century. The recent attention afforded by the
Government to rural-housing policy and the resulting concerns which have arisen
relating to the promotion of concentrated settlement and the discouragement of
dispersed rural housing for reasons of sustainable development, together with the
introduction of a national spatial planning framework, have ensured that a
contentious rural housing debate ensued both at national and local scales

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

Sustainable development is a notoriously difficult concept to define. Indeed,
Fowke and Prasad (1996, cited in Williams and Millington, 2004) have identified
at least 80 different, often competing and sometimes contradictory definitions.
Probably the best known is that given in the Brundtland Report (1987), where it is
suggested that sustainable development means ‘development that meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs’ (WCED, 1987, p.43). This definition has been recognised in Irish
policies relating to sustainable rural housing (see DoEHLG 2004a, 2005).
However, as previously stated, this definition does not have legal standing in Irish
policy, and what is construed as sustainable development is therefore open to
interpretation by local authorities which are responsible for the local

implementation of national policy.

Sustainable development has economic, social and environmental dimensions
which together can contribute to a better quality of life. For development to be
sustainable, it is essential to strike a balance between these three dimensions
(DoEHLG, 2004a; Scott and Murray, 2009). The rural housing debate has been

characterised by a conflict in constructions of sustainable development (Scott,

2005). Two competing rationalities of sustainable development have emerged
(Scott, 2008). On one hand, pro-conservation interests favour restrictive policies

towards dispersed rural settlement as a means of reducing car dependency and

27



protecting landscapes and, on the other, pro-dispersed housing interests criticise
the Government’s and planners’ preoccupation with the environmental aspect of
sustainable development and favour policies which will enable the continued
maintenance of rural communities and protect against the further loss of services
(Scott, 2005). Essentially, in the post-productivist era, with the emergence of
alternative uses for rural space, pro-conservation interests envisage rural space as a
place of consumption for tourists with the preservation of landscape and heritage
of primary concern. Conversely, pro-dispersed housing interests envisage rural
areas as places of consumption for residents, emphasising the importance of social

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

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

Pro-Conservation Interests

Several national agencies and bodies with interests in environmental protection
and/or land-use planning have become involved in the debate against dispersed
rural settlement. These groups include An Taisce, The Heritage Council, Friends
of the Irish Environment, Feasta, the Environmental Protection Agency and the
Irish Planning Institute. These groups have put forward a number of reasons
justifying the imposition of restrictions on one-off housing construction. The most

common of these are discussed below.

The most common argument put forward for restricting one-off housing
development is the impact of this settlement type on important landscapes and

rural amenities. Keaveney (2007) comments that the incidence of rural one-off
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housing in Ireland is a significant feature of the landscape in many locations and
that these constructions are ‘overwhelmingly’ new-build housing which, she
states, has been the favoured planning approach in Ireland. Gkartzios and Scott
(2010) state that the unprecedented increase in single rural dwellings in recent
decades in Ireland, particularly in areas within commuting distance of major urban
centres, is largely due to an increase in counter-urbanisation. McDonald and Nix
(2005) note that, the housing built in rural areas in 2000 alone consumed 2,700
hectares of agricultural land and resulted in the loss of an estimated 540km of

natural hedgerows in order to create new site boundaries.

The impact of the proliferation of septic tanks and individual waste water
treatment system on ground water is another common cause for concern. Again,
McDonald and Nix (2005) have pointed out that the national total of septic tanks
in 2000 was estimated at 400,000, increasing at an estimated rate of 18,000 per

year.

Another common argument against the continuing development of dispersed
settlement patterns is the almost exclusive reliance on the car for all journeys. The
areas of the highest densities of single rural dwellings are found in the urban belts
surrounding the five major cities (Dublin, Waterford, Cork, Limerick and Galway)
and the areas of lowest density are those at the greatest distance from the national
road network (Keaveney, 2007; Scott and Murray, 2009; Gkartzios and Scott,
2010). A report by Banister and Berechman (2000) states that Ireland is already
the most car-dependent country in the world, covering 24,400 km per year
compared to the US average of 19,000 km, the UK at 16,100 km, France at 14,
100 and Germany at 12, 700km. Finally, pro-conservation interests frequently cite
the increased costs in service delivery associated with dispersed settlements. For
example, a report by O’Grada (2003) stated that the overall cost of the postal

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

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

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

if permitted, would further exacerbate deficits in this regard.

Pro- Dispersed-Housing Interests

Advocates of continued rural housing construction include many local councillors
(Scott, 2005) and interest groups, some of which are specifically focused on rural
housing issues, for example, the Irish Rural Dwellers’ Association and Rural
Resettlement Ireland, while others have a wider functional remit, such as the Irish
Countrywomen’s Association (ICA) and the Irish Farmers’ Association (IFA).
These groups have put forward a number of arguments which promote dispersed

settlement, the most common of which are discussed below.

Perhaps the most common argument forwarded by pro-dispersed-housing interests
is their criticism of the modus operandi of planning officials, described as having a
mentality aligned to the British Anglo-Saxon planning model which emphasises
settlement in urban areas. It is argued that the current Irish planning model is
based on the urban population being 90 per cent, as in the UK where nucleated
rural settlement predominates (Byrne, 2003) and fails to account for the tradition
of dispersed rural settlement in Ireland (Buckley, 2003; Irish Auctioneers and

Valuers’ Institute, 2003).

Another criticism, relating to the NSS has been that the spatial planning
framework represents ‘Europeanisation’, at the expense of the unique Irish
tradition of dispersed housing (Buckley, 2003). Regional development and the
tying of rural hinterlands much more into their urban context is the current
development policy focus of the EU, as illustrated in the European Spatial
Development Perspective (EDSP, 1999). It has been argued by Hadjimichalis
(2003) that a polycentric urban model as endorsed by the EDSP and promoted the
NSS marginalises rural and peripheral geography and could lead to a widening gap
between urban and rural areas, especially in Ireland where dispersed settlement has

long been a feature of the rural landscape.
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Pro-dispersed housing interests have also stated that the use of small wastewater
treatment plants no longer presents a serious threat to the environment because
new systems, such as the Puraflo system, have been approved and people building
one-off houses have to sign contracts stating that they will use this system before
planning will be granted (Moylan, 2004). Finally, in a positive assessment of the
role of one-off housing, it has been suggested that such housing allows for the
continued maintenance of communities, especially family ties, in areas of
dispersed settlement, ensuring a local population for local schools, sports clubs
and other facilities. Areas where one-off housing restrictions apply to non-locals
could experience difficulties in this regard in coming years as locals choose to

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

2.4.2. The Activation of Sustainable Rural Housing Policy at Local

Level

The Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities, first
published in draft form April 2004, were intended by government to loosen
restrictions on one-off housing in rural areas. Their publication has meant that the
national debate has subsided to some extent. However, as mentioned previously,
concerns have arisen with respect to the accuracy and consistency in which they

are being adopted and implemented at local level.

Many inconsistencies exist from county to county with regard to the granting of
permission for one-off housing. Setting aside considerations for CDPs and
settlement strategies (and the accuracy with which they are adopted), the granting
of planning permission by local planning officials is still subject to normal
planning requirements and good planning practice as laid out in the CDP.
However, each planning authority determines its planning requirements and good
planning practice individually (Scott, 2005). Therefore, the views of individual
planners regarding sustainable development must be considered. For instance, the
weighting attributed by an individual planner to each dimension of sustainable
development, including social, economic and environmental elements, in relation

to one-off housing can affect planning approval. Research from Northern Ireland
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(Murray and Greer, 2000) and England (Owen, 1996) suggests that planners
generally favour restrictive policies for rural settlement planning as a selective
interpretation of what construes sustainable planning practice (cited by Scott,
2005). Drawing on the findings from an Irish study, Scott, (2008, 14) questioned
the role of local planners in implementing rural spatial development, suggesting
that local rural settlement strategies were ‘based on a shallow assessment of
rurality with an overriding concern for landscape protection and a professional
planning ethos which is at odds with recent national planning guidelines and

wider rural development concerns.’

Flexibility exists within the Irish planning system, yet applicants deemed to be
suitable candidates under the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning
Authorities can still be refused planning permission on various grounds (Cummins,
2004). Indeed, Moylan (2004) believes that some planners will refuse planning
permission for rural one-off housing if they can find any way of doing so.
Interestingly, the Irish Planning Institute, which represents the majority of
professional planners in Ireland, has taken a strong stance against dispersed rural

housing (Scott, 2005).

The lack of a strong regional tier in the Irish Planning system has meant that local
planning actions are often divorced from the realities of public policy at national
level (Quinn, 2003). The implications of the decision-making power held by the
County Manager and his/her nominees to grant/refuse planning permission for
one-off housing may be significant in terms of the loss of social and economic
benefits which may have accrued to the individual or household if planning
approval had been granted and this is of major concern to pro-dispersed housing

interests in the current climate of rural housing policy and planning practice.
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2.5. Policy Publications Affecting Single Dwellings and Rural Spatial
Patterns — 2010

Two notable policy publications have been released in 2010, which have
implications for the manner in which rural settlement strategies are operated at
local level. The first of these is the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act,
2010, which was signed into law in July 2010. Archiseek?” (2010) states that the

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

There are a number of additions and changes included in the Planning and
Development (Amendment) Act, 2010, which have the potential to impact rural
spatial strategies at county level. The main addition is the ‘core strategy,” a
provision which requires development plans to include a statement of compliance
demonstrating how local policies are in keeping with the prescriptions of the
Regional Development Plans (RDPs) and the National Spatial Strategy (NSS).
Archiseek (2010) has referred to this as ‘consistency.” Before the introduction of
the 2010 Amendment Act, development plans only had to ‘have regard’ to RDPs.
Now planning authorities must show how they are translating key government
policy into county plans for local implementation and justify instances where they
are unable to do this (Archiseek, 2010; Irish Planning Institute, IPI, 2010).
Archiseek (2010) has described the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act,
2010 as the promotion of a hierarchical spatial planning system and the

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

The second policy-related publication of note is the NSS update entitled
Implementing the National Spatial Strategy: 2010 Update and Outlook -
Harnessing  Potential, Delivering Competiveness, Achieving Sustainable
Development, published in October 2010. This document examines the progress of
the NSS since its introduction and examines its role moving into the future.
Kitchin (2010, 1) has stated that the publication of the NSS update is very timely,

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

2 Website for Irish Architecture news and discussion; http:// http://two.archiseek.com/
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planning to provide a co-ordinating framework for managing scarcer resources
and stimulating economic growth.” He also suggested that in a manner similar to
the treatment of the NSS, the NSS update will also be ignored by Government
departments outside the DOEHLG and the Department of Transport, particularly

the Department of Finance.

Writing in the Irish Times (10™ June 2010), O’Brien showed that the NSS update
found that local planning authorities largely ignored the NSS in the four years
from 2002-2006. Almost half of all national population growth in this period
occurred within the commuter belts of Dublin, Cork and Galway, while the urban
areas where growth was supposed to be promoted (under the prescriptions of the
NSS) grew by only four percent. The ‘NSS update’ has stated that a hierarchy of
regional plans will support enactment of the NSS and that this will be facilitated
by the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act, 2010. (DoEHLG, 2010).

However, Breathnach (2010) does not believe that the NSS update constitutes a
useful document. He has asserted that it reproduces an abundance of weaknesses
that were evident in the original strategy, notably the lack of Government
commitment to its promotion. While he has recognised that the NSS update
provides a statement of what needs to be achieved moving forward, it offers little
guidance on how this is to be accomplished. Despite his concerns, Breathnach
(2010, 1) did concede that the NSS offers ‘probably the only feasible long-term
path to autonomous self-sustaining development in the Irish regions’ and he
additionally commented that for the NSS to be successful, a major realignment of

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

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

Role of Planning

The theoretical framework for understanding and interpreting the issues

surrounding the formulation and activation of sustainable rural-housing policies at
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national and local level is drawn from the pluralist and managerialist
interpretations of state as advanced in the writings of Kirk (1980) and MacLaran
and M°Guirk (2003). Clark and Dear (1981) have categorised these perspectives as
being part of a ‘subjectivist’ approach, a mode of analysis which addresses the
functional aspects of the State, a key concern of this project. Pluralism describes
‘the structure and characteristics of the distribution of power in society and in
whose interest power is wielded,” while managerialism describes ‘the relationship
between groups with qualitatively different kinds of power’ (Clark and Dear, 1981,
47).

Other conceptualisations of the State and indeed the role of planning officials were
reviewed with regard to the subject of this research. These include theoretical
perspectives which are considered part of an ‘economic’ approach, for example
reformism and the Marxist political economy, in that these perspectives attempt to
describe theories of democracy which account for ‘exchange relationships’ in

society (Clark and Dear, 1981).

The strengths of the reformist approach, whose theoretical roots are derived from a
*humanistic liberal egalitarianism and some variant of Marxism,” are that it
stresses the inevitability of inequality among the populace of capitalist societies
(Kirk, 1980, 73). Unlike pluralism and managerialism, reformism recognises the
important influence of economic factors (in conjunction with social and political
factors) on the modus operandi of the local state and hence, the planning system.
Reformism views the state as an institution whose function is to maintain the
viability of the economic system while using ‘corrective action’ to offset some of
its more negative effects (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M‘Guirk,
2003). In addition, the reformist approach ‘recognizes the transformative potential
of the state, viewing it as having an inherent tendency to foster reform’ (MacLaran
and M°Guirk, 2003, 74). However, criticisms of this approach point to its
weakness in terms of theoretical base and its lack of acknowledgement of the
limitations of the state, constrained by economic and political systems (Kirk,

1980).
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The Marxist political economy focuses on the relationship between the state and
society. It regards the state as an establishment which emerged historically to
moderate conflicting elements of society (MacLaran, 1993). Its function and role
is rooted in the capitalist mode of production and the States primary function is to
assuage the constant conflict between the interests of capital and labour over the
distribution of ‘social product’ (MacLaran, 1993). The role of the state in this
perspective is to legitimise capitalist society and guarantee the relations of

production (MacLaran and M‘Guirk, 2003).

Further theoretical frameworks such as the employment of interpretive and
discursive approaches to policy analysis were also considered. These approaches
theorise that policy decisions are illustrative of situations where competing
interests struggle against one another to ascertain a construed ‘version of reality’

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

As ‘planning is a function of state activity,” individual conceptions of the role of
the State will invariably determine one’s understanding of the role of planning
officials in the physical planning system (MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and
M°Guirk, 2003, 70). The role of the planning official has many different
interpretations. Kirk (1980) has suggested that the most common self-conception
among planning officials themselves is that they play a technical, non-political role

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

One interpretation of the role of the planning official, examined in addition to the
pluralist and managerialist perspective, is that pursued in advocacy planning. The
advocacy role is generally associated with the reformist approach to the
distribution of power in society but also has associations with the pluralist
perspective (Kirk, 1980). The role of the planning official is to represent and speak
for clients, to act as a ‘translator’ between the bureaucracy and unrepresented
sections of opinion (Kirk, 1980). Planning officials attempt to use their training,
experience and position to secure some benefit for unrepresented sections of the

population (Kirk, 1980). However, as Kirk (1980) suggests, this perception of
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planning as an instrument for benefiting the community as a whole is often used as
an argument to resist interest group demands as sectional, and hence secondary to

the wider public interest.

Another interpretation, the Marxist political economy perspective views planning
officials as state agents operating within the confines of the capitalist system. As
agents of the local state, their actions favour dominant classes or interests, giving

‘legitimisation to outcomes which are intensely unequal’ (MacLaran, 1993, 83).

Despite the examination of the alternative theoretical perspectives discussed above
as possible frameworks to enable a theoretical understanding of the empirical data
collected during the course of this research, it was felt that a theoretical framework
which draws on aspects of pluralist and managerialist interpretations of the state of
the planning system was better suited to this research, as the primary focus of this
study was to examine the manner whereby policy relating to sustainable rural-

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

It should be noted that the headings Pluralism and Managerialism merely provide
structure within which the different contributions can be discussed and do not
denote distinct, articulated bodies of theory (Kirk, 1980). While these theoretical
approaches are commonly associated with urbanism, they have not necessarily
been formulated in this context. As with urbanism, applications of these
perspectives in a rural context can also be developed. Pluralist and managerialist
interpretations provide an understanding of the processes involved in formulating
and activating sustainable rural-housing policies, both offer a degree of validity
and insight to the intricacies of such processes. The following section examines
the pluralist and managerialist approaches in the context of understanding the key

conceptual issues which emerged during the course of the literature review.

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

views the central objective of the state as being the maintenance of the stability of
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society as a whole (Kirk, 1980). Society comprises a spectrum of conflicting
interest groups vying for influence over government policy via the electoral
process (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M‘Guirk, 2003). Pluralists
maintain that conflicting interests can be accommodated as power is “distributed in
a diffuse way so as to guarantee that no one group can dominate any particular
segment of society’ (Kirk, 1980, 57). The characteristics of the political process as
understood in pluralism are of an open and democratic nature. Policy decision-
makers are easily accessible and there are many means of interaction for
individuals and groups (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M°‘Guirk,
2003).

This researcher does not contend that the state solely operates within a pluralist
framework. However, understanding pluralist theory aids comprehension of many
of the processes and issues surrounding political and planning systems in operation
in contemporary Ireland. The following text analyses the current system of policy
formulation and planning practice and the issues raised during the course of the
rural housing debate while laying out the themes associated with this perspectives

and examining the strengths and weaknesses of this approach.

Dunleavy (1977) identified three central themes underlying pluralism:

1)  The state is considered to be ‘a weak unit lacking in any developed
ideology, operating in an environment of strong external influences and
controlled by politicians who concentrate overwhelmingly on building and

maintaining an electoral majority’

ii)  (Dunleavy, 1971, cited by Kirk, 1980, 58).
ii1)  There is an assumption that political influence is exerted from the bottom

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

formulation/change.
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iv)  The public determines political activity. Pluralism stresses the right and
ability of people to organise around the issues that concern them. As
individuals/groups will mobilise and react to political issues which concern
them, influencing a state which is responsive to external pressures, the
outcome of policy formulation will reflect the wants and needs of the

public.

The validity of the pluralist perspective has been widely evaluated and criticised
(Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993; Campbell and Marshall, 1999; MacLaran and
M Guirk, 2003). Kirk (1980, 60) has pointed to three major criticisms of the
perspective, involving concern regarding:
1)  The question of the equality of different interest groups
i)  The assumption of the one-way nature of political influence from the
bottom upwards
iii))  The stress on activity at the expense of any consideration of apparent
inactivity and associated methodological emphasis on ‘key issues’ for

study.

Addressing the first of these criticisms, within the context of this research project,
the issues which have arisen surrounding the sustainability of one-off housing and
associated policy and practice have attracted attention and activism at all levels of
society. In contrast to many urban studies relating, for example, to inner-city
regeneration and gentrification, where inequality between the various interest
groups has been apparent (see Punch, 2001; Redmond, 2002; Brudell et al., 2004),
this has not, in the main, been the case in the rural-housing debate. In these
aforementioned urban studies, community interests are often upheld by
individuals/groups of a working-class background which may not have, at least
initially, the organisational structure, financial resources or professional expertise
to mount a viable public campaign (Kirk, 1980) against the professional,
established organisational and operational structure of the opposition, including
local government, developers, etc. Furthermore, these community groups may

often be isolated from similar local campaigns in operation in other urban areas.
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In contrast, the restriction of dispersed dwelling types as a means for achieving
sustainable rural development is an issue which of consequence to the large
proportion of rural dwellers and those seeking to live in the countryside. The broad
implications of such measures for individuals and communities across rural Ireland
have meant that the pro-dispersed settlement movement transcends class. This
implies the availability of a wide range of resources (e.g., financial, professional,
educational), allowing for the prompt creation and organisation of an opposition
movement to pro-conservation interests. For example, the Irish Rural Dweller’s
Association (IRDA), founded in response to perceived difficulties in obtaining
planning permission for one-off rural housing, has achieved a level of political and
public recognition which has included its appointment as a nominating body for

An Bord Pleanala (Scott, 2007).

The second criticism of the pluralist perspective relates to an assumption of
political influence being exerted solely from the bottom up. While not always the
case, this has been seen to occur with regard to rural housing policy. The intense
lobbying by the pro-dispersed rural housing movement has seen the government
shift to a less restrictive position on dispersed housing with the publication of
Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities. In this context,
Brindley et al. (1989, cited by Healey, 1992, 411) describing the planning system
as a ‘flexible mechanism for mediating conflicting interests within which different

interests come to dominate at different periods.’

As mentioned, the IRDA, a grassroots organisation set up to lobby against
perceived stringent planning policy and practice, have campaigned relentlessly and
successfully, in conjunction with other dispersed rural-housing supporters, for a
loosening of the restrictions on dispersed rural housing, arguing that planning
policy and officials place too much emphasis on the environmental dimension of
rural housing and fail to recognise the importance of community viability and
traditional dispersed rural settlement patterns (Scott, 2005). However, concerns

have arisen as to the accuracy and consistency by which rural-housing policies are
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being adopted and activated at local level through the settlement strategies of

CDPs and local planning decisions.

The success of groups in influencing local land-use policy and planning practice is
described by Kirk (1980) as being dependent on several factors and limited in
several ways. As discussed, it is partly dependent on size, organisational ability,
expertise and resources available to the groups and partly on the group’s aims.
Secondly, it is dependent on the responsiveness of councillors and planning
officers (often independently of each other) to the organisation’s demands. Thus,
a weakness of the pluralist approach becomes apparent in that it does not
distinguish between politicians and administrators (Kirk, 1980). This distinction is
important in the context of Irish local-authority structure, because although
councillors are elected by the voting public, the county manager and planning
officials are not. Therefore, while potential and successful councillors may be
intent on addressing the issues of concern to the electorate, planners are not
necessarily responsive to pressure-group activity at local level. This point is
expanded upon in the following section reviewing managerialism. The important
question of (equality in) access to local-authority councillors and planning officials
by pro-conservation and pro-dispersed housing interests will be investigated in the
course of this project. The third criticism of pluralism addresses the emphasis
placed by the pluralist approach on activities and its associated methodological
emphasis on ‘key issues’ for study (Dunleavy, 1980; Kirk, 1980; MacLaran and
M°Guirk, 2003). In the context of this study, this criticism does not detract from
the fact that an understanding of the pluralist perspective allows for an in-depth
analysis of the manner and extent by which individuals/groups mobilise around the

issues which are important to them, as seen with the rural housing debate.

Critical assessments of pluralism (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran and M°Guirk, 2003)
argue that it does not offer satisfactory interpretations of inactivity, which is
attributed either to satisfaction with the system as it currently operates or to
disinterest. Kirk (1980) argues that the pluralist approach does not allow for the

fact that people may be inactive because they perceive themselves to be powerless
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and without influence. This is an important argument in the context of rural-
housing policy and planning practice. The contentious national debate concerning
rural housing has subsided to some extent in light of the publication of Sustainable
Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities which ‘loosened’ restrictions
on dispersed rural housing. An important and central question which this research
project addresses is whether these ‘concessions’ have been incorporated and

adhered to at local level.

[t is important to stress that this research does not adopt the pluralist perspective as
a definitive and unwavering definition of planning operations. Rather, pluralism,
in conjunction with managerialism (reviewed in the following section), is

employed to achieve an in-depth understanding of these processes.

2.6.2. Managerialism

Managerialism stresses the ‘complex and impenetrable structure of the state
machinery which renders it impervious to influence from its citizens’ (MacLaran
and M°Guirk, 2003, 73). In contrast to the weak institutions underlying the
pluralist perspective, it is assumed that state agencies are complex structures,
largely unreceptive to civic activism (Kirk, 1980; MacLaran, 1993). In the context
of this research project, the role of grassroots activists in bringing about change in
national rural housing policy has already been acknowledged and discussed.
However, concerns have arisen as to the manner, accuracy and consistency by
which these policies have been adopted and implemented at local level
Considering these circumstances, the managerialist perspective provides a
potentially useful understanding of these processes and of the administrative

structure at local level.

The strengths of managerialism lie in the attention paid to the ways in which
government bureaucracies operate, their power, the complexity of their structure
and the fact that they are not necessarily responsive to pressure from below (Kirk,
1980, 72). The Irish local-authority structure consists of two primary strands: the

county manager and his/her staff who are responsible for executive functions and
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the elected representatives who are responsible for reserved functions. Essentially,
elected councillors make policy decisions and the county manager must then
ensure that decisions made by his/her staff provide an accurate translation of these
polices (Grist, 2003). For example, while the granting of planning permission is an
executive function, each application should be evaluated in the context of the CDP

adopted by the elected councillors, to ensure that it complies.

However, as noted above, although county councillors are elected by the voting
public, the county manager and planning officials are not. The fact that planning
officials are removed from the electorate and from civic activism raises the
possibility that planning decisions may not reflect the balance of interests in a
locality (Kirk, 1980), as assumed by the pluralist perspective, or reflect the
settlement strategies adopted by local councillors. Planners may instead adopt their
own agenda as managers of the planning system, ‘accountable not to the
electorate nor to the politicians who employ them, but to a body of professional

knowledge and practice’ (Kirk, 1980, 135).

Managerialism cites ‘the professionalism of decision-making and its reliance on
expert knowledge systems’ as being the underlying force of public bureaucracies
(MacLaran and M°Guirk, 2003, 73). Planning decisions may be taken by planning
officers and councillors in accordance with their prejudices, convictions and
technical expertise. However, the managerialist thesis implies that elected
councillors, due to a lack of detailed knowledge about planning, become reliant on
the expertise of professional planning officers, chosen for their education and
training. In this capacity, councillors may become insensitive to the needs of their
constituents (Kirk, 1980, MacLaran, 1993; MacLaran and M“Guirk 2003) and this

may be reflected in the settlement strategies of CDPs.

Following on from this, the use of scientific, technical terminology, prevalent in
the planning world, is also cited by managerialism as a barrier-creating process,
discouraging non-professionals from challenging the modus operandi of the

planning system (MacLaran and M‘Guirk, 2003), giving further credence to the
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idea of detachment from the public. Despite this, some pressure groups are better
able than others to cope with the bureaucracy and are less intimidated by the
complexity of the organisational structure (Kirk, 1980), for example, the IRDA

which has a proven record of exerting influence.

Planning officials are perceived under the managerialist perspective to comprise
independent agents guided by an ‘allegiance to a body of ‘scientific’ knowledge
and code of practice at variance with the requirements of the democratic process’
implying a departure from the political control of elected councillors (Kirk, 1980,
113).  Planning decisions reflect the views, values and agendas of these
bureaucratic administrators. MacLaran and M°‘Guirk (2003, 73) have argued that
an underlying element of careerism may lead to managers and planning officials to
promote their own interests rather than pursue an ‘apolitical and technical

management function’.

Despite the introduction of more lenient rural housing guidelines, many planning
officials have voiced a reluctance to abandon established planning strategies (O
Murcht, 2004). Such policy shifts have been described by MacLaran and M Guirk
(2003, 74) as posing a threat to established bureaucratic systems and
administrative power structures and, they have argued, may lead to resistance from
planners, sometimes amounting to an ‘outright subversion of public policy’.

This project examines the processes involved in formulating sustainable rural
housing policy at central-government level, considering external factors such as
civic activism which are involved in this process, also investigating the manner in
which local authorities have incorporated these policies into the settlement
strategies and rural-housing policies for employment in their administrative areas.
[t investigates the accuracy with which rural housing polices/settlement strategies
adopted by local councillors are implemented by planners and examines the
responsiveness of elected councillors and planning officials to the concerns of

interest groups.

44



Drawing on pluralist and managerialist interpretations of the state and the role of
planning, this research allows for an in-depth understanding of the processes
outlined above and aids analysis of empirical data obtained in each of four case-

study local authorities.

2.7. Conclusion

This research addresses issues which are of considerable contemporary importance
in Irish rural studies. Building on analyses of the merits and drawbacks of
employing a strategic spatial-planning agenda to promote the sustainable
development of rural areas (Buckley, 2003; Hadjmichalis, 2003; Scott, 2005) by
connecting managerialist and pluralist perspectives with empirical data, this
project provides a theoretical context for understanding:

1)  The manner in which central government and local-authority managers
and representatives interpret and operate sustainable-development
issues relating to rural settlement.

i1))  The degree to which national and local sustainable rural-housing policy
and planning practice is infused with and shaped by the political
agendas of interest groups which are both for and against one-off

housing development in rural areas.

Currently, there is a lack of empirical knowledge relating to the intricacies and
implications of these processes. While working towards addressing this deficit,
this research compliments the small, yet significant, research movement
addressing issues relating to the political processes involved in promoting

sustainable rural development (e.g., Scott and Brereton, 2010).

This project aims to provide empirical evidence from which the strengths and
weaknesses of current policy direction and operations for promoting sustainable
rural development can be identified and acted upon at central government level

including, for example, the introduction of measures designed to improve
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uniformity in the process of adopting and implementing sustainable rural
development policies across local authorities. Failure to address these issues may
result in a ‘patchwork’ effect with regard to rural settlement structure which will
have considerable implications for the effectiveness of a strategic spatial planning
agenda and will have consequences for all local authorities, operating either strict
or lenient planning regimes with respect to one-off rural housing construction, in
terms of the social, economic and environmental sustainability of their functional

areas.



CHAPTER THREE:
METHODOLOGY

3.0 Preamble

There are two core research questions upon which this thesis is based:

What are the important factors which need to be considered when examining
policy formation and activation relating to sustainable development and rural

settlement patterns?

What are the implications of inconsistencies in operating sustainable

development strategies?

The parameters within which the sustainable development of rural settlement is to
be governed is laid out in national and local policy documents, guidelines,
development plans, settlement strategies etc. However, given that sustainable
development is not legally defined in Irish legislation suggests leeway for
interpretation in the formulation of central government policy relating to
sustainable rural settlement patterns. This, in turn, implies scope for interpretation
at local government level in the adaptation of central policy relating to sustainable
rural settlement patterns for local settlement strategies and rural housing policies.
In addition, external factors, such as the role of lobbyist groups (both for and
against one-off rural housing) in influencing national and local policy decision-
making must be taken into account when considering the process of sustainable

rural settlement policy formulation.

This study aims to provide a theoretical context for understanding the role and
modus operandi of national and local government in planning, promoting and
operationalising strategies for rural sustainability as it relates to rural settlement
planning and also the perceptions of rural residential planning of persons/agents

involved with or affected by the contemporary planning system in Ireland. This
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will be made possible by connecting theory with empirical evidence. The
interpretive framework draws on major theoretical conceptions of the state
(namely pluralism and managerialism) and the role of planning, as advanced by

Kirk (1980) and later MacLaran and Mc Guirk (2003).

While an examination and comparison of national and local policy documents give
an indication of the system within which sustainable rural settlement is to be
achieved, it provides no indication of the actual processes at work within this
system or the resultant outcomes of the system. Planning files and local statistics
relating to decisions made on applications for single-dwellings are extremely
useful in that they provide insight into the role of planning officers in activating
local policy as well as an overview of the strictness/leniency of local authorities in
terms of granting permission for single rural dwellings. Furthermore, they are
constructive in establishing the spatial patterns of approved and refused planning

applications for single rural dwellings.

However, while the conditions attached to refused planning applications for single
rural dwellings provide an overview of the thought process involved in individual
decisions, they provide little reasoning for apparent inconsistencies within and
across local authority planning regimes and the resultant outcomes for spatial
planning. Hence, the extent to which individual interpretations of sustainable

development play a role in planning practice must be examined.

In addition, while an examination of planning files allows for a clinical analysis of
the day-to-day operations and outcomes of the planning system, the personal
outcome and consequence for the individual of refused planning permission for a
single rural dwelling cannot be determined through an examination of this data and

requires further investigation.

The primary theme of this thesis centres on the interpretation of sustainable
development; how this interpretation can be manipulated both subconsciously and

consciously by factors internal and external to the planning system; what this
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means for rural settlement policy formation and activation; and the effects of the

above processes at national, local and personal levels.

This is an area which, until recently, there has been little investigation (see Scott
and Brereton, 2010). In order to address this deficit and to satisfy the core research
questions, it was necessary to construct a concise research framework identifying
the areas of relevance for which data had to be both generated and accumulated.

The specific aims and objectives of this study are detailed below.

3.1 Aims and Objectives

As detailed below, a number of research aims emerged from the core research
questions. Each aim was then translated into a number of specific research
objectives which allowed for a methodological framework for achieving the aims

to be formulated.
(i) Research Aim
To examine the processes by which policies relating to sustainable development

and rural settlement patterns are formulated at central government level.

Research Objective

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:
1)  How sustainable development is interpreted at central government
level.
i)  The extent to which conflicting interest groups engaged in the rural
housing debate have influenced national policy decisions.
ii1)  The perceived effectiveness of present policy in promoting sustainable

development.

(ii) Research Aim
To investigate the manner in which local authorities have incorporated central

government policies and guidelines relating to sustainable rural settlement patterns
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into the settlement strategies and rural housing policies for their administrative

areas.

Research Objectives

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:
- The extent to which local policy complies with national policy.
- The degree of consistency/uniformity in the translation of national policy
for local implementation across local authorities.
- The extent to which vested and voluntary interests have been able to

influence policy decisions at local level.

(iii) Research Aim

To investigate the extent to which the different political agendas of vested and
voluntary interests, both for and against one-off housing construction, infused
local election debate and influenced the political agenda and election of

candidates.

Research Objectives

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:

- The opinions and experiences of successful (i.e. local councillors) and
unsuccessful candidates on the degree to which their stance on rural
housing determined the outcome of their election campaign.

- The views/opinions of vested/voluntary interests on the degree to which

candidates were receptive to their appeals.

(iv) Research Aim

To examine the accuracy with which planners implement rural housing

polices/settlement strategies adopted by local councillors.

Research Objectives

In order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to examine:
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- The degree to which planning applications are proofed against rural
housing policies adopted by the elected councillors to ensure that they
comply (i.e. the consideration given to local rural housing policy when
making planning decisions).

- The personal opinions of the planner with regard to the relative importance
of the social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable
development and the extent to which these views influence planning
decisions..

- Satisfaction with local rural housing policy as it currently stands,

- The consistency by which planning decisions are reached across local
authorities.

- The extent to which the Planning Appeals Board have endorsed the
executive planning decisions of local authorities in contented one-off

housing planning applications.

(v) Research Aim

To examine the consequences for the individual/household of the executive
decision-making power held by the County Manager and his/her nominees

(planners) to grant/refuse planning permission for one-off housing.

Research Objectives

[t order to achieve this aim, it is necessary to:
- Identify the reasons for seeking planning permission for a one-off
dwelling, i.e. economic gain, social benefits, etc. Examine what refusal of
planning permission has meant in terms of the loss of benefits which would

have accrued had planning approval been granted.

3.2 Methodological Framework

This section outlines the strategies employed and information sources utilised

throughout this thesis in the completion of the above objectives.

51



3.2.1 Analysis of Secondary Source Material

The initial step in formulating a methodological framework best suited to
conducting the primary research component of this study was to gain an in-depth
understanding of the processes and issues which together comprise the core
problematic of the study. Firstly, it was necessary to establish, as clearly as
possible, how the planning system in Ireland is operated and to identify the
primary parties involved with this process. Secondly, the role of the planning
system in promoting and legislating for the sustainable development of rural
settlement patterns was clarified. Thirdly, it was necessary to identify the issues
and conflicts which have arisen in response to the manner in which the current
system is operated and to gauge an understanding of the effects of these

operations.

3.2.1.i The Planning System in Ireland
In examining the operation of the planning system, the secondary source material
was sub-divided into two categories: Planning legislation and material relating to

and analysing planning legislation.

In order to gain an understanding of the scope of Ireland’s planning system, which
was introduced in 1964, planning legislation with relevance to the regulation of
rural areas was consulted. This legislation was considered with reference to
material explaining and analysing the planning system. This material stems from a
variety of sources, including: web-based materials, for example, the Department of
Environment, Heritage and Local Government website; books; periodicals/journals
and media coverage. Of particular importance was the documentation (Grist, 2003)
of the evolution of the Irish planning system, highlighting existing and potential

problems in the current operation of the planning system.

3.2.1.ii The Role of the Planning System in Promoting the Sustainable
Development of Rural Settlement Patterns
The initial phase in understanding the role of the planning system in promoting the

sustainable development of rural settlement patterns was to become familiar with
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related developments at international, national and local scales. This involved
documenting the emergence and employment of a sustainable development ethos
within the planning arena by means of legislation and related policy guidance.
Some of the key material consulted included: World Commission on Environment
and Development, Our Common Future, 1987; European Spatial Development
Perspective, Towards Balanced and Sustainable Development of the Territory of
the European Union, 1999; Government of Ireland, National Spatial Strategy for
Ireland, 2002-2020, 2002 and County Development Plans for various counties and
time frames. In addition, research material analysing the incorporation of
sustainable development practices into planning policy; the effects of such
developments on rural spatial planning; and the forecasting of predictions for rural

spatial planning in Ireland, was consulted.

3.2.1.iii The Role of Interest Groups in Influencing Policy Decisions

In order to gain a better understanding of the role of external factors in influencing
the planning system in Ireland, it was necessary to identify the primary parties
involved in the rural housing debate, a conflict which arose in response to the
attention afforded by central Government to rural-housing policy. This involved
analysing the literature of organisations which formed both sides of the debate,
both pro and anti one-off rural housing. This included materials from state-
sponsored bodies, non-government organisations and local community groups, for
example, Environmental Protection Agency, An Taisce, Irish Rural Dwellers’

Association, Irish Rural Link.

The in-depth examination of secondary source material has been instrumental in
formulating the research problematic of this research. It has allowed for a broad
understanding of the Irish planning system, the incorporation of sustainable
development practices into planning policy, and the parties involved, both
internally and externally, in shaping rural settlement policy in Ireland. The
analysis of such material ensured that an informed effort could be made in

identifying case-study local authorities; identifying relevant interviewees;
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informing the content of interview questions and questionnaire survey; allowing
for an up-to-date knowledge of emerging issues as the research progressed.

3.2.2 Selection of Case-Study Areas

As a significant proportion of this research has been undertaken at local level, it
was necessary to focus the primary data collection to allow for detailed analysis.
Therefore, 4 local authorities were chosen as case-study areas. For comparative
purposes, it was decided to select 2 local authorities who exhibited evidence of
employing strict regimes with regard to one-off housing construction, and 2 local
authorities who exhibited evidence of employing lax regimes with regard to one-
off housing construction. The local authorities were selected based on the

following:

Stage 1: The identification of local authorities with a significant proportion of
the administrative area falling into one or both of the following
categories:

1)  Areas which are structurally weak as defined by the National
Spatial Strategy (NSS).
i1)  Areas where there is a tradition of dispersed settlement

(defined in NSS).

Stage 2: County Development Plans (for the inclusion/exclusion of clauses relating to

one-off housing)

Stage 3: Local authority planning application statistics for rural one-off housing

approval rates.

Stage 1: Identification of counties who meet rural area typology criteria

Each local authority was examined with regard to the National Spatial Strategy
2002-2020 (NSS) rural area typologies map.”’ Local Authorities with a significant
proportion of their administrative areas falling into one or both of the following
rural area typologies were selected for further examination (as, in theory, anyone

can build in these areas):

? See Appendix 1.
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1)  Areas which are structurally weak

i1)  Areas where there is a tradition of dispersed settlement

The counties selected were Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Longford,

Cavan, Monaghan, Mayo, Galway, Clare and Kerry.

Additional analysis was carried out, using a rural area typology constructed by
Walsh ef al. (2007), which is similar to the one used in the NSS, to allow for a

more-in depth examination of the rural area types of selected counties”.

Stage 2: Examination of county development plans

The CDPs of counties selected in Stage 1 were examined to see if they contained
clauses relating to one-off housing construction. Specific attention was paid to the
inclusion of a ‘local need’ clause. This is a clause which ensures that one-off
housing applicants have a genuine need to build a one-off house in a rural area.
This clause is designed to protect against urban-generated housing. In theory, this
clause is only to be applied in areas under strong urban influence and stronger

rural areas, as defined in the NSS.

The existence of an occupancy clause in the CDPs was also examined. This was to
establish whether local authorities’ had made provisions to ensure the permanent
occupancy, by the applicant, of the single dwelling once planning permission had
been approved. Table 3.2.1 details the inclusion/omission of a local need clause
and an occupancy clause in the CDPs of each of the selected counties. These
examinations allowed for the identification of local authorities who are operating

strict/lenient planning regimes with regard to one-off housing.

* See Appendix 2.
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Table 3.2.1 Local Need Clause and Occupancy Clause

County CDP Local Need | Years living | Occupancy Minimum
Clause in area to be clause occupancy
considered requirement
local
Donegal 2006-2012 | Yes 7 Yes 10 years
Sligo 2005-2011 | Yes Not stated No N/A
Leitrim 2003-2009 | No N/A No N/A
Roscommon | 2002-2008 | No N/A No N/A
Longford 2003-2009 | Yes Not stated Yes Occuplefi A
the applicant
Cavan 2003-2009 | No’ N/A No N/A
Monaghan 2006-2012 | Yes 5 Yes 7 years
Mayo 2003-2009 | Yes Not stated No N/A
Galway 2003-2009 | Yes Not stated Yes 10 years
Clare 2005-2011 | Yes 10 Yes o
occupancy
Kerry 2003-2009 | Yes Notstated | Yes e
residence

The counties highlighted in pink can be seen to be operated a strict regime with

regard to the inclusion of clauses relating to one-off housing construction. The

counties highlighted in blue have adopted a more lax approach to one-off housing

construction within their functional areas.

Stage 3: Local authority planning statistics

In this stage, planning approval statistics for single rural dwellings in each of the

selected counties were examined. Table 3.2.2 details the findings.

* The CDP of Co. Cavan mentions local need but there a no provision in place for the
implementation of a local need requirement to apply for permission to build a single rural dwelling.
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Table 3.2.2. Planning Approval Statistics, Single Dwellings, 2005°

(A) Permissions (B) Ratio of Applications | (C) Total
Granted for single Granted; Permissions
County
. i dwellings (% of Total Multi-development Granted for Single
ounci
Housing Permissions Houses : One-off Houses, | Dwellings 2005
Granted 2005) 2005
Mayo 513 0.9:1 1206
Galway
i 50.3 0.9:1 15729
(excl. cities)
Donegal 423 1.4:1 1859
Kerry 39.1 1.6:1 1203
Leitrim 38.5 1.6:1 589
Clare 36.8 147:1 608
Monaghan 33.3 2z 526
Cavan 28.2 25571 803
Roscommon 27.8 2.6:1 836
Sligo 24.2 3.1:1 531
Longford 15.6 5.4:1 429

Stage 4: Final selection of case-study counties

Based on the preceding three stages four local authorities were chosen for
inclusion in the study. These counties were chosen to allow for the research
agenda to be operationalised in environments which are illustrative of the variety
and complexity of local authority planning regimes in contemporary Ireland.
Counties Clare and Galway were chosen as examples of strict planning regimes.
Counties Cavan and Roscommon were chosen as examples of lenient planning

regimes.’

® The counties heighted in pink operate a strict planning regime with regard to the inclusion of one-
off housing clauses in the CDPs. The countries highlighted in blue operated a lenient planning
regime with regard to the inclusion of one-off housing clauses in the CDPs.
7 For a detailed examination of approval and refusal statistics in the four case-study authorities, see
Appendix 3.
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3.3.3 Strategies for Primary Data Collection

To meet the aims of this research, two key strategies were utilised as a means of
primary data collection, semi-structured interviews, and a postal questionnaire
surveys. The interviews were employed as a means of subjecting to formal
analysis the viewpoint of those involved in the formulation and activation of rural
settlement policy. The questionnaire survey was constructed as a means of
obtaining information relating to personal experiences of the planning system and
the consequences (e.g. social, economic) for the individual of being refused

permission to build a single rural dwelling.

3.3.3 (i) Semi-Structured Interviews

In order to achieve the first four research aims of this study, it was necessary to
establish a methodology best suited to acquiring data relating to the formulation
and activation of rural settlement policy from the experience and perspectives of
those both involved both directly and indirectly with the Irish planning system and
rural settlement policy. Given the lack of empirical data relating to these aims, it
was decided that in-depth, personal, semi-structured interviews with a sample of
each of the relevant parities was the most appropriate way in which this study

could be completed.

It was essential to document interpretations, perceptions and experiences during
the course of interviewing given their central importance to this study. They are
essentially the crux upon which sustainable rural settlement policy is formulated
and activated given that the concept of sustainable development has no legal
definition in Irish politics. In addition, it is conflicting interpretations of
sustainable development which led to political activism at national and local scales
by interest groups both in favour of and opposed to single rural dwellings.
Therefore, it was considered important that each individual interviewed should be
given the opportunity to express all aspects of his/her opinions on each topic
raised, which would have been hindered had a structured interview format been

employed. Hence, a semi-structured interview style was adopted.
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Set questions were drawn up to tackle the specific topics that needed to be
addressed in relation to the research aims. However, given the discursive style of
interviewing and the close relationship between the various topics addressed, it
was not always necessary to ask specific questions as they were often answered
sufficiently over the course of the conversation. The qualitative nature of
responses ensured a more rounded impression could be gained of the manner in
which rural settlement policy is formulated, how it is activated, the outcomes of

the planning system as it stands and how its role is perceived.

Selection of Interviewees

In order to fully accomplish the aims of this research, a sample of respondents
from each of the relevant parties involved with or affected by, either directly or
indirectly, rural settlement policy formation and activation . Potential interviewees
were classified into one of seven categories. Therefore, sets of interview questions
were prepared. The questions included in each set of interviews were comparable
and covered the same interview topics, though in varying detail, depending on the
interviewee category and the knowledge of the respondent. The following lists the

categories of interviewee which were chosen:

- Central-government elected representatives/ Central-government officials
- Local authority elected representatives
- Local government planning officials

- Interest groups

Central-government elected representatives/ Central-government officials

The first category of interview was comprised of central-government officials and
central-government elected representatives. In order to gain an understanding of
the processes involved in formulating national rural settlement policy, central-
government officials, employed by the DoEHLG, involved in researching and
drawing up national policy were interviewed. These officials were based in the

Heritage and Planning Division. It was hoped that a significant number of officials
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would agree to be interviewed, despite the small sample frame. However, there
appeared to be a reluctance to participate in the study and contact, by post, email
and/or telephone requesting participation was either ignored or refused. Therefore,
just one official, involved with the spatial planning division in the DOEHLG, was
interviewed. However, two more government officials working within the
DoEHLG were also interviewed. Despite the low number of respondents
representing central-government officials, it is not considered that this led to an
information deficit with this category. The respondents interviewed were generous
with their time and the detail of their responses. Each made himself/herself

available for follow-up questions/clarification where necessary.

With regard to central government-elected representatives, it was conceived that
interviews would be undertaken with TDs who represent the case-study areas, to
impart their knowledge and perceptions of central government policy formation
while providing their opinions and perceptions of the effects of such policy on
their electorate and rural settlement patterns in their electoral area. Also, TDs who
demonstrated knowledge and informed opinions of the issues in question (selected
based on Oireachtas transcripts and media coverage) were to be interviewed.
Contact with these interviewees, while initially disappointing, proved successful in
the long-term with four interviews being completed in total. It was found that most
interviewees were more agreeable to participating after being contacted by a
colleague (also an interviewee) than when initially approached by the researcher.
While this method of contact proved most effective, it did, unavoidably,
determine, to a certain extent, which TDs were interviewed. However, given the
small total population size from which potential interviewees could be chosen, it
was considered unlikely that such an approach would introduce an element of bias

in responses.
Throughout the course of this thesis, quotations attributed to central-government

officials are denoted by the letters CGO and a number which represents the

interviewee, e.g. CGOl. Quotations attributed to central-government elected
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representatives are denoted by the letters CGER and a number which represents

the individual interviewee, e.g. CGER1.

Local authority elected representatives

Given their role as local policy-makers, but also as elected representatives
answerable to their electorate, local councillors from each of the case-study areas
were interviewed. This category of interviewee was far more receptive when
approached for interview than the previous two categories with all councillors who
were contacted agreeing to participate. Again, contact made with perspective
interviewees on behalf of the researcher was also availed of. In the case of all four
study areas, it was ensured that the interviewees were representative of all
electoral areas within the county and all political parties (were affiliated). Twenty-
one interviews were completed with this group. A wide range of perspectives
relating to the sustainability of continued one-off housing construction were
identified, some prior to conducting the interviews given media coverage, council
meeting transcripts, and so on. However, it was felt, on completion of the
interviews, that the diversity of perspectives were represented, particularly given
the percentage of local authority representatives interviewed in each case-study

area (see Table 3.3.1).

Table 3.3.1 Number and Percentage of Councillors Interviewed in Each Local-

Authority

Local Authority | No. Councillors | Total No. Councillors Percentage
Interviewed (Total Possible interviewed

Interviewees)

Co. Clare 7 32 21.86

Co. Galway 6 30 20

Co. Roscommon 4 26 15.38

Co. Cavan -+ 25 16

Total 21 113 18.5
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Quotations attributed to county councillors are distinguished by case-study
authority and by a number assigned to each individual. When excerpts relating to a
respondents political affiliation are included, the councillor will be distinguished
by their political party and then by an individually assigned number. In both cases,
the letter C will precede the identification code to distinguish from interviews
conducted with individuals categorised in another group of interviewee (see Table

332).

Table 3.3.2 Councillor Identification Codes

County Authority code Example of Identification Code
Clare e cCl
Galway G CG5
Roscommon R CR1
Cavan Ca CCa4
Political Party Example

Fianna Fail CFF6

Fine Gael CFG4

Sinn Féin CSF1

Labour CL1

Non-Party CNP1

Local government planning officials

Making contact with planning officers employed by the case-study local
authorities proved to be the most difficult and time-consuming of all the
interviewee categories, given that contact details were not publicly listed, and in
instances where they were acquired, attempts at contact did not produce a
response. Therefore, a number of approaches were utilised. Contacts within each
county council approached planning officers, requesting an interview, on behalf of
the researcher. Local councillors also made requests for interviews with the
planning office on behalf of the researcher. In one case-study area, where other
methods of contact had been exhausted, the county manager was approached for

interview regarding planning matters. However, he referred the matter to his senior
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planning officer who then agreed to be interviewed. The need to involve the
assistance of a county councillor to have a county manager delegate a planning
officer to take part in the interview can be seen, in this instance, to have only
positive implications for the information elicited, given the seniority of the

planning officer in question.

Combining these methods of contact, six interviews in total were completed with
planning officers in the case-study areas which was considered quite successful
given the limited size of the target group and difficulties experienced. Each of the
interviewees had worked for their respective council for a minimum of 6 years
which meant they were very familiar with the planning procedures in place and the
day-to-day running of planning matters in their particular councils. Given the
small sample of interviewees, the planning officers will not be identified by the
local authority for which they work. Instead, the six interviewees are assigned

numbers, for example, PO1, PO2, etc.

Interest groups

The degree of success in obtaining interviews with parties in the interest group
category varied considerably depending on the stance of the group in the rural
housing debate. In general, environmentally-focused groups were more reluctant
to agree to a request for interview. This was particularly apparent when contacting
local branches of national organisations. In total 7 interviews with interests groups
were conducted. Of the seven interviewees, four represented groups that can be
classed as rural community advocates, who have, in varying degrees, shown
support for dispersed settlement patterns (Irish Rural Dwellers’ Association, Irish
Rural Link, Irish Farmers’ Association, Irish Countrywomen’s Association), and
three represented groups that have publically criticised the continued construction
of one-off housing (Friends of the Irish Environment, An Taisce, The Heritage

Council).

While it was originally envisaged to interview representatives of local community

groups within each of the four case-study areas, it was decided that this may
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introduce an element of bias, given the large volume of such groups across each of
the four counties and also the improbability of being able to produce an accurate
spatial representation of all perspectives. Therefore, only interest groups who had
come to national attention with regard to the issue of the sustainability of one-off
housing were approached for interview. During the course of interviewing, the
majority respondents from this category made mention of the local ‘grass-roots’
membership of their respective organisations. Furthermore, it is felt that the views
and opinions of local representatives are also adequately represented by both a
questionnaire survey distributed to individuals/households who have been both
approved/refused planning permission for single rural dwellings (discussed in

Section 3.3.3 (ii)) and by interviewing 21 elected local authority representatives.
Throughout the course of this thesis, quotations attributed to each of the

interviewees in these groups are identified by the name of the organisation which

they represent, e.g. An Taisce, Irish Farmers’ Association (IFA), etc.

Interview Topics8

As the primary method of enquiry employed, the interviews had to include the

respondents’ perspective, experience and interpretation of the following:

- Position on dispersed rural housing

- The role of interest groups

- The importance of the rural housing issue in local elections

- Position and understanding of sustainable development

- Assessment of national policy relating to rural settlement

- Assessment of local policy relating to rural settlement — formulation

- Assessment of local policy relating to the promotion of sustainable rural
settlement — operations and impact

- Implementing local policy — the role of planners

¥ For a master copy of interview questions, see Appendix 4.
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The topics outlined above were addressed in varying range and detail depending
upon the individuals/parties interviewed. Given the relatively small size of the
target groups from which interviewees were selected, it was not possible to
conduct pilot surveys on the sample because of the limited total number of
interviews which could be arranged. However, the interview questions were tested
for clarity of meaning and feedback from planning officers and councillors
working outside the case-study areas and only minor changes were necessary prior
to commencing the interview stage. In addition, the presence of the researcher
eliminated any potential misinterpretation of questions as interviews were

conducted.

Analysis

Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim following the meetings.
The open-ended method of questioning meant that the data collected was of a
qualitative nature thus making it quite difficult to order for analysis. To combat
this problem, a computer problem ANvivo was employed. The transcripts were
initially categorised by the broad topics of enquiry listed above, and then sub-
categorised by key words in the questions. This allowed for relationships and
discrepancies in answering to be established both within and between each
interviewee category. Following this, the entire dataset was categorised by key
words/responses which had emerged as having significance during the first stage
of analyses. This enabled relationships and patterns in the data, which may have
been overlooked if using a more structured interview format, to be established.

The data in this thesis is ordered and discussed according to the groups of
respondents, firstly in relation to their particular opinions on a given topic and then
with regard to their reasons for having these opinions. This allowed for contrasts in
opinion within each category to be highlighted and patterns in answering relating
to, inter alia, political allegiance, external influences and organisation affiliation to

be discussed.
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This approach was chosen, as it was most suited in allowing for opinions to be
expressed and interpretations of the key topics to be documented without
restriction. The conversational interview style allowed for options to be recorded
before they had been rationalised and this was apparent in many instances, usually
when topics were revisited. Given the aims of this topic, frank, uncensored

responses were of primary importance.

3.3.3 (ii) Questionnaire Survey’

In order to achieve the fifth research aim and gain an empirical insight into the
consequences for the individual of the power held by the county manager and his
officers in planning issues, this study aimed to document the perspectives of those
who had experienced of the outcomes of the planning system relating to single

rural dwellings.

A postal survey was deemed the most appropriate method in achieving this aim as
it enabled for the anonymous distribution to a geographically dispersed
(predominantly) rural population across each case-study area. This cross-sectional
survey was sent to a sample of individuals/households who received a decision

regarding their application for the construction of a one-oft dwelling in 2005.

Construction of a Sampling Frame

The total population, from which a sample frame was constructed, was established
by reviewing all planning files for the year 2005 in each of the case-study area.
File numbers were noted and then placed in one of two categories: Application
Approved or Application Refused. The target sample size was set at 35 households
who had been refused planning permission in each case-study authority. For
comparative purposes a postal survey was also distributed to households in Co.
Clare who have been approved planning permission for a one-off dwelling in 2005

(target sample size=35).

? For completed questionnaire survey forms for both refused and approved applicants, see
Appendix 5 and Appendix 6.
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Similar to random sampling, systematic sampling was employed when compiling a
sampling frame. This was considered the most appropriate system given that the
population of potential respondents was logically homogeneous and the chosen
sample interval would not, therefore, hide any potential patterns. Considering the
accepted general response rate for postal surveys (c. 18-20%), and the total
population of potential respondents, a sample unit of 5 was chosen, allowing for
the target sample-size to be comfortably reached. The starting point, chosen at
random between 1 and 5, was 2. Therefore the 2™ planning file, and thereafter

every 5" file, was chosen for inclusion in the sampling frame.

Key Issues Identified for Inclusion

The focus in designing the survey was centred on capturing the individuals’

experience and perspective of the planning system in place in their local authority.

Firstly, the key themes/issues for inclusion were identified. These included

establishing:

- Whether the applicant met the criteria necessary to apply to build a single rural
dwelling, as set out in the County Development Plan of the local authority in
question

- The previous planning history of the site in question

- The links of the applicant to the local community in which planning
permission was sought

- The applicant’s reasons for selecting the site in question

- The consideration given by the applicant to alternative housing options

- The extent to which the applicant utilised the planning services available to
them during the application process

- The use of third-party representation during the application process

In the case of respondents who were approved planning permission for a single
dwelling, there were two further key issues of importance: the (proposed)
occupancy of the site now that permission has been granted and whether the

construction stage has commenced/been completed.
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In the case of respondents who were refused planning permission for a single
dwelling, it was necessary to establish the consequences of this decision in terms
of the loss of benefits which would have accrued had permission been granted and
also the options which were availed of in light of refusal, for example, the
submission of an amended application, an appeal to An Bord Pleandla and/or

approaching a local representative for assistance.

Questions relating directly to the concepts of sustainable development and the
sustainability of one-off housing were deliberately omitted from the questionnaire
survey for a number of reasons. Firstly, the concept of sustainable development, as
applied to rural one-off housing, is difficult to convey in a postal questionnaire
survey. Secondly, the primary focus of this thesis was to elicit respondents’
opinions on the impact and consequences, if any, of their interactions with the
planning system in their application for permission to construct a single rural
dwelling. Thirdly, the parameters of the questionnaire survey and the styling of the
questions which were included in the final draft are in keeping with the general
criteria considered a necessity for the sustainable development of rural one-off

housing construction, both at national and local level.

Survey Design

Following the identification and analysis of the core issues to be addressed, survey
questions were developed to engage the respondents accordingly. Given the large
volume of surveys intended to be retrieved, questions were constructed, where
possible, to be closed-ended in style. This ensured a greater consistency of
response across respondents and meant that the resultant quantitative data was
easier and faster to tabulate. Closed-ended questions are also known to be most
popular with respondents, especially important when administering a postal survey
which has the poorest response rate of all survey types. However, given that
closed-ended questions tend to limit the breath of responses, multiple-response
questions (generally utilising a rating system) were also employed, were

necessary, in the survey.
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Also, considering the questionnaire survey was intended to elicit responses
detailing experiences and perspectives of the planning system with which the
respondents’ were engaged, it was important to incorporate open-ended questions
into the survey design. Where appropriate, these questions were included as
follow-on questions to closed-ended or multiple-response questions to reduce the

level of difficultly involved in tabulating and synthesising the responses.

Distribution of the Survey

Initially, a pilot survey was distributed to 60 households in Co. Clare (30 refused
permission, 30 approved permission) with the sample systematically selected from
the sampling frame. The responses received highlighted no issues with
misinterpretation of questions or problems with the format of the survey so no

changes were deemed necessary when proceeding to survey distribution stage.

The survey was initially to be administered in five phases, 35 questionnaires to be
distributed to each of the case study areas in each phase (35 refused permission, 35
approved permission in the case of Co. Clare). The number of surveys distributed
in each phase was related to the anticipated response rate for postal surveys.
However, in the case of the surveys administered to households where planning
permission for a single rural dwelling was refused, a sixth phase of distribution
was necessary, in each of the four case-study areas, in order to meet the target
sample size of 35. The following table lists the response rates for each of the case-
study areas. Given that no changes to the questionnaire survey were made between
the pilot and actual survey distribution stages, responses from the pilot surveys in

Co. Clare were also included in the final analysis.
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Table 3.3 Survey Response Rates

Case-study Co. Clare | Co. Clare | Co. Co. Co.

area Galway Roscommon Cavan
Survey tvpe Approved | Refused Refused Refused Refused
No. 175 200 200 200 200
distributed

e Incl pilot 205 230

No. Retumed 37 41 36 38 38

e Incl pilot 40 43

Response rate 21.14 20.5 18 19 19

o Incl pilot 19.31 19.57

Problems Encountered

The major issue of concern when distributing the pilot survey was the low
response rate (10% ‘approved permission’ surveys Co. Clare; 13.34% ‘refused
permission’ surveys Co. Clare). Initially, in the pilot survey stage, information
regarding postal addresses was acquired from the planning files. The addressed
that was used was the existing address of the applicant on the file if permission
was refused and, if planning permission was granted, the site address of the
proposed dwelling. However, this was an untrustworthy system, as the refused
applicant may have moved to different location, and in the case of the approved
applicant, the construction of the proposed dwelling may not have commenced.
Options for improving the response rate were considered, including incorporating
an on-line web-link to the survey with the postal surveys distributed as well as
involving local councillors in the distribution of the survey. These methods were
eventually disregarded as they were thought to introduce an unwarranted element

of bias in the selection of respondents.

Instead, to increase the response rate, it was decided to employ the electoral
register, in conjunction with the telephone directory and addresses obtained from
planning files. Planning files selected for survey distribution, using the systematic
sampling method, had to have an address which could be cross-matched with, at

least, two of the above sources in order for a survey to be administered. These
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measures improved the survey response rate considerably while minimising the

degree of bias introduced to the research.

Analysing Questionnaire Survey Responses

The surveys were analysed using comparative analysis. The findings from the
questionnaire surveys were subjected to simple statistical analysis and the results
displayed visually on graphs. This allowed for the similarities and differences
between the groups from the four case-study authorities, who had been refused
permission for a single dwelling, to be identified. Particular attention was paid to
variances between the two planning authorities who were considered to be
operating a strict planning regime with regard to one-off housing construction
(counties Clare and Galway), and the two authorities who were considered to have

a more lax approach to one-off housing (counties Cavan and Roscommon).

This approach also enabled for the identification of similar and divergent trends in
responses between the group from Co. Clare, who had been approved planning
permission, and the other four groups who had been refused planning permission

tor one-off housing (counties Clare, Galway, Roscommon and Cavan).

3.4. Compilation, Interpretation and Utilisation of Existing Data

To allow for a visual analysis of the work carried out by planning officers, in
refusing and granting applications for one-off housing, this project utilised existing

data available from various sources:

1. Planning files relating to refused and approved (Co. Clare) applications for

one-off housing in case-study areas (2005)

Using the GPS references which are supplied with every planning application
and which detail the location of the proposed dwelling; it was possible to

convert these coordinates to the Irish National Grid (ING) system. This process
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was completed for each relevant 2005 planning file, thus allowing for a
comprehensive dataset to be constructed for each case-study area. This
information was then imported to a GIS software package (4rcView) which

allowed for patterns of refusal to be visualised on maps of the case-study areas.

2. CSO data (Census 2002 and 2006) relating to population size of towns and

cities in case-study authorities

By converting coordinates of towns and cities, obtained using Google Earth, to
the ING system it was been possible to map the urban centres within the case-
study areas detailing population size. An urban centre was defined using
census criteria; a cluster of 50 or more occupied dwellings not more than
twenty metres apart. This work provided further information for analysis of
dispersed-settlement patterns: the growth/decline of villages (census towns) in
the period between census’ and also patterns of single rural dwelling
approval/refusal rates in the immediate areas surrounding these centres, thus

aiding the identification of strict/lenient planning practices

3.5 Conclusion

Given the core research questions of this thesis, upon which this thesis is based,
the important factors to be considered with regard to the formulation and
activation of sustainable development policies as applied to rural settlement
patterns and the implications of inconsistencies in the operation of such policies, it
was necessary to ensure the case-study areas represented the variety of planning
regimes in Ireland, given that a significant proportion of this research occurs at
local level. Therefore, as documented, detailed attention was applied to the
selection criteria for case-study authorities. This ensured that the local authorities
which were chosen, namely Co. Clare, Co. Galway, Co. Roscommon and Co.
Cavan, enabled the examination of the core themes of this research, in

environments illustrative of the complexities of local planning regimes in
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contemporary Ireland, both strict (e.g. Co. Clare and Co. Galway) and lenient (e.g.
Co. Roscommon and Co. Cavan), with regard to conditions attached to applying

for, and granting, permission to construct a single rural dwelling.

By far the most challenging aspect of commencing the primary research agenda of
this project was identifying and soliciting interviews from the four groups of
candidates deemed as suitable authorities on the subject matter, namely: central-
government elected representatives/central-government officials; local authority
elected representatives; local government planning officials; and interest groups.
However, initial contact difficulties, particular with regard to the central-
government elected representatives/central-government officials’ category and the

local government planning officials group were overcome.

The information provided by interviewees in each of the 4 categories, in addition
to the responses supplied in the questionnaire surveys enabled the examination of
sustainable development, as a central concept in rural spatial planning and its
application (as policy) to rural settlement patterns, from the perspective of the
various actors/agents involved with the Irish planning system. In addition, the
methodological framework allows for an examination of the effects of the
outcomes of planning processes for lay-people who have been involved with the

system.

Overall, the three methodological strategies employed in this research, semi-
structured interviews, questionnaire surveys, and the use of existing data to
compile maps for the visual representation of spatial patterns, allowed for the aims

and objectives of this thesis to be operationalised and realised.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

THE PERSPECTIVE OF CENTRAL GOVERNMENT
OFFICIALS AND CENTRAL GOVERNMENT ELECTED
REPRESENTATIVES

4.0. Preamble

One of the primary aims of this research project was to examine the processes by

which policies relating to sustainable development and rural settlement patterns
are formulated at central government level. It was, therefore, necessary to
document the experiences and perspectives of central-government officials with an
in-depth knowledge of, and practical experience in, formulating national policy
relating to rural settlement structures. Central government elected representatives
were also selected for inclusion in this interview category, given their detailed
knowledge of the processes involved in central-government policy formulation
and also their connection with local government through their constituencies. In
total, there were seven interviews conducted; three with central government
officials working in the DoEHLG and four central-government elected
representatives.'’ In order to assess the perspectives of these interviewees with
regard to the level of success which has been achieved in promoting the
sustainable development of rural settlement patterns, issues relating to local policy

formation and activation are addressed in this chapter.

This chapter also examines the operational agenda of this category of interviewee
with regard to their role as national policy decision-makers. Given that the
acquisition of the position is through election raises the question of whether central
government elected representatives (TDs) are susceptible to the pluralist agendas
of vested/voluntary actors, such as interest groups who have positioned themselves

as either being for or against one-off housing construction. Conversely, central

' Quotations in this chapter attributed to central-government officials are denoted by the letters
CGO and a number which represents the individual interviewee, e.g. CGO1. Quotations attributed
to central-government elected representatives are denoted by the letters CGER and a number which
represents the individual interviewee, e.g. CGERI.
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government officials are not elected to their posts, instead occupying a
professional position. This may suggest less susceptibility to outside interests as
suggested by the managerialist thesis of thought. Rather, such professional

occupations are considered to be largely unreceptive to civic activism.

4.1. The Personal Position of Central Government Officials and

Central Government Elected Representatives with regard to One-

Off Housing

Each of the seven interviewees made statements to the effect that one-off housing
was the least sustainable of all rural housing options. A number of reasons were
put forward for this assessment including the adverse environmental and economic
costs in terms of landscape amenity, groundwater pollution and service provision.
Interviewees also made reference to the social isolation associated with dispersed

settlement patterns.

Perhaps the most notable feature identified when examining these responses, was
that the majority of interviewees qualified their answers with reference to aspects
of both national and local policy. Three interviewees commented that allowing for
the unrestricted construction of one-off housing is inconsistent with the
prescriptions of the NSS, the prime objective of which is to promote sustainable
and balanced regional development and spatial functioning: ‘7 realise that there is
the need for one-off housing in some instances but the construction of single
dwellings must be in keeping with the parameters set out in the National Spatial
Strategy. Under no circumstances should urban-generated housing be allowed in
areas surrounding cities and towns and rural-generated housing in these areas

needs to be closely monitored’ (CGO1).

While all seven interviewees were of the opinion that one-off housing was the
least sustainable rural housing option, three were also of the opinion that the

sustainability of one-off housing was dependent on the proposed locations of their
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construction: ‘One-off housing may actually help to consolidate an area of
dispersed settlement where there are problems with population decline. However,
the opposite applies in areas where there is a strong urban influence. Additional

housing would only add to the problem’ (CGERI).

4.2. The Role of Interest Groups at National and Local Level

4.2.1. Influence at National Level

Each of the seven interviewees were of the opinion that interest groups had a
significant role to play: ‘Interest groups do and have played a role in guiding the
content of national policy relating to rural settlement structures, and the input is
welcomed as it helps us to prepare policies which are best suited to the needs of

Irish society’ (CGO3).

Several interviewees pointed out that there were formal systems in place for public
consultation and participation during the preparation of the NSS: ‘The formal
channels of public participation are where interest groups’ attention are best
placed for voicing their opinions and concerns relating to national policy

direction’ (CGER1).

Four interviewees spoke of the formal channels available to interest groups for
voicing their views on rural settlement structure and spatial strategy during the
NSS preparation process. Public participation during this process was possible at
various stages during the preparation of the NSS. Initially, individuals and groups
could become involved in the decision of what subject matters should be included
in the NSS following the publication of a public report outlining the scope of
issues to be included. As one interviewee stated; ‘Interest groups were able to
respond in written form to this consultation report citing issues they felt deserved
emphasis in the strategy or highlighting issues which they felt were of importance
but had been overlooked at that stage. These responses were of great help with

regard to the identification of issues which required attention’ (CGO1). The
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research stage also involved interaction with interest groups and ‘many were of
great assistance with regard to data collection and analysis’ (CGO1). The third
phase of the preparation process was dedicated to public consultation. A national
conference and regional roadshows were held and a public consultation paper was
published setting out the primary objectives of the strategy and the methodology to
be employed in implementing it. Over 250 submissions from individuals, interest
groups and other concerned parties were received in response to this paper. Also
during this phase, consultative forums were established to draw on the
perspectives of interested parties. The feedback from the consultative paper and

the forums were used in the finalising the NSS.

With regard to interest groups influencing the content of the Sustainable Rural
Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities (RHGs), several interviewees cited
the publication and content of these guidelines as ‘an example of the government
succumbing to public pressure’ (CGER3). One interviewee commented that ‘the
pro- one-off housing lobby mounted an excellent campaign and made full use of
media outlets. The government are obviously elected to their position and I think
the publication of these guidelines was illustrative of the government attempting to
gain favour with the public particularly given the timing, two months prior to a

local election’ (CGER?2).

Another interviewee remarked that the timing of the publication of the RHGs was
very significant: ‘There was a high level of dissatisfaction with central government
at that time and the rural housing debate was at its height. The government
realised that the public dissatisfaction with central government would result in the
loss of local seats. So, not surprisingly, the draft RHGs, which were designed to
appease the public, were published eight weeks before the local elections’
(CGER3).



4.2.2. Influence at Local Level
Turning to the role of interest groups at local level, each of the seven interviewees
felt that interest groups were in a position to exert ‘a great deal of influence’ with

regard to rural housing policies and settlement strategies at local level.

The formal channels available to interest groups for making submissions relating
to rural housing policy during the CDP formulation process were mentioned by a
number of interviewees. However, by far the primary topic of discussion related to
the direct lobbying of local councillors by interest groups. In this regard, the
majority of interviewees commented on the dual role of councillors as elective
representatives and policy makers for the local authority: ‘Councillors are sitting
ducks for lobbyists at local level especially if these groups manage to drum up
local support because they attract the attention of councillors and can promote

their agenda’ (CGER3).

Another issue raised by two interviewees was the priorities of councillors at local
level. One commented that ‘Many councillors seem more focused on maintaining
the support of the electorate than on any of the other duties that comprise their
role as councillors. In this sense pro one-off housing groups have it easy because
a large proportion of the public are against any form of restrictions on one-off
housing and councillors, in a significant number of local authorities, seem to be

acknowledging this with the rural housing policies they are producing’ (CG03).

4.2.3. The Significance of the Rural Housing Issue during Local
Election Campaigns

Finally in this section, interviewees were asked to comment on the extent to which
the rural housing debate manifested itself at local level during the 2004 local
elections campaign. However, four of the seven interviewees stated that they did
not feel they were in a position to comment due to a lack of awareness of the

significance of rural housing as an election issue.
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Each of the interviewees who felt they were in a position to comment stated that
they did not believe it to have been one of the major issues, one interviewee
commenting that ‘/ think the government has succeeded in taking this issue off the
agenda with the introduction of the Rural Housing Guidelines. While rural
housing may have been an issue for those in the process of applying for permission
for a one-off house, or those who intend to apply, it was an issue which attracted

special or particular attention in rural areas’ (CGER2).

In summary of this section, central government respondents believe that interest
groups do have an important role to play in guiding the direction of national
policy, citing formal channels for communication as the best route for exerting
influence. However, the influence exerted by interest groups at national level
through informal channels has been acknowledged. Interestingly, this recognition
was voiced by the TD interviewees who are elected to their position and not the

central government officials who occupy professional positions.

This category also asserted the ability of interest groups to exert influence at local
level. A topical issue was the dual role of councillors as both elected
representatives and local-policy decision makers. Yet, while this point was raised
by central government elected representatives, this issue failed to be mentioned
with regard to their own situation at national level. Also, despite the perception of
outside influence on local policy formulation, rural housing was not construed to
be an issue of concern amongst the electorate during local election campaigns,
perhaps as a result of successful lobbying at national level for changes to national

policy relating to rural housing.

4.3. Position and Understanding of Sustainable Development

4.3.1. Defining Sustainable Development
The definitions of sustainable development provided by interviewees were very

general in nature and provided little embellishment. In addition, the definitions put
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forward were well rounded in that each of the interviewees, without prompting,
made reference to all three dimensions which, together, comprise sustainable
development: environmental protection, economic growth and societal cohesion.
One commented that ‘Sustainable development is development which promotes
economic prosperity, ensures social inclusion and does not compromise the

integrity of the natural environment” (CGO3).

It was suggested that while the overall aims of sustainable development remain
constant, the importance placed on the three individual dimensions it encompasses
can change depending on a number of factors, for example, the background,
education and outlook of an individual and that it was the role of policy-makers to
ensure that the correct balance between environmental, societal and economic

considerations was achieved when formulating rural settlement strategies.

It was also suggested that geographic location is a major factor in determining the
weighting placed on the three dimensions of sustainable development, as one
interviewee remarked: ‘the concept is, and has to be interpretive given that it is
applied to a wide variety of environmental, societal and economic situations, for
example with one-off housing, the cost of environmental degradation, even if
minimal, has to be considered against the social and economic benefit of
introducing new houses into areas of dispersed settlement which are suffering

from population decline’ (CGER1).

4.3.2. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The Economic

Dimension

With regard to the economic dimension of sustainable development, each of the
seven interviewees were in agreement that one-off housing was ‘a drain on the
local economy’ (CGER4), particularly in terms of service provision. One
interviewee commented that ‘The cost of providing services, like group water
schemes, to areas of dispersed settlement is many times greater than the costs
associated with the provision of similar services in areas of concentrated

residential settlement like towns of villages® (CGO3).
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Several interviewees suggested that the continued construction of one-off housing
was having a detrimental effect on the structure of local rural towns and villages
with regard to falling population numbers: ‘Rural towns and villages need to be
consolidated. Yet, lax planning regimes, with regard to one-off housing, have
meant that many people are choosing to build in the countryside, given that it is a
cheaper housing option. This situation is not conducive to attracting employment
to an area, nor is it conducive to maintaining the services and facilities that are

currently in place’ (CGO2)

The micro-economics of living in a dispersed dwelling were also mentioned by
two interviewees. As one remarked; ‘People who live in single dwellings incur a
lot of extra costs that urban dwellers don’t have to deal with, for example, the cost
of maintaining water wells and septic tanks. Also, you have to consider the
transport costs that people who live in rural one-off housing are faced with given
that they are almost exclusively reliant on the car for all journeys. These costs add

up’ (CGER4).

Three interviewees also suggested that one-off housing was having a negative
effect on one of the most established industries in rural Ireland, that of tourism.
One interviewee remarked that ‘7The proliferation of one-off housing has affected
the character of many rural towns and villages, not to mention the scenic beauty of
the more isolated rural landscapes. The rural landscape is a profitable resource in
terms of rural tourism and it’s one which we are completely disregarding with the
haphazard planning regimes currently in place. Rural tourists are seeking out
more remote locations to experience the rural Ireland the tourism industry
promotes to the detriment of many towns and villages who have been affected by

urban sprawl’ (CGER2).
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4.3.3. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The

Environmental Dimension
With regard to the environmental dimension of sustainable development, the
primary focus of interviewees was the impact one-off housing is having on rural

landscapes and the environmental integrity of rural areas.

All interviewees were in agreement that given the wide geographical range over
which dispersed settlements are spread, the potential for negative environmental
impact was very considerable. One interviewee remarked that ‘You only have to
think of the volume of individual septic tanks that are in existence, close to half a
million and this is increasing by around 15,000 every year. This is not sustainable,
the potential to pollute groundwater is enormous, and particularly when you
consider that the majority of local authorities don’t have a monitoring system in
place to ensure the maintenance of these septic tanks. Also, many local authorities
do not properly veto the assessors who carry out the site characterisation testing
on proposed dwellings® (CGO1). There are therefore major long-term
ramifications which are, perhaps, inadequately appreciated by those favouring
greater tolerance from local planners with regard to the development of dispersed

settlement.

Interviewees also commented on the need to protect the environment as a visual
amenity. One interviewee remarked that ‘One-off housing should fit in with the
surrounding landscape not dominate it. 1 can’t understand how some of the
monstrosities which are dotted around the country were granted permission’
(CGER2). Another commented: ‘The building of one-off housing needs to be
strictly regulated, more so than at present, to protect and maintain the visual
landscape of rural Ireland. Consideration should be given at national and local
level to promoting the other housing options available to people who wish to live
in the countryside, such as grants for individuals willing to buy existing single

dwellings or restore run-down houses’ (CGER3).
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A final issue relating to the environmental dimension of sustainable development
was connected to the reliance on car use for all journeys by those living in one-off
housing: ‘This has serious implications for the environment in terms of pollution
through emissions. Another factor which needs to be considered is that dispersed
rural settlement offers very little possibility for the use of more sustainable modes

of transport, such as bicycles or buses’ (CGER1).

4.3.4. Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The Social

Dimension

The primary focus, with regard to the social dimension of sustainable
development, was the social cohesion of rural areas. Each of the interviewees were
in agreement that allowing one-off housing construction to occur in an area with
the sole aim of maintaining the rural community was not guaranteed to be
successful. One interviewee commented that ‘People who have never lived in a
rural area have little idea of the realities of rural living, the lack of services and
facilities and the isolation. It's common for people who find themselves in this
situation to sell up and return to urban living when they realise that this lifestyle is
not for them’ (CGER2). Another remarked: ‘You see countless instances of people
who move into rural areas but don’t contribute to the social fabric of the area at
all, they continue to work and socialise in the towns where they are from’

(CGERS3).

All interviewees were in agreement that clustered rural settlements were far more
sustainable in terms of social inclusion and negated a common occurrence in areas

of dispersed settlement, that of age-related isolation.

To summate this section, the two actor groups within this category hold similar
perspectives with regard to their position and understanding of sustainable
development as a concept. Single rural dwellings are considered to be a drain on
the economy. Environmentally, the potential for degradation, both aesthetic and
physical are considered significant. Construction of one-off housing is not

believed to be beneficial to promoting social cohesion in rural areas.
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4.4. Assessment of National Policy Relating to Sustainable Rural

Settlement Patterns

Interviewees were invited to discuss both the National Spatial Strategy for Ireland,
2002-2020 (NSS; published2002) and the Sustainable Rural Housing, Guidelines
for Planning Authorities (RHGs; published 2005) in relation to the components
pertaining to rural settlement structure. Interviewees were asked to provide details
on the processes involved in the preparation of the NSS, from its conception to its
publication while providing an assessment on the successes and drawbacks of this
policy framework in terms of the promotion of sustainable rural settlement
patterns. They were also asked to provide an assessment of some of the critiques
of the NSS and were asked to comment on the benefits and shortcomings

associated with the introduction of the RHGs.

4.4.1. The National Spatial Strategy — The Formulation Process

This section is devoted to questioning the processed involved in preparing the
policy framework for the NSS. This was to include information on parties
involved in the preparation and those involved in drafting the approved strategy.
Not surprisingly, the central government officials were most knowledgeable in this
area and were very detailed in their answering. The TDs provided a more
generalised account. The following text is an overview of the various stages

involved in the creation of the NSS, summarised from the interviews.

*The primary aim of developing a national spatial strategy was to achieve greater
balance in regional development in Ireland. The strategy was over three years in
the making, from conception to publication’ (CGO2). The NSS preparation model
comprised four stages. The first of these was the scoping stage which was initiated
with the publication of a public consultation paper entitled ‘7he National Spatial
Strategy — What are the Issues’ in early 2000. ‘This paper laid out a number of
core areas for consideration by the public. These related to spatial planning and
development and commentators were asked to evaluate and provide feedback, and

also highlight other issues which they felt needed to be considered’ (CGO1). The
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feedback received was used in preparing a methodological framework for drawing
up the NSS which was detailed in a report, ‘The National Spatial Strategy Scope
and Delivery’, published in May 2000. ‘This paper laid out the objectives and
challenges of the strategy. From a rural perspective, the points of interest related
to rural development, particularly infrastructural and residential development.
The thinking was to promote the continued development of Ireland’s diversifying
rural economy while providing protection for the environment and cultural
heritage and also promoting social inclusion. So the strategy’s aims were always

focused on the ideal of sustainable rural development’ (CGOL1).

The second stage of the NSS formulation, which took place in the second half of
2000, was devoted to researching the existing spatial patterns and trends in Ireland.
Relevant information relating to Irish spatial structure was collected, analysed and
laid out in reports which focused on different aspects under consideration, for

example, travel patterns and land use.

The third stage of the NSS formulation process involved categorising the
information collected in the research phase and the drawing up of policy papers
based on the findings. The objective of these papers was to ‘evaluate the different
options for balanced regional development taking into consideration the primary
objective of ensuring sustainable development and then come up with a range of
policy recommendations for inclusion in the strategy’ (CGO1). This phase has

previously been discussed in detail in Section 4.2.1.

The final stage of preparing the NSS entailed the preparation of the final draft. The
submissions obtained in phase three were used in the process of finalising the

NSS.

Interviewees were asked to cite the various actors who had been involved in the
various stages of the NSS formulation process. Interviewees confirmed the
involvement of a large number of participants. These participants can be classed

into two groups, those involved in an advisory or consultative capacity and those
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involved in an operational role, for example, external researchers and specialist in

relevant fields, such as cartographers and demographers.

With regard to the first of these groups, one interviewee remarked: ‘the
preparation of the National Spatial Strategy was a collaborate process. The
consultative forums allowed for the participation of various interested parties,
including, the regional and local authorities, the social partners and other groups,
for example, environmental groups and those involved in the planning professions’

(CGO2).

Agents involved in an operational capacity were utilised in the completion of
background research and the preparation of associated reports: ‘Qutside
consultants are brought in when the level of expertise required, for example to
conduct specific research or analyse specific information, is not available within
the Spatial Planning Unit. There was also the issue of adhering to the timeframe
so external assistance was necessary’ (CGOI1). Relevant parties were also
consulted during the research stage; ‘research relating to infrastructure and
services would have required the input of the ESB and telecommunications

companies amongst others’ (CGO?2).

With regard to the drafting of the NSS for publication, the following interview
extract, provides an overview of the details supplied in discussions with
interviewees: ‘The process of finalising the strategy was overseen by a steering
group which was made up of representative of government departments who had
policy and functional interests in the strategy. The chair of this group was the
Assistant Secretary of the Planning and Development Division [DoEHLG]. The
actual writing of the policy framework was undertaken by a technical working
group, operating within the Spatial Planning Unit [DoEHLG], made up of
planning officers and experts in policy formulation. An advisory group,
comprising experts in the fields of regional development and spatial planning,
were also on hand during the final drafting stages to advise on the structure and

content details of the strategy’ (CGOL1).
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4.4.2. The Implementation of the National Spatial Strategy

This section examines a number of issues relating to the National Spatial
Strategy’s implementation which have come under public and media scrutiny. The
first of these relates to the concept of sustainable development. Interviewees were
asked if the fact that sustainable development, as a planning concept, does not
have a statutory definition has restricted the promotion of sustainable rural

settlement strategies as laid out in the NSS.

Each of the seven interviewees were in agreement that the lack of a statutory
definition of sustainable development in national planning and development
policies was not a factor which affected the promotion of sustainable rural
settlement patterns. One interviewee commented that ‘There is no feasible way
that sustainable development could be legally defined in planning policy. There is
a huge diversity of rural environments and situations in Ireland which must be
catered for in rural settlement policy. A legal definition of sustainable
development would not cater for these variations and could lead to policy being
applied over-rigidly or incorrectly, which would have an adverse effect on the
sustainable development of rural Ireland resulting in an increased imbalance
between the east and the west [of Ireland]” (CGER4). Another observed that “7The
objectives of the National Spatial Strategy were established within a defined
context of sustainable development which was detailed in the Scope and Delivery
report. Environmental sustainability was described as living within the capacity of
natural environment systems. Economic sustainability was defined as ensuring
continued prosperity and employment opportunities and social sustainability, the
ensuring of social inclusion and personal well-being. These principles of
sustainable development are intended to be carried through for local

implementation of the National Spatial Strategy’ (CGO1).

A second issue raised with interviewees was the criticism that urban centres are
the driving force of regional development in the NSS, which results in the
marginalisation of rural areas. All the interviewees voiced opposition to this

criticism, one having commented that * Urban centres have to be the focus in order
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to drive regional development. These centres must be consolidated to attract
industry and for viable service provision, not just for the benefit of these urban
centres but also for their rural hinterlands’ (CGER3). Another remarked: ‘7he
objective of the National Spatial Strategy is to strengthen settlement patterns in a
manner which is environmentally sustainable, distributes economic growth and its
benefits across the regions and creates a resurgence in rural areas and smaller
urban centres. Allowing the unrestrained growth of dispersed settlement forms
does not comply with these objectives and will affect the cohesion of towns and

villages’ (CGO2).

Interviewees were asked to assess the success of the NSS both in terms of its
formulation and implementation. Each agreed that the NSS was, in theory, an
excellent policy framework for the promotion of sustainable development and
spatial functioning across Ireland. One success of the strategy, mentioned by two
interviewees, related to the increased co-ordination of local authorities with regard
to the formulation of county and local area plans: ‘Policy makers at local level are
drawing on the same policy framework when drafting local planning and
development policy, including their rural settlement strategies. This had led to a
greater level of uniformity in spatial functionings across Ireland as local

authorities move towards an ethos of sustainable development” (CGO3).

However, five interviewees believed that while there had been an increase in
uniformity of spatial planning across local authorities, a serious problem existed in
many local authorities with regard to the relaxed and selective manner by which
the prescriptions of the NSS, particularly in relation to residential settlement
structure, were being translated and implemented into local policy. The first of
these concerns related to the promotion of concentrated settlement patterns as the
most sustainable settlement form, one interviewee having observed that ‘4 number
of authorities have no restrictions on applications for dispersed housing other
than the usual ‘good planning’ practice. This means that many towns and villages
are nowhere near the critical mass necessary to attract economic benefits. This is

directly associated with the levels of one-off housing been approved’ (CGO2). A
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second concern related to the NSS centres for designated growth, known as
gateways and hubs. It was suggested by three interviewees that a fundamental
problem with the NSS was the large number of these centres included in the
strategy: ‘This was problematic from the start. There was an element of trying to
please everyone. Growth should have been limited to a smaller number of urban
centres so that attaining critical mass was actually realistic’ (CGER1). Another
related point, mentioned by four interviewees was the total disregard on the part of
local authorities for the growth of the designated gateway and hub urban centres as
designated by the NSS for sustainable and balanced regional development; ‘Local
Authorities across the country are zoning vast amounts of land for residential
development, which is detracting from the directive of the strategy, the promotion

of growth in designated gateway and hub centres’ (CGO1).

Yet another issue raised by four of the interviewees related to the undermining
impact on the NSS resulting from the programme of decentralisation of
government departments which had been announced in December 2003. The
following interview excerpt encapsulates the opinions of interviewees who spoke
on the issue: ‘Decentralisation ruined the credibility of the National Spatial
Strategy. There were nine designated gateway urban centres and nine designated
hub towns, yet the government made the decision to disperse their staff to over fifty
different locations across the country which completely contradicted the strategy.
It was an attempt to keep everybody happy which completely backfired’ (CGER2).
A final point, mentioned by five interviewees was that the NSS was an extremely
ambitious work; ‘The National Spatial Strategy was essentially an aspirational
piece of work given that the funds were not available to support its implementation

and probably won't be for a very long time to come’ (CGER3).

4.4.3. Assessment of the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for

Planning Authorities

In the final topic of discussion relating to national policy, interviewees were asked

to provide an assessment of the Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for

Planning Authorities (RHGs). The majority of interviewees agreed that the
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categorisation of rural areas according to population pressure and other relevant
factors represented a useful addition to the national framework guiding the
sustainable development of rural Ireland: ‘7The guidelines were necessary as rural
housing policy was, at the time of their introduction, being operated very rigidly,
to the detriment of people with genuine rural housing needs. Even though
dispersed housing may not be the most sustainable of housing options, it is a
prominent settlement form in rural Ireland. The guidelines allow for
differentiation between urban- and rural-generated-housing which means that the

housing needs of rural dwellers can be met’ (CGER1).

However, two interviewees cited serious problems with the implementation of the
RHGs ‘The guidelines marked a step backwards with regard to sustainable
development and spatial functioning in rural Ireland. Many local authorities have
used these guidelines to implement lax policies with regard to one-off housing
construction and are failing to apply the differentiations set out in the guidelines
relating to rural typologies and urban- and rural-generated housing need’

(CGOY).

Several interesting points, relating to the manner by which national policy is
formulated and implemented were raised in this section. While it was
acknowledged that advisory groups such as interest groups do have an important
role to play in national policy formulation, particular attention was placed, by the
two actor groups within this category, on actors/agents who performed an
operational role, with the importance of the level of expertise they brought to the
formulation process heavily emphasised. It is perceived that the roll-out of the
NSS has led to greater uniformity in rural spatial planning at local level. There is,
however, a belief that local authorities are acting in a relaxed manner with regard
to the way the prescription of the NSS are being implemented into local policy.
The central government decentralisation programme is also considered to have
been flawed, and to have undermined the implementation of the NSS, given the

large amount of urban centres to which civil servants were relocated.
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4.5. Assessment of Local Policy relating to Rural Settlement

Patterns — The Policy Formulation Process

This section documents the evaluation of the formulation of local policy relating to
rural settlement structure. Interviewees were also asked to provide views on the
extent to which the personal opinions of local councillors actually influence the
content of local rural housing strategy. Many of the issues cited by interviewees
when discussing this topic were also covered in relation to the activation of
national policy relating to rural settlement. The first of these, the manner by which
local authorities have translated national policy locally, was a dominant and

recurring theme.

Five of the seven interviewees stated that many local authorities had not paid due
attention to the prescriptions of the NSS or given adequate attention to the RHGs
in the development of the rural settlement strategy component of their CDPS.
However, it was acknowledged by one interviewee that the current CDPs of the
majority of local authorities were already in place at the time of the publication of
the RHGs but he also stated that in many instances county councils had not yet

drawn up a document to inform planning authorities of their role.

It was further suggested that the reasoning behind the apparent lack of attention
paid to national policy direction was related to the dual role of elected
representatives at local level, first as public advocates for their electorate but also
as policy decision-makers within their functional areas: ‘Councillors have the
unenviable task of trying to keep the public happy so to ensure their re-election
while also taking on the role of policy-makers whose directive is to promote
sustainable rural development. Given the public derision towards any curtailing of
one-off housing construction, this has to affect the detailing of rural settlement

strategies. Councillors want to be seen as a voice for the public’ (CGERI).

Conversely, two interviewees did not believe that councillors’ personal opinions or

their political situation were influential factors in the drawing up of local rural-
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settlement strategies; ‘Councillors have a job to do in incorporating national
policy for local use. Councillors are in the best position to do this as they are
aware of social and economic needs, which they strive to accommodate, while
ensuring the environmental security and stability of the county. Again, it's about
getting the balance right. Councillors are attempting to realise the common good
when formulating local policy and I don't think their personal opinions on one-off

housing are a factor’ (CGER3).

A second issue, raised by two interviewees, related to the huge social, economic
and environmental variations existing within a given county, which made it
‘extremely difficult to implement a policy framework as generalised as the
National Spatial Strategy’ (CGER4). One interviewee commented; ‘7The Rural
Housing Guidelines have helped in the understanding of the manner by which the
National Spatial Strategy is to be applied at local level. However, a level of
[flexibility is still necessary in policy at local level to take into account the various

landscape and social and economic situations which come into play’ (CGO03).

A final issue when discussing local policy formation relating to rural settlement,
also mentioned by two interviewees, was the difficulty encountered in ensuring
uniformity in rural settlement strategies across local authorities due the lack of a
strong regional tier of government. The main issues raised are summarised in the
following interview excerpt:

‘All of the work relating to rural settlement policies is expected to be translated
directly from national level to local level. Regional uniformity in rural settlement
strategies is, in theory, directed by the regional authorities, but, in reality, they are
little more than an idea on a policy document when it comes to rural settlement
direction. They are comprised of county council members from within the region
and are financed by their constituent local authorities, so that says it all really.
The system is unworkable given that the regional-authority members will prioritise
the needs of their own county above all else and also the funding is not available,
from the local authorities, to help make these regional authorities a viable tier of

government’ (CGER2).
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The dominant grievance in this section relates to the translation of national policy
for local implementation, both the policy prescriptions and the perceived disregard
for the growth of designated centres. The issue of a disproportionately high
number of NSS growth centres was considered to be a situation which occurred

due to the succumbing, by central government, to pressure from outside interests.

4.6. Assessment of the Application of Rural Settlement Policy at

Local Level

Regarding the local need clause, each of the seven interviewees felt that it was a
useful addition to local planning policy to prevent a proliferation of one-off
housing construction, as one interviewee commented: ‘When used in conjunction
with the rural-area typologies, it ensures that only rural applicants with genuine
housing need are eligible to apply to build in pressure areas, defined in the NSS as
areas under strong urban influence and stronger rural areas. This clause is a
necessity in local planning policy to ensure compliance with national policy’

(CGO1).

However, three interviewees expressed reservations with the manner by which the
local need clause was being applied in certain local authorities. The main concerns
of these interviewees is aptly summarised in the following interview extract: ‘/ am
aware of a number of local authorities who have not yet mapped their functional
areas with respect to the rural area typologies defined in the National Spatial
Strategy and the Rural Housing Guidelines and yet, they are applying the local
need clause to planning applications for single rural dwellings. This is very unfair
on applicants. It suggests that these local authorities are picking and choosing
components of national policy for inclusion in their rural settlement as they see fit.
This has a serious knock-on effect for the vision of national spatial functioning, as

defined in the National Spatial Strategy’ (CGER4).
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Another issue, mentioned by two interviewees, also related to the association
between the rural-area typologies and the local need clause. These interviewees
were concerned that local-authority planning officers were ‘paying little heed’ to
the rural-area classifications and refusing applications for one-off housing, on the
basis that applicants did not meet eligibility requirements in areas where the local
need clause should not apply: ‘We have local authorities where the local need
clause is being applied far too severely. This does not meet the criteria for
sustainable development either as environmental protection appears to have
precedence over social cohesion and economic growth, to the detriment of rural
communities. If this is to continue, there will be negative implications for the
provision of services and facilities, for example, the closure of schools due to

falling numbers’ (CGER1).

A second issue related to the occupancy clause. Again, each of the seven
interviewees felt that the occupancy clause was a useful addition to national policy
and of benefit in the promotion of the sustainable development of rural areas: * This
clause ensures that the applicant is committed to making the property their home
and that they will be in a position to contribute to their local rural area, both in an
economic and a social capacity’ (CGO2). However, several interviewees
questioned the level of adherence to this clause: ‘7 am aware of numerous
incidences where this clause has been broken through selling on the property or
the transference of deeds and so on, but very little can be done because there just
isn’t the manpower in the council’ (CGER3). Another interviewee suggested that
approved applications for single dwellings should be recorded each year using
commencement notices showing that construction has occurred. He continued by
noting that a follow-up should be conducted a number of years later and ‘if the
original applicant is found not to be living at the premises, a heavy fiscal penalty

should be imposed’ (CGO1).

A third issue concerned the suggestion that government policy promoting village-
type settlements had encouraged the development of large housing estates at the

edge of towns and villages and that these were causing environmental problems

95



due to inadequate infrastructure. Each of the seven interviewees agreed that they
were aware of such situations and that they had become a significant problem in
many local authorities. However, the promotion of village-type settlements in
national policy was not considered to have resulted in the environmental problems
caused by inadequate infrastructure servicing new housing developments. Indeed,
many of these developments were considered to be symbolic of a lack of regard,
on the part of local authorities, for the prescriptions of the NSS: *Local authorities
have, in the past number of years, rezoned vast amounts of land, as residential use,
in the immediate areas surrounding towns and villages. This has been happening
at a rate far over and beyond what is required to meet housing needs and has been
done at the behest of land owners and development interests. Then a developer
comes in and gets planning permission for a housing estate, connects it up to the
local authority mains, and low and behold, this is where all the problems start but

by this stage the developer is long gone and a lot richer’ (CGO1).

Interviewees suggested that the ‘onus of blame for this situation must be placed
solely at the feet of local authorities’ (CGO2) which should not grant planning
permission for housing estates if there was inadequate infrastructure to facilitate
them and a lack of financing to upgrade the existing infrastructure: ‘7The local
authorities are to blame. They cite lack of funds as the reason why facilities have
not been upgraded to cater for new developments but what are they doing with the
development contributions? I realise that they don’t have to show a connection
between the development contribution paid and the work done to facilitate the
development but, in instances where there are serious infrastructural weaknesses.
At least a proportion of the contribution should be allocated towards rectifying the

problem’ (CGO3).

A final issue which was raised relating to the problems associated with new
housing estates at the edge of towns and villages concerned the lack of occupancy
of such estates. One interviewee commented: ‘So much land has been zoned and
so many estates built, yet the demand is just not there to fill them. Many have been

left lying vacant for long periods. This situation has led to the introduction of rent-
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to-buy schemes and other incentives by developers in an attempt to entice

prospective buyers’ (CGER2).

To summarise this section, the local need clause is considered to be a useful
addition to rural housing policy to prevent the proliferation of one-off housing.
However, there are some reservations with regard to manner by which the clause is
being applied by certain local authorities. The inclusion occupancy clause is also
perceived as a positive policy tool which can help promote sustainable rural
residential development. Yet, questions have been raised regarding local
adherence to this clause. A prominent issue raised at this juncture was the
observation, by this category of interviewee, that central government policy
promoting concentrated settlement has led to a situation whereby inadequately
infrastructure housing are becoming common place in areas adjacent to rural

towns and villages, some of which now resemble ghost towns.

4.7. Assessment of the Performance of L.ocal Authority Planning

Officers

This section of the interview documents opinions with regard to the assessment of
the functions carried out by planning officers in their role as activators of rural

housing policy.

The general consensus was that planning officers were carrying out their role
adequately under what are often trying circumstances. The primary focus which
emerged during this line of questioning was the difficulties faced by planning
officers in performing their duties. The first of these pertained to their role as
policy activators. It was suggested by two interviewees that planning officers were
often forced to work within the confines of local rural settlement policy which
falls below their own expectations of what constitutes sustainable rural
development. One interviewee stated that this was due to a total disregard on the

part of councillors for the policy recommendations put forward by planning
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officers with respect to rural settlement: ‘It must be extremely frustrating for
planning officers to have their recommendations ignored by councillors who are
not experts in planning matters and who are often politically driven. Planners are
then forced into a situation where they have to make planning decisions based on

flawed or inadequate policy’ (CGO1).

Another point mentioned by three interviewees was the situation whereby
councillors are entitled to make representations or enquiries, to the planning
officer, on behalf of planning applicants seeking to build a one-off house: ‘This
situation is ridiculous. You have the people who are making the policy directing
planning as to how or when it should be applied but planners are obliged to meet
with them. This takes up a lot of time as well putting planners under stress to get
decisions out on time. I've heard planners describe this situation as pure and utter
harassment and I'm sure some have granted applications that they’re uneasy

about just to get councillors off their backs’ (CG02).

Three interviewees, all central government elected representatives, were critical of
the manner in which planning officers assessed planning applications for single
dwellings. It was suggested that, given their background and education, ‘planners
are naturally inclined to come down hard on planning applications for one-off
housing’ (CGER1). As one interviewee commented: ‘Planners are trained to see
things in black and white, a development is either sustainable or unsustainable.
However, local policy is designed to have an element of flexibility because of the
variety of situations that present themselves at local level. Planners don't like this
[flexibility and tend to be quite strict when making decisions regarding one-off
housing’” (CGER1). Another interviewee was even more strongly critical: *Given
the level of flexibility within local policy, some planners apply it in a strict and
rigid manner when making planning decisions, which is not how it was intended.
Even with the introduction of the Rural Housing Guidelines, which were intended
to ease restrictions on one-off housing, the situation has not changed. Planners
are able to use these guidelines to restrict one-off housing construction within

their authorities, even in areas where it is not warranted. They need to implement
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more flexibility into their planning decisions. This is not to say that they're not
performing well because, for the most part they are. They just need to be more
realistic and in tune with local need rather than hiding behind their professional

qualifications when making planning decisions’ (CGER4).

In summary, both actor groups within this category believe planning officers are
performing adequately giving the often frustrating circumstances which they
encounter. Interestingly, the suggestion that planning officers, given their
background, will be naturally inclined to take a negative view of single rural
dwellings, and perhaps act in accordance with this attitude was put forward solely
by central government elected representatives. This may be connected to the fact
that, like planning officials, central government officials are employed for their
professional expertise and do not see themselves, or others in similar occupations,

as being swayed in the carrying out of their duties by personal outlooks.

4.8. The Role of An Bord Pleanala

Interviewees were asked whether they believed An Bord Pleandla to be a
necessary component of the planning system. All agreed that An Bord Pleandla
was a necessary body: ‘It is essential to have an independent body to which an
individual or group can appeal a planning decision which they feel is incorrect’
(CGO02). One interviewee commented that the composition of the Board ensured
that decisions were made in the best interest of the public: “4n Bord Pleandla is
comprised of Board members who are representative of all sectors of society. The
majority of these members are nominated by organisations representing
professional, environmental, local government, rural and local development and

general interests’ (CGO1).

Four interviewees suggested that the main advantage of An Bord Pleandla was that
it was removed from local-authority level, thus ensuring its independence: ‘4 lot of

factors can come into play at local level which can have an effect on decisions
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made on planning applications, for example, a changeover of planning staff
involved with a particular application during the decision-making process. An
Bord Pleandla is removed from the local situation. Therefore, their decision is
guaranteed to be unbiased and solely based on the suitability of the proposed
development and its compliance with local policy and guidelines’ (CGER3). It was
also noted that An Bord Pleandla allows for third parties to appeal granted
planning applications: ‘It is a democratic right that a third-party should be able to
appeal, whether this be an individual who, for whatever reason, feels that a local
decision is incorrect, or the environmental watchdogs who monitor planning
decisions at local authority level to ensure that they are in keeping with local and

national policy’ (CGO1).

Conversely, two interviewees stated that the fact that An Bord Pleandla is
removed from the local area may not be beneficial to the applicant appealing the
decision. They questioned the knowledge which an inspector representing An
Bord Pleandla has of the location for which development is proposed: ‘A4 planning
inspector visiting an area to assess a planning appeal may be doing so for the first
time and have little or no knowledge of the social economic background of the
area in question’ (CGER4). In addition, it was suggested that the inspector may
interpret local policy in a manner different to what was intended: ‘They were not
there when the County Development Plan was drawn up. They do not have the
same detailed knowledge of an area as local councillors or planners so I don't feel

that they are as qualified to make decisions’ (CGER4).

4.9. Conclusion

Central government officials play a key role in driving national policy relating to
the sustainable development of rural settlement patterns and TDs, given their
position, as central government representatives of local constituencies, are best
placed to have informed opinions of the processes involved in national policy

formations and the impact of their translation to national policy.
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While accepting there was a need in some situations, this category of interviewee
described one-off housing as the least sustainable of all housing, the unmanaged
construction of which went against the prescriptions of national policy.
Interviewees noted the adverse economic costs of dispersed settlement patterns
including the cost of service provision and the fact that the continued proliferation
of this form of settlement would affect the cohesion of small towns leading to a
further loss of services. Given the geographical spread of dispersed settlement, it
was described as the most likely to have far-reaching and disastrous environmental
consequences, in terms of the effect on landscape character and also widespread
pollution, for example, groundwater contamination. Social isolation was also

mentioned as one of the adverse affects of dispersed settlement patterns.

However, it was also noted that the sustainability of one-off housing was
dependent on the proposed location of construction given the huge variations at
local level. It was these huge variations, in terms of population and housing
pressures and also landscape sensitivity, which were cited as being one of the main
difficulties associated with translating national policy for local use. In this sense,
interviewees commented that it is imperative that local authorities pay serious
attention to rural area typologies when developing CDPs as, in some situations,

one-off housing may help to revitalise an area suffering from population decline.

Although, as interviewees noted, there is no statutory definition of sustainable
development, the NSS was prepared in the context of ensuring a balanced
approach to achieving the highest level of economic and social prosperity which
can be contained within the capacity of environmental systems and ensure its
protection. Under this framework, interviewees contend that urban centres have to

be the focus of national policy.

This group of DOEHLG officials and TDs stated that interest groups have played a
role at national level in guiding the content of the NSS and that their input was
necessary to prepare policy that is best suited to the needs of society. It was

suggested that the best channels for communication was through the formal system
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for participation. This perspective is in keeping with the managerialist body of
thought given the perceived importance, placed by this category, on the
established formal structures for communication and on the management of public
participation, while also highlighting the relationships between groups with

‘qualitatively’ different power.

Despite being deemed necessary to clarify the need for differentiating between
rural areas experiencing different population pressures and also between rural- and
urban-generated housing need, the publication of the RHGs following an intense
public campaign against the prescription of the NSS relating to one-off housing
were not, according to interviewees, solely concerned with ensuring the
sustainable development of rural areas, but were also a timely attempt by the
government to gain favour with the rural public in the run up to the local elections.
The recognition of the influence exerted by outside agents was voiced by TDs,
who are elected to position, and not by government officials. This finding adheres
to pluralist theory whereby the State and its functionings are operated by

politicians who are focused on building an electoral majority.

It was suggested that interest groups are in an excellent position to exert a high
level of pressure and forward their agenda at local level due to the dual position of
local councillors as public representatives and policy makers. The assertion that
interest groups have the ability to influence rural housing policy at local level is
again grounded in pluralism as emphasised by the perceived responsiveness of

councillors to interest group demands.

According to interviewees, the success of the NSS is being compromised by the
selective manner by which the prescriptions of the rural settlement strategy
components of the NSS are being translated for local implementation in a
significant number of authorities. It was contended that the introduction of the
RHGs has exacerbated this problem as they promote a more lax regime than the
one that was previously in place. These findings suggest the dominance if pluralist

operations within these local authorities; the local State being a weak unit
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controlled by external factors. However, it was also suggested that certain local
authorities are operating too rigid a system with regard to one-off housing as the
‘local need’ clause is being applied in instances where the rural area typologies, as
set out in the NSS and RHGs, have not, as yet, been implemented. In this instance
and in keeping with the managerialist understanding of State, it appears the local
decision makers are adopting their own agenda as managers of planning policy

formulation and implementation.

Interviewees commented that planning officers at local level are operating under
difficult circumstances, within the confines of local policy that falls below their
own abilities and expectations. In addition, they were described as being
overworked with regard to the volume of applications they receive and must
constantly hear representations from councillors on behalf of applicants which
results in further time pressures. The fact that councillors, as local policy makers
are able to make these representations on applications which may contravene local
policy was considered unjust. This perspective suggests an allegiance to the
managerialist approach to rural settlement planning given the appreciation for

professionalism in decision making and disapproval for interference in this regard.

Chapter four has examined the processes involved in central and local government
policy formation and application, relating to sustainable rural settlement patterns,
from a central government perspective. Chapter five examines these issues from
the perspective of county councillors who are responsible for translating national

policy for use at local level.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
THE PERSPECTIVE OF LOCAL ELECTED
REPRESENTATIVES

5.0. Preamble

Given their role as local policy-makers, but also as elected representatives

answerable to their electorate, local councillors from each of the four case-study

areas were interviewed during the course of the primary research component of

this project. As previously discussed, the questions they were asked centred on the

following themes:

- The personal position of councillors regarding one-off housing

- The role of interest groups at local level

- The significance of the rural-housing issue during local election campaigns

- Position and understanding of sustainable development

- Assessment of national policy relating to rural settlement

- The position of the sustainable development concept in planning policy

- Assessment of local policy relating to rural settlement — the policy formulation
process

- Assessment of the application of rural settlement policy at local level

- Implementing local policy — the role of planners

In order for this chapter to facilitate an examination of the differences (with regard
to the experiences and perspectives of local councillors) within and between local
authorities who are considered to have strict and lenient planning regimes,
interviewees from counties Clare and Galway are grouped together where

possible, as are interviewees from Cavan and Roscommon.

Through analysis of responses provided by this category of interviewee, this

chapter provides an interpretation of both the general mindset and operational
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agenda of local authority elected representatives with reference to the
managerialist and pluralist approaches to rural settlement planning. The dual role
of councillors as both elected representatives and policy decision-makers raises the
issue of whether councillors consider themselves to be advocates for their

electorate or managers of the common good, or indeed both.

5.1. One-Off Housing and Rural Settlement Patterns — Categorising

Councillors’ Perspectives

The first theme which was addressed was the personal opinion of each councillor
regarding one-off housing and their individual perspectives on rural settlement
patterns more generally. The responses illustrated a wide range of opinions and
perspectives. These responses illustrated the complexity of the subject. Given the
range and scope of answers, it was not possible to categorise interviewees as
simply being in favour of, or against, one-off housing developments. Instead, the

respondents have been categorised into three broad groups.

Category A represents those who were strongly in favour of one-off rural housing
development; “Any type of housing development in rural areas, whether it be
permanent or a holiday home, will contribute to stimulating the economy and
vitality of an area... even if it’s only during the holidays, it’s better than nothing”
(CC)''. Category B comprises councillors who are generally in favour of one-off
rural housing but with conditions, for example, they do not agree with one-off
holiday home developments, applicants must prove they intend to contribute to the
social fabric of the area; “All other factors aside, at the end of the day anyone who
applies for planning permission should have the same chances of being approved
as the next person, whether they were born and bred in the locality or not” (CR2).
Category C represents interviewees who have stated that they are strongly against

one-off rural housing development, except for locals, and returning ex-patriots

" For coding of interview transcripts, see Chapter 3. Section 3.3.3 (i): Selection of Interviewees —
Local Authority elected representatives
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from the area; "/ would agree with the principle that someone who is living and
working on the land, i.e. a farmer, should be able to build a one-off house. Now,

my personal view is it should be very restricted” (CC7).

Table 5.1. Councillor Categorisation by Individual Position on Rural One-Off

Housing
Local Authority | Category
A. In Favour | B. In Favour w. | C. Against
Conditions

Clare 2 3 2
Galway 2 3 1
Roscommon 2 2 0
Cavan 0 3 1
Total 6 11 -

These categories provide an overview of opinions. It must be stressed that the
three categories discussed above are categories designed to provide a general
overview of opinion. The councillors were categorised based on a general
overview of their opinions. On occasion, conflicting statements regarding a
councillor’s personal position on one-off housing were put forward. In these
instances, the researcher made an informed decision as to which category best

suited based on the overall impression garnered from responses.

Some observations have been considered relating to the categorisation of
councillors according to their position on rural one-off housing. Two councillors
representing the local authorities of both Co. Clare and Co. Galway respectively
asserted their personal position as being favourable towards one-off housing
development, thus falling into Category A. This was also the case for one
councillor in Co. Roscommon. However, none of the councillors interviewed in
Co. Cavan were in this category. It is suspected that these findings may be related
to the strictness/leniency of the CDPs for each respective case-study county

council. In addition, the planning practices of their respective planning authorities,
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illustrated by refusal rates for one-off housing, may also be a factor in these

findings.

5.2. The Personal Position of Councillors Regarding One-Off

Housing

This section of interviewing called for councillors to share their perspectives on
one-off housing within the context of a broader consideration of the sustainability

of this rural settlement pattern.

5.2.1. Perspectives of Councillors in Favour of One-Off Housing — Co. Clare
and Co. Galway

The majority of arguments put forward by the ten councillors from Co. Clare and
Co. Galway favouring one-off housing, related to societal and economic concern
for the future of rural areas. The most common, mentioned by the majority of
interviewees, pertained to the tradition of dispersed settlement in rural Ireland; “/t
has been the way for thousands of years, to attempt to change it is like squaring a

circle, it won’t work” (CG?2).

Another common argument was that the continued construction of one-oft housing
assisted the maintenance of rural communities. “Rural society should not be
penalised because we do not conform to the urban organisational structure”
(CC3). The outflow of young people from rural areas was also a recurring topic;
“many youngsters go off to college, then get jobs and settle in urban
areas...there’s a gap left behind which needs to be filled” (CGS5). However, the
main bone of contention, was that current restrictions relating to the eligibility
requirements of one-off housing applicants has resulted in ‘starving rural
communities of fresh blood’ (CGl). “I think it’s unfair and unjust to classify
people into pre-defined boxes. Each application should be considered on its
merits” (CC3). Concerns were also raised relating to the closure of schools, sports

clubs and other amenities in rural parishes due to falling numbers; “Communities
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are the backbone of rural Ireland. They are what make the parishes, the GAA
teams, the Ceoilteoirs” (CGS) ‘The countryside needs to be allowed to develop’
(CCS).

There was acknowledgment that an intervention to curb one-off housing
development was necessary given the so-called ‘bungalow blitz’ of the 1990s and
early 2000s; “The problem is the huge increase in applications. In the past, you
would only have had one or two from outside applying for planning permission in
a rural area in any given year” (CG4). However, others felt that the ‘bungalow
blitz* was as a result of bad planning practice at the time: “The problem was that
people were being given permission willy-nilly to build in areas which weren't
suitable, you know the shores of a lake or the like, or given the go-ahead to build
ridiculous monstrosities. This situation wasn’t caused solely by outsiders but now,
because of this, everyone's chances of being successful [in their planning
application] are affected. It’s like a lottery now” (CC2). While such a crackdown
was considered understandable, the prevailing attitude was that “we don 't need to
continue with this level of rigidness..we need to let people back into the

countryside” (CG2).

With regard to urban-generated housing in rural areas, it was felt that, subject to
good planning practice, people should be “given the opportunity to decide what
lifestyle they wish to build for themselves whether that be rural or urban” (CGl).
The general consensus was that even if such people work in urban areas, they are
still involved in the rural community if their children attend school there, are part
of sports clubs and so on. This situation is often the case with people born and
raised in rural communities. In today’s society, within a decline in the agricultural
sector, the focus for employment will be primarily on urban centres “whether it be
people living and working in town and wishing to build in the countryside or

locals looking to build but working in town” (CG3).

Turning to the issue of urban sprawl, the majority of councillors in favour of one-

off housing were of the opinion that the character of villages and towns should be
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preserved. Therefore, there should be a zone of no one-off housing development
surrounding these centres; “People can’t have it both ways, you either live in a
town or in the countryside. It [urban sprawl] affects the quaintness of Irish villages
which is important for tourism” (CG4). Despite these assertions, it was universally
acknowledged that the individual’s land rights should not be affected; “If a local
person has a family site, they should be allowed to build on it, even if it is in an

exclusion zone so to speak” (CC4).

Turning briefly to the primary economic factors which have influenced this group
of councillors’ opinions in favour of one-off housing, there are two strands which
were explored throughout the course of interviewing, perhaps best described as
micro-economics, at the level of the individual, and macro-economics affecting the

broader society.

At the individual level councillors have argued that if a person owns or has access
to a family site, it is a lot cheaper to build than to buy a pre-built house. “/ have
enormous sympathy for young couples who have a site but can’t get permission fo
build. What are they supposed to do, fork out another hundred grand to buy a
ready-made model?” (CC4). At societal level, it was argued that a vibrant rural
community is necessary to support the rural economy and its main contributors,
for example, tourism. One councillor went so far as to suggest that rural dwellings
and dwellers were vital to tourism;

“Strong rural communities are essential for rural tourism so that they can provide
the kind of experience that the tourist is looking for...at the end of the day that’s
what visitors to rural Ireland will talk about, the welcome they received from the
local community. The rural dweller plays a huge part in the tourist’s’ vision of
rural Ireland, rural dwellings are part of the scenery and the landscape that

environmentalists go on so much about protecting...it’s ironic really” (CC2).
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5.2.2. Perspectives of Councillors in Favour of One-Off Housing — Co. Cavan
and Co. Roscommon

The range of arguments put forward in favour of one-off housing construction by
councillors representing this stance in Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, of which
there were seven, concentrated on the social element of sustainable development.
It was frequently suggested that one-off housing construction assisted the
maintenance of viable rural communities, many of which were suffering from
depopulation, as a result of greying populations and migration; “Many rural
communities are in dire need of new blood so people wishing to settle here should
be allowed to do so and not be subjected to planning prejudice” (CCal).
Councillors also commented on the tradition of dispersed settlement in Ireland,
and the necessity to ensure such a tradition continues; “Given where we started, |
don’t think it would be possible to make the transition to an urban-based country,
even if we wanted to, despite the Government’s best efforts... It wouldn't be good

for the country” (CR2).

Despite the fact that, in theory, the authorities’ of Co. Roscommon and Co. Cavan
have lenient policies with regard to who can apply for permission to build a single
dwelling when compared to the planning authorities of Co. Clare and Co. Galway,
there was a definite feeling of consternation displayed with regard to planning
practices and the manner by which decisions were reached where single dwelling
applications were concerned; “There may not be a ‘locals only’ policy in the
[County] Development Plan in Co. Cavan, but there appears to be in practice,
well non-locals have a far higher rate of refusal” (CCa2) Another councillor
commented that; “they have what can only be described as a refusal box, and if
there’s even only a small problem with the application, they’ll reach in and whip

out several reasons for refusing it” (CCal).

Problems associated with one-off housing, for example, urban-generated
development, ribbon development and urban sprawl were mentioned as issues of
which planners were wary when considering applications. With regard to urban-

generated development, two councillors raised the point that “a large amount of
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people born, bred and living in rural areas are working in towns and villages. It’s
the ways things have gone so people who will contribute to an area, even if they
don’t work in the immediate vicinity, should be allowed to live there” (CR3). With
regard to urban sprawl, each of the four councillors representing Co. Cavan and
one of the interviewees from Co. Roscommon felt it was important to preserve the
character of towns and villages; “It’s important to be able to distinguish where the
town ends and the country[side] begins” (CCa2). There was agreement amongst
these five councillors that a zone of no one-off housing development surrounding
urban centres would ensure the continued separation between urban and rural.
However, each of the four councillors from Co. Roscommon stated that the right
of an individual to build on family land should not be affected by such a

development exclusion zone.

In contrast to the opinions relating to urban sprawl and the preservation of
town/village character documented above, three of the four councillors from Co.
Roscommon were of the opinion that as long as housing was in keeping with the
surrounding environment, and conformed with good planning practice with regard
to housing design, road safety, etc., the construction ot single dwellings should not
be constrained; “Locals living in the areas surrounding towns and villages
shouldn’t be restricted from building or selling their land to those looking to
build” (CR1). Another commented; “There isn't a problem there so long as the
house sits neatly into the landscape and isn't, you know, drawing attention to itself

with design faux pas, castle gates or features like that” (CR4).

With regard to the economic considerations which influenced councillors’
opinions in favour of one-off housing construction, the sole consideration,
mentioned at this juncture, related to the necessity of ensuring a strong rural

community to support the rural economy, particularly the tourist industry.
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5.2.3. Perspectives of Councillors Against One-Off Housing
Given that just four councillors out of the 21 interviewees were against one-off
housing construction, the findings from all four case-study authorities will be

documented together here.

Of the four councillors who expressed opinions against one-off housing
construction, two represented Co. Clare and one each represented Co. Galway and
Co. Cavan. None of the councillors interviewed from Co. Roscommon identified
themselves as being against one-off housing construction. It is important to
reiterate that by categorising these councillors as being against the construction of
single dwellings, it is intended to convey that they are against instances of single
dwelling construction, except in cases where the applicant lives in the area or

returning emigrants.

Given the fact that councillors are elected representatives, expressing opinions on
one-off housing which are contrary to the general consensus was considered by
several councillors to be politically unwise. One councillor, against one-off
housing commented; “My political view, and what I would say on radio is that
everyone should be able to build one-off houses, simply because that's what
people want to hear” (CG6). Indeed, a second councillor stated; “People are
afraid to express negative opinions on one-off housing or address the issues, even
with you [the interviewer]...even if they have a strongly held personal opinion,

vou'll find you get refused for interview or you'll get regurgitated tripe” (CCT7).

Interestingly, environmental degradation was not the primary concern of
councillors who were against one-off housing construction. In fact, of the four
councillors interviewed, not one mentioned concern for the environment, until the
subject was specifically broached later in the interview. Instead, the most common
opposing arguments to single dwelling construction were linked to the negative
consequences facing rural economies if such a settlement type were allowed to
continue unchecked. Councillors also mentioned the situation facing many local

rural people who are unable to obtain planning permission for a one-off house due
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to housing pressures caused by the proliferation of one-off rural housing at the turn

of the 21* century, particularly holiday homes and urban-generated housing.

The issue of maintaining rural communities was mentioned frequently as an
argument which the pro-single dwelling lobby put forward in support of one-off
housing construction. Yet, the consensus amongst those against the construction of
single dwellings was that allowing one-off housing construction to occur without
constraint was not the way forward; “We have a situation in certain areas of Clare
where the population of the Census has actually declined and at the same time
over half of the houses in the parish are empty because they are holiday homes”
(CC6). Another councillor from Co. Cavan commented; “People go on about
maintaining communities, but we already have a greying population and if we
continue to allow anyone who has a couple of acres to build a single dwelling,
what happens when they become elderly, how are we going to service them, where
will we get the money from? It’s becoming an issue, not so much yet but it’s going
to be a lot more exacerbated as time goes on” (CCa4). One councillor disregarded
the argument that one-off housing was a traditional rural settlement pattern in

Ireland. “The tradition was the farming community lived on the land, or a teacher

beside the school, not a person working in a bank in town, living out here, that’s

hardly traditional, is it?” (CG6).

[t was suggested that so-called ‘bungalow blitz” of the late 1990s and early 2000s
have left the countryside in an “awful state of disrepair” (CC6) and that “building
on top of what is essentially a bad problem” (CG6) is not best practice in terms of
future settlement patterns. While councillors did respect the right of local people to
build a single dwelling on family land, it was stated that, even in these instances, it
was important to ensure that the construction of such dwellings were in the best
interests of the surrounding area; “I have to say I'm torn just a bit in terms of the
arguments for one-off housing considering what we 're leading ourselves into in
the future...I mean you've got to respect the right of an individual, if they 've been

born and raised in an area, who 've farmed in an area or worked in an area, to be
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able to build an affordable house. Sure there is a right there, but it’s a right that

needs to be developed with caution” (CC7).

Interviewees expressed concern with regard to the cost of dispersed settlement
patterns on the rural economy, with regard to providing infrastructure; “It’s
impossible to support one-off housing in all circumstances and expect that the
state will provide the proper infrastructure to support them...it is not a cost-
effective type of settlement’ (CC6). There was also a suggestion that one-off
housing construction was detrimental to the rural tourism industry, a major
contributor to the rural economy; ‘At the end of the day, in terms of generating
capital from tourism, the idea of a green, scenic landscape is one of the most
valuable commodities rural areas possess. It doesn’t make sense that we
compromise this staple of rural economies by granting planning permission for

one-off housing, which is often unnecessary” (CGO).

The issue of holiday homes and the construction of large mansion-style single
dwellings was a major bone of contention with the councillors interviewed; “7he
volume of development, particularly second or holiday home development have
thwarted the any favourable argument in terms of one-off housing” (CCa4).
Another councillor commented; “The numerous, very poor, ‘designer houses’
which sprung up in the late 90’s and into the early 2000s have given the whole
concept of one-off housing a bad name” (CC6). Related to this point, and an issue
which three of the four councillors mentioned, was the situation in which many
young local people, looking to build on family land, have found themselves in
recent years; “What has happened is a local person who has met all the criteria
can't get planning permission now to build in the area. Why? Issues of population
because of all the permissions which were given out in the late 90s, a lot of them
are now empty most of the time, except the summer months. And if they [local
people] want to buy, they can’t afford to because the area is popular and has

scenic value and the price range has gone through the roof” (CC7).
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The consensus was that continued, unnecessary, one-off housing construction is a
national problem and that not enough is being done at national level to curb one-
off housing construction across local authorities. The main reason given for this
occurrence was that politicians were unwillingly to come out against popular
public opinion on the issue. As one councillor commented; “If I were the Minister
for the Environment, and not seeking re-election, I would be ensuring that future
legislation focused on developing the villages and the towns, as opposed to

spreading it everywhere else” (CC60).

Just 4 out of 13 councillors representing strict regimes and 1 of the 7 representing
lenient regimes classed themselves as being opposed to one-off housing
construction. This translates as one councillor representing strict administrations
against single rural dwelling construction for every 4.34 in favour and one against
for every 7 in favour in lenient administration. These figures may be indicative of
the reasoning for the differences in the manner by which these contrasting regimes
are operated as councils with significant numbers of councillors whose personal
stance suggests they are in favour of one-off housing may be less likely to pass

policy which they consider to be overly restrictive.

5.3. The Role of Interest Groups at L.ocal Level

The debate surrounding one-off housing and its viability displays two clear
factions, those in favour of single dwelling construction and those against.
Councillors were asked to express their opinions on both the significance and role
of interest groups at local level; how they would delineate the purpose of such
groups and measure the success of these groups in achieving their aims. A number
of reoccurring themes emerged from these discussions which will be considered in
the following paragraphs:
— The manner by which lobbying took place

— The factors which determined the degree of responsiveness of councillors
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— The over-riding factors which determined the level of success achieved by

groups in meeting their aims.

In general, there was a high level of uniformity in the views and opinions
expressed by councillors across the four case-study authorities. Therefore, the
findings from each of the four case-study areas are documented together. Any

salient variations are noted.

Turning first to the councillors’ general impressions of lobby groups, they were
recognised to have a presence at local level, “there is a balance of opinions for
and against one-off housing out there, and yes, these views are brought to our
attention by interest groups” (CCS5). It was asserted that such groups had a role to
play at local level with regard to passing on knowledge; “Interest groups have a
role in educating people, councillors included, in that if there are any concerns, at
least they 're brought to your attention and then you can decide what you're going
to do then...whether you listen and then act on their behalf, if you share their point
of view. If you have an opposing point of view, at least you can take their opinions

in board” (CC7).

Another councillor commented; “In fairness to a lot of the groups, they are
working on a day-to-day basis, trying to improve their community or the
environment...that'’s where you'll get a lot of information from so it’s good to have

groups like that, otherwise you mightn’t get the on-the-ground info” (CG4).

Interest groups were considered a necessary presence, in that they allowed
councillors to experience a well-rounded view of public opinion on the rural
housing situation; “As an individual, you can have a certain train of thought...you
can be pulled back very quickly by a group then asking you to hold on a minute
now, maybe there’s another side to this story...and that’s where groups come in

handy, you know they can focus your mind a little bit that way” (CCa3).
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The motives of the interest groups encountered were called into question by some.
Councillors were quick to distinguish between those who had genuine interests
and those who had a set agenda, “You'll have a group of people that will take up a
position and they won't move from it, but the common sense lobbyist groups,
they 're the ones we listen to mostly” (CG3). Another councillor from Co. Galway
commented; “If you spend ten minutes talking to them [Interest groups], you'll
know very quickly what their agenda is, and people do have an agenda. You'll
know very soon who the, I suppose, the extremists are, and those groups who take

the balanced approach” (CC6).

While councillors, in general, did relay opinions which appeared to favour the
lobby in favour of one-off housing, there was a consensus that the common-sense
approach must be taken when considering the views of lobbyists; “It’s a matter of
trying to see what works best for the county, not what one individual or group

wants, but what'’s best for the county and its development” (CR4).

5.3.1. Interest Groups in Favour of One-Off Housing Construction

There was a mixed response when discussing pro- one-off housing groups. Some
councillors, most notably in Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon expressed the opinion
that these groups “do good work, but they don’t tend to make much of a difference
around here” (CCal). This was attributed to their lack of organisational structure
and their small size. However, it was frequently stated that their attributes could be
beneficial, “the thing with many of these local groups is they are often the most
knowledgeable, they are people from the area and know what’s on the ground”
(CR4). Another councillor commented that “Local groups are the best source of
information and these are the people who have to live with the decisions we make,
it affects them directly, so their point of view...and the information they provide
had to be considered” (CGl).

A reoccurring topic of concern, prevalent across all local authorities was the
‘frequent’ establishment of local groups for the purpose of objecting to housing

developments, “You have individuals or groups, trading under the banner, pro-
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one-off housing, yet their sole purpose is to object to housing developments in the
area, saying it prevents locals from getting permission to build their own houses.
This isn't the case and these are not the best groups to be listening to but you 've

got to give everyone the time of day” (CC1).

There was also an element of distrust among local people, revealed in councillors’
responses, which it was felt related to the strictness of planning regimes with
regard to one-off housing development. One councillor from Co. Cavan
commented; “You'll find people are disgruntled when land nearby is given
planning permission as they think it’ll harm their chances with over-population
and the like’ (CCa3). Another, from Co. Clare noted; ‘At times you'll have people
set themselves up as a development association or a residents association just to
object to whatever their neighbour is doing, but you'll quickly identify these”
(CC1).

From the interviews, it became apparent that the pro- one-off housing lobby
comprised mainly local groups, for example, residents’ associations and local
community groups. Their manner of lobbying, according to councillors, was to
approach them directly, expressing their views, in the hope that they would
represent their opinions at CDP negotiations. These groups were also found to
make frequent representations to councillors on behalf of individuals who were
experiencing difficulty securing planning permission for a single dwelling. There
was a high degree of empathy expressed by councillors for local pro- one-off
housing groups. “I do, I suppose have a sympathy for these groups. They are
normal people trying to do what’s best for their community” (CG6). The high
level of empathy expressed is perhaps connected to the personal opinions of
councillors regarding one-off housing construction, given that the vast majority of
councillors interviewed held similar views. Therefore, not surprisingly, many
councillors considered themselves advocates for these groups;

“When you have a scenario like this, obviously, the more vocal group is going to
be more successful. It’s our job to represent the underdog, who may not have the

resources or the backing of a large organisation” (CR1).
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The presence of larger groups with interests favouring one-off housing was noted,
particularly in Co. Clare. However, they were less frequently noted as having a
presence at local level. The role of Irish Farmers’ Organisation (IFA), for example,
was mentioned by councillors in each of the four authorities. It was suggested that,
given its broad remit, its primary focus was generally not the issue of rural housing
but local representatives did tend to make submissions during the negotiation
stages of the CDPs ‘They keep a very low presence with regard to the rural
housing issue but, if need be, they will make their feelings known, and they have
the following so that people sit up and notice’ (CC2). The point was also made that
organisations such as the IFA or the Irish Countrywomen’s Association (ICA)
have a large following at local level with members also being involved with local
community groups or residents’ associations so that councillors are made aware of

their opinions on one-off housing through several channels.

The Irish Rural Dwellers’ Association (IRDA), a prominent group devoted solely
to promoting the continuance of single dwellings in the countryside, was also
mentioned by councillors in each of the four local authorities. Again, aside from
Co. Clare, the IRDAs base, it was felt that the organisation did not have a strong
presence or following locally, its appearing to concentrate its efforts at lobbying
nationally. In Co. Clare, the responses of councillors were varied. One charge put
against them, and reiterated by a large minority of councillors was, “they lack
credibility for various reasons...people get involved with politics...and they are
seen as being a nuisance...you don't like having to meet with them” (CC7). They
were frequently painted as being very extreme in their views and confrontational
in their lobbying techniques; “It’s all or nothing with them, they just don’t seem to
understand they can’t have it all their own way allowing every Tom, Dick and
Harry to build. But they won't hear of it, they just keep pushing ‘til you re sick to
death of dealing with them” (CC6).

Despite the negative assertions regarding the IRDA, its modus operandi with
regard to its lobbying style was viewed in a positive light by many councillors in

Co. Clare as the following illustrate;
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“At least they re being proactive and doing something about a cause they believe

in. I mightn't agree with all of their views but I do commend that” (CCS5).

“They re the only ones being heard off their own cuff and with very little or no
funding. It’s important that they continue to do what they do so that people see

there is a need for rural housing” (CR1).

“They are a necessary presence, they balance out the environmentalist lobby

ensuring, I suppose, that both sides of the coin are heard” (CC4).

Rural Resettlement Ireland (RRI), a sister group of the IRDA, received a similar
mixed reaction. This group was singled out for comment by councillors in Co.
Clare predominantly, but also Co. Galway and Co. Roscommon. One councillor
from Co. Galway commented: “They don’t really get the time of day, we have
enough trouble trying to get planning permission for locals, never mind complete
strangers to the area and this can be seen with the amount of refusals they get”
(CG3). Another from Co. Roscommon commented; “They appear to force the
issue, insisting on planning permission for people they want to resettle. These
people would probably be happier in villages where they have a connection to the
urban lifestyle they are used to” (CR3). However, it was also suggested that such
groups kept the issue of one-off housing alive; “They re right, people should be
allowed to live wherever they choose, so long as they re not, you know, building
monstrosities. They meet huge resistance from planners but they are trying”
(CG1). Another commented; “They are one of the few groups that are making the
effort of actually injecting some life back into the countryside and facing huge

opposition as they do so” (CC2).

5.3.2. Interest Groups Against of One-Off Housing Construction

In contrast to opinions on groups in favour of one-off housing construction, the
feeling directed towards groups who are against one-oft housing construction, was
almost universally negative, even among councillors who shared some of their

VIEWS.
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Groups which positioned themselves against one-off housing construction were
referred to in conversation as the ‘environmental groups.” Councillors displayed
no knowledge of any such groups having local roots, rather they existed as
“national organisations with local branches” (CCa2). Perhaps due to the fact they
are a national organisation which also feature locally, An Taisce received the brunt
of criticism directed towards environmental groups. Most of this centred on their
apparent “tendency to put in a lot of objections” (CC4) against planning
permissions for single dwellings which had been granted; “Some very powerful
interest groups, for example, An Taisce, have lacked credibility in many ways
because of the haphazard way they have gone about things. They object to things

they shouldn’t object to, that there is no sense in objecting to” (CGS).

It was repeatedly suggested by councillors representing all four local authorities
that there was no logic in An Taisce’s objections; “7They should be objecting to
holiday homes, not applications by individuals from the area looking to set up a
family home” (CR2). A number of councillors also commented on the cost to the
individual of having an objection made against their application for a single
dwelling; “Their [An Taisce] objections are very costly to the planning applicant
who is trying to rebuke their often ridiculous arguments... they are very slow to

withdraw objections” (CG3).

A common complaint put forward regarding An Taisce was that it was “viewed
with suspicion” locally because “we don't know who they are or who is objecting
because they hide behind the tag” (CC1). In this sense, it was felt, even by those
councillors who cited themselves as being against one-off housing construction,
that the operating tactics of An Taisce, and other ‘environmental groups’ at local
level, were proving to be unsuccessful. A number of reasons were put forward to
explain this observation, the most prevalent being the lack of local knowledge
displayed by many groups who are opposing one-off housing; “They’ll object but
they don't know what they're objecting to. They know nothing about the area,
population trends or the community living there” (CC3). In Co. Galway, where

there was a serious problem with the safety of drinking water at the time
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interviews were be conducted, councillors were particularly opposed to An
Taisce’s ‘policy’ of objecting to rural housing; “they object to single dwellings, yet
you've got all these new housing estates being built at the edges of towns and
villages with only temporary treatment systems which eventually cause a backlog
in the main system and the awful stench that goes with it and if they're not
adequately treated, water pollution like we've got now. This is a real

environmental problem, they should be objecting to these developments” (CG4).

There was general consensus amongst councillors that the best way forward for the
‘environmental’ lobby was to try and “develop a strong local base” (CC7). It was
acknowledged that this would prove extremely difficult given the “reputation they
have fostered objecting randomly to everything” (CCal). Despite this, it was felt
that the setting up of strong local bases and developing a local knowledge, may

allow them to gain credibility locally.

It was also suggested that a more successful use of time for environmental groups
would be to attend local authority meetings when CDPs are being negotiated and
ensure that; “zonings which may be taking place that are inappropriate and wrong
don’t take place” (CCa4). In this context, was noted by councillors in each of the
four case-study authorities that, in terms of making representations; ‘An Taisce
and people like that who were saying, let’s look at the environment going forward,
let’s examine our conscience here as to what we are going to be dealing with in 50

vears time, they were never at the meetings” (CC7).

Indeed, many councillors commented that the groups which did want to get heard
at CDP discussions were very professional in the way they went about it.
Interestingly, this was neither the groups that were for or against one-off housing,
but rather builders, developers and speculators. This ranged from “individuals who
had a few acres of land and wanted to get it zoned residential” (CCa3) or
“professional bodies supporting various builders” (CR3). As one councillor in Co.
Clare commented, his assertions being echoed by councillors in the other case-

study areas, “they are very clever in the way they do things, they hire the best
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brains available and people with local knowledge, the best architects in the county
were working for them...and these people were the ones who were eventually

successful in getting what they wanted” (CCS5).

In summation of this section, there is a high level of uniformity in the perspectives
of councillors representing both strict and lenient planning regimes with regard to

the role of interest groups.

Lobby groups in favour of one-off housing construction were considered to be
often informed, knowledgeable and a good source of information with regard to
their area of interest. However, councillors operating in lenient regimes felt that
the influence of these groups was minimal, perhaps as a result of their
organisational structure and small size. The pro- one-off housing lobby was found
to be primarily comprised of local groups. A high degree of empathy was

expressed by councillors towards these groups.

Conversely, the majority of councillors displayed a negative attitude towards anti-
one-off housing groups. Pro-conservation groups were not considered to have
local roots and were deemed disruptive to the planning process given the perceived
frequency of their objections to approved applications for the construction of

single rural dwellings

5.4. The Significance of the Rural Housing Issue during the 2004

Local Election Campaign

The issue of one-off housing and its sustainability as a settlement pattern is a topic
which attracted national media attention in 2004, following the publication by the
DoEHLG of the Draft Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning

Authorities in April of that year.
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Local elections were held in June 2004. Given the public debate surrounding one-
off housing which was prevalent at the time, it was interesting to examine the
extent to which the rural housing debate manifested itself during the 2004 election
canvassing by councillors. This amounted to examining a range of issues;
— to what extent councillors felt one-off housing was one of the primary
concerns of voters
— the range of issues and questions relating to one-off housing they
encountered when canvassing
— the style of canvassing they employed with regard to the one-off housing
issue and their opinions on the canvassing styles of other candidates
— the necessity of making a public stance with regard to their position on
one-off housing, given the intensity of the national debate at the time of the
local elections;
— whether or not councillors agreed with their national party line on
sustainable rural settlement patterns, and finally
— whether they felt their own personal perspective on one-off housing

resulted in a gain or loss of votes in the local elections

5.4.1. Rural Housing and the 2004 Local Elections — Co. Cavan and Co.
Roscommon

Eight councillors expressed opinions relating to the Local Elections of 2004, four
representing Co. Cavan and four representing Co. Roscommon. Of these eight
councillors, two were affiliated with Fianna Fail, three with Fine Gael, two with

Sinn Féin, and one was a non-party councillor.

With regard to the first issue, the level to which one-off housing was considered a
primary issue during the 2004 election campaign, all councillors recalled that one-
off housing has been an issue which they had encountered when canvassing. It was
possible to divide the councillors, according to their answers, into two categories.
The first, accounting for two councillors in Roscommon and no councillors in
Cavan, comprised those who felt that rural housing was one of the primary

concerns of voters in their canvassing areas; “It was definitely one of the more
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common issues broached with me: (CR2). “I'd say nearly every second household
had some question to do with planning permission for a one-off [house]” (CR3).
The second category, accounting for two councillors in Roscommon and four
councillors in Cavan, included those who felt that although it had been an issue for
many individual households visited, it was not one of the major issues in their
canvassing area; “People asked for advice about specific planning applications
but actually, I expected the issue to be raised a lot more when I canvassed in 2004

because of the national attention rural housing had received with the publication

of the guidelines” (CCa4).

The primary issues relating to one-off housing, which had been encountered when
canvassing, had focused on the possibility of acquiring planning permission for a
site, requests for assistance with a new or repeat planning application, or queries as
to why an application was refused. Such incidences were described as common
occurrences by each of the eight councillors. There was a general consensus that a
significant amount of pressure was placed on councillors to get them to “get
professional planners to grant houses,” despite the fact that “to do so might not be
in the common good” (CCa2). It was observed by one councillor that, ‘people
don’t necessarily understand that we are confined by national and local policy
and, of course, best planning practice so you have to make sure the public know

this” (CR4).

Another common request was for clarification of the implications of the new
Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines. As one councillor commented; “the major
difficulty was that the guidelines were just being introduced so there was a lot of
confusion out there” (CR1). Another remarked; “People felt that the easing of
restrictions might allow them to reapply and be granted permission where they
were refused. This wasn't the case of course but it was difficult to get people to

understand this” (CR2).

A further common theme which emerged during discussion with the councillors

was the concerned the manner in which they had managed questioning relating to
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one-off housing and how people reacted to the information they supplied. It was
noted that voters generally were more ‘“resigned than confrontational” (CCal)
with regard to the issues surrounding one-off housing but often “people weren't
interested in what you said...like if a house is coming out onto a main road, and
that’s not good planning wise, and planners don’t have any discretion on that,
people don’t want to hear that. As far as they are concerned, it’s their land and
they should be able to build” (CR4). Despite this, it was felt that “with the
majority, when you sit down and explain the planning situation to them, they see
you are doing your best and often planning decisions are beyond your influence”

(CCal).

The collective perspectives of the councillors representing Co. Cavan and Co.
Roscommon were less forgiving when asked to discuss the canvassing style of
other candidates with regard to issues connected to rural housing. All interviewees
stated that they were aware of other candidates who had promised to assist in
acquiring planning permission for one-off housing once the seat had been secured
in council. The general consensus was that such ‘groundless promises’ (CR3) were
not the cleverest means of garnering votes; “People who said what people wanted

to hear faced huge problems afterwards if they got in” (CCa4).

Councillors were asked if they felt it necessary to take a public stance on one-off
by means of canvassing literature or the media, seven of the eight interviewed said
no; “My stance is public as in if people ask I will tell them my opinion, but no, it
wasn 't necessary to make a public statement on it (CCa3). The councillor, from
Co. Roscommon, who did make a public statement, in favour of one-off housing,
felt it was necessary to “clarify that all applications for one-off housing should be
approved once they didn't fall beneath planning standards and that I was there to

ensure that this was happening” (CR1).

Another topic broached during the course of questioning regarding the 2004 local
elections related to whether councillors, given their political affiliation, agreed

with their national party line on the rural settlement pattern issues. The councillors
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interviewed from the local authorities” of Cavan and Roscommon were members
of Fianna Fail (2), Fine Gael (3) and Sinn Féin (2). One councillor was not

affiliated to a party.

In general terms, with regard to the national stance of a party on rural housing,
Fianna Fail promotes village-type settlement with one-off housing being
acceptable in the facilitation of people who live and/or contribute to an area. In
areas where there is population decline, it is acceptable that anyone should be able
to submit a single dwelling application for consideration. It is the policy of Fine
Gael “to allow and encourage people to build houses in rural area”'*. Sinn Féin
is of the opinion that rural housing policy relating to single dwellings should

favour those who live in rural communities.

It was notable that the responses of many councillors were non-committal and very
generalised in style. As one Sinn Féin councillor commented; “Well, it’s not really
a big issue at national level for Sinn Féin so I can’t really comment...it’s a local
problem which needs local solutions” (SF1). A second Sinn Féin councillor
interviewed stated that he “wholly supported the party line’ in that “the party is in
Jfavour of the Guidelines, as am I...they [Sinn Féin] believe that applications from
locals should be viewed in a favourable light and I completely agree with that”
(SF2).

The three Fine Gael councillors interviewed were, for the most part, in agreement
with their party’s stance on one-off housing. However, one councillor, from Co.
Cavan, questioned the level of commitment at national party level to the rural
housing issue; “Fine Gael encourage the rights of people to be allowed to build in
the countryside and the discouragement of holiday homes which is fine, however
there appears to be no substance to these convictions or no direction when it
comes to moving forward. So while I am in favour of one-off housing construction

for local people, this worries me” (CFGS).

'2 Speech by Fine Gael Seanad Spokesperson on the Environment Senator James Bannon on the
Statements on the Draft Guidelines on Rural Housing in Seanad Eireann, 10™ March 2004 [Online]
Available at: http//www.finegael.ie/news/index.cfim/type/details/nkev/23495 Accessed: 20" August 2009.
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Of the two Fianna Fail councillors interviewed, one councillor, from Co. Cavan,
was in agreement with the party line while the second, from Co. Roscommon was
completely opposed to any restrictions relating to, for example, birthplace,

affecting eligibility to apply for planning permission for a single dwelling.

The final issue which was examined concerning the 2004 local elections was
whether or not councillors felt their personal position on one-off housing resulted
in their gaining or losing votes in the election. The consensus amongst the eight
councillors interviewed from Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, including the single
councillor who was against one-off housing construction, was that their position
on one-off housing did not affect their vote count; “I don't really feel my position
on rural housing was a major influencing factor in costing or gaining me votes”
(CFF7). Three of the councillors interviewed felt that displeasure with Fianna Fail
at national level had helped them secure their seat “/ was lucky I suppose, because
people wanted fresh blood at the time and there was a swing away from Fianna

Fdil” (CNP3).

5.4.2. Rural Housing and the 2004 Local Elections — Co. Clare and Co.
Galway

In the case of councillors representing Co. Clare and Co. Galway, all thirteen
interviewees expressed opinions with regard to the 2004 local elections. Of these
thirteen, six were affiliated with Fianna Fail, four with Fine Gael, one with Labour

and two were non-party councillors.

All 13 interviewees confirmed that rural housing was a topic they had come across
during their canvassing campaigns. Of these, six councillors felt it had been an
issue which was one of the main concerns of people in their canvassing areas;
“Yeah, it was definitely a major concern for many people, especially with the
release of the rural housing guidelines, people felt this might be their chance to

get permission” (CFG2).
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The main points concerned the possibility of acquiring planning permission under
the new ‘more lenient’ guidelines and requests for assistance with new or
previously refused planning applications. Again, an air of confusion and despair
was reported by councillors amongst the voters; “These people aren’t experts, they
don't understand why they've been refused and are looking for advice,
understandably’ (CNP2). One Co. Galway councillor noted; ‘You can help people
fo a certain extent but you have to let them know there’s not always a happy
ending. There's a solution to most things. If they've been refused planning
permission, you see have they gotten any proper advice and then sit down with the

planner and try to sort it out” (CFF4).

Notably, eight of the thirteen councillors interviewed expressed dissatisfaction
with the timing of release the draft Rural Housing Guidelines just prior to the local
elections; “It was so transparent, a Government who are losing points nationally,
so they release these Guidelines to try and gain favour at local level but all it did
was cause confusion, and also, which is worse, give hope to many people who had

been refused before, that’s unforgivable as far as I'm concerned” (CL1).

Turning to the canvassing style of councillors, each of the thirteen councillors
interviewed felt it was best to be honest when dealing with queries relating to rural
housing. To say what “people wanted to hear” was described by one councillor as
‘playing with people’s emotions, which I hate doing and tend not to do it. The one
thing I always say to people on the campaign trail is I'll do my best, no more, no
less, so take it or leave it” (CFG2). Another councillor stated that “If people know
you, and respect you, they know that even if they don’t agree with you 100 per cent
of the time, you are trying to make decisions which have their best interests at

heart” (CFF1).

Interestingly, given the statements of the previous paragraph, a majority (10) of
councillors were less than impressed by the canvassing styles of other councillors;
“You'll be talking to somebody and they'll say, well so and so said he’'d make sure

my application went through this time if they 're in the council, and you re thinking
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that’s a load of bull but sure good luck to them, it’s a disgrace but it’s a common
way to gain favour” (CFF4). Another stated “/ saw that [the making of false
promises] with others, particularly new candidates, playing on people’s
frustrations saying I'm going to have a pro-rural housing policy if I get in there
and, of course, this is very popular and they get elected on this premise” He
continued; “Our hands are tied with the Rural Housing Guidelines so you have to
make sure the public know this and I have experience in doing this, but you do see

people trying to please everyone” (CFF5).

Three councillors stated that they had not personally witnessed underhand
canvassing styles; “Well, from what I saw, candidates were willing to help people
with applications and so on, but cautious when it came to predicting a favourable
outcome, people realise you're not God and were just happy someone was helping

them, giving them a chance” (CNP2).

Of the 13 councillors interviewed, six had made a public stance on the issue of
rural housing, in the form of media interviews and/or canvassing material. Of
those six, five had made statements relating to the restrictive nature of the planning
system when it came to granting planning applications for local people; “I felt I
had to do it, to let people know that I was in their corner and would try to be a
voice for them. I'm a local too and I know their frustrations” (CL1). Another
commented; “You have outsiders, non-locals, buying derelict houses and
renovating them to the gills, and often not even living in them, and then you have
local people looking to build a family home on family land or nearby, and they re
being refused. A lot of these people wouldn't have the money to buy, and they
shouldn’t have to...I wanted to be a representative of these people” (CFG3). One
councillor, from Co. Clare, who was against one-off housing, stated “/ made my
opinions known, yes through the media, that I objected to what the professional
development sphere were doing, getting rezoning. They were operating so
efficiently and getting results. When asked, I didn’t say 1 was against one-off
housing...I said I had a problem with developers getting permission left, right and

centre. That seemed to satisfy people” (CFF1).
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The seven councillors who had not made a public statement on one-oft housing
said that they felt it unnecessary to do so. Two offered further explanation, the first
stating “you could find yourself tied up in knots later on, trying to explain your
way out of something you re quoted as saying during your election campaign, so
it's a lot safer to say nothing” (CFF3). The second councillor claimed that, “Any
councillor worth his salt wouldn’t make a stand one-way of the other but instead

talk about balance and common sense in making planning decisions” (CFFES5).

Regarding their agreement with their national party’s stance on rural settlement
issues, of the six Fianna Fail councillors interviewed, two stated that they
supported the prescriptions of the national party. Referring to Fianna Fail’s
promotion of village-type settlements, one councillor stated; “It’s the only way to
go if you think about it, it works on so many levels: better for the environment;
better in economic terms, infrastructure, services and so on; and better for social
interaction as people grow older” (CFF1). The other five councillors were more
vague and non-committal in their responses. It was suggested that the Draft
Sustainable Rural Housing Guidelines for Planning Authorities were introduced as
“a tactical measure to gain support from the voting public and offer nothing new
really. Nothing is going to change on the ground. Locals can still be refused for
numerous reasons if planners feel that way inclined” (CNP2). Another stated;
“Fianna Fdil don’t really have a stance when it comes to rural housing. We re all
over the place, trying to be all things to all people and all that is doing is causing

confusion for applicants, they don’t know where they stand” (CFF6).

Despite, the disconcertion displayed by Fianna Fail councillors, there was a
general consensus that; “You have to strike a balance and decide where you serve
people best, whether it be from inside a party or outside a party” (CFF3). Another
Fianna Fail councillor remarked; “You'll never be in total agreement, some stuff I
agree with, some stuff I don't, but that’s democracy and majority rules and you

Jjust ignore issues because your party doesn’t agree with you” (CFF6).
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Of the four Fine Gael councillors interviewed, all but one were in general
agreement with the national party line that people should be permitted to build
houses for full-time occupation in rural Ireland, “On this issue, I agree with the
party. People who show they are willing to live in and contribute to an area should
be allowed to build there” (CFG3). However, one councillor disagreed with his
party’s stance on single dwelling construction and described himself as being
“very critical of Fine Gael in this one, because I feel their policy changes by the
hour. Unfortunately, [ feel their policies in this regard are very populist and lack
leadership. Having said that, it would be fair to say that Fianna Fail have taken a

populist stance as well” (CFGI).

The one labour party councillor interviewed, was not in agreement with the
national party line which is of the view that clustered rural settlements should be
promoted, “The Labour Party nationally doesn’t really have a stance on rural
housing. There's a mention of clustered settlements briefly in the manifesto but it’s
like a line or two, just so everything is included. As I have said already, anyone
who is from an area or working in an area should be allowed to set up home in the

area, and if this involves building a house, so be it” (CL1).

One of the two non-party councillors interviewed was quite vocal in his contempt
for the major parties with regard the rural housing issue; “/ won't have any time
for any of the major parties until I see them looking at the overall issue and
coming up with something reasonable, taking leadership and being prepared to
take a hit to do the right thing, bringing some sort of order to national and local

rural settlement strategies” (CNP1).

Of the ten councillors who were categorised as being in favour of one-off housing,
none felt that his/her personal stance affected them with regard to gaining or losing
potential votes; “While it was a big issue at the time, I don't feel it was a factor in
affecting my vote count. People knew you were on their side and you would do
your best and that was enough for them” (CFF3). Dissatisfaction with national

government was cited by three of these ten councillors as being a possible factor
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contributing to their election success; “Well the local elections took place midway
through the governments’ second term and whatever way you look at it, whatever
the issues are, a local election is also a reflection of satisfaction with government

nationally. I took a Fianna Fdil seat” (CFG2).

Of the three councillors categorised as being against one-off housing construction,
two felt that their stance may have affected their final vote tally; “You re always
going to lose votes if you are against one-off housing construction but you'd never
get anything done if you spent all your time thinking, will I gain or lose more votes
if I do this” (CFF1). The third councillor in this category did not feel his position
on one-off housing affected his vote tally stating; “I don’t think my stance affected
me. Given my age, I was targeting a younger age group who grew up With

environmental concern and don’t want urban sprawl” (CFG1).

A number of interesting points were raised during the discussion relating to the
2004 local elections. Councillors representing the lenient planning regimes in
operation in counties Cavan and Roscommon were of the opinion that their
position on one-off housing did not affect their vote count in local elections.
Indeed, it was electorate displeasure with central government which some believe
secured them their seat. In counties Clare and Galway, councillors in favour of
one-off housing construction also felt that their election was unaffected by their
personal stance on this issue. However, of the three councillors who were against
the proliferation of single rural dwellings, two felt their stance may have affected

their voting tally.

Councillors representing both strict and lenient planning regimes both stated that
the release of the RHGs so close to the elections, intended to loosen the
restrictions attached to single rural dwelling construction were considered to be
little more than a ploy by central government to gain favour with the voters.
Despite this, many reported that the RHGs had instead caused confusion amongst

the electorate.
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Interestingly, councillors suggested that it was best to be honest when dealing with
queries during the election campaign. Yet, each reported that they had witnessed
other candidates behaving in an insincere manner in order, in their opinion, to gain

votes.

5.5. Sustainable Development

In this section of the interview, councillors were asked to define sustainable
development, in terms of rural settlement patterns, according to their own
understanding of the concept. They were also asked to consider the three
dimensions of sustainable development, the economic, social and environmental
aspects, and discuss their relevance with regard to rural one-off housing

construction.

5.5.1. Position Relating to and Understanding of Sustainable Development —
Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon

Of the eight councillors interviewed from counties Cavan and Roscommon, all
were in agreement that sustainable development, as a concept, is hugely
interpretive and “hinges on the personal perspectives of an individual” (CCa4).
The definitions of sustainable development put forward by the interviewees were
very descriptive, often employing anecdotal evidence as further explanation, thus
illustrating the depth of feeling surrounding the issue of sustainable development

and rural settlement patterns.

Given that seven of the eight councillors interviewed had personal convictions that
were, for the most part, in favour of one-off housing, descriptions of the meaning
of sustainable development tended to focus on positive aspects of rural life, for
example, community spirit in rural areas. To this end, sustainable development
was described as development which is supported by “a community which is
vibrant and alive to support development” and will allow for “the integration of

new community members” (CCal). It was suggested that for the maintenance and
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sustainable development of rural communities, they “must not be subjected to
further planning restrictions or the personal vendettas of planners who are
squeezing the life out of rural Ireland” (CR2). One councillor, from Co.
Roscommon commented; “We may be perceived as having relatively lenient
planning policies with regard to single dwellings. That's just a smokescreen. The
reality is that sustainable development is being used to refuse whatever they [the

planning department] want. It’s a farce”™ (CR1).

Just one councillor, from Co. Cavan, expressed the opinion that one-off housing
could not be considered sustainable development; “You have to have a nucleus or
a cluster to achieve sustainability in rural settlement planning, you have to
develop around existing settlements. Large parts of Co. Cavan are suffering from
population decline. We have to consolidate our towns and villages not add to the
problem by continuing to build housing in the countryside. That'’s not sustainable

development” (CCa4).

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The Economic Dimension

Within the context of rural settlement patterns, councillors were asked to consider
and discuss the economic dimension of sustainable development. There were
several areas of focus which were repeatedly broached namely; the role of the
tourism industry as an economic backbone in rural areas; the importance of
maintaining employment levels in rural areas, the role of home businesses, and the

cost differential for the individual between building and buying a home.

Tourism was by far the primary topic of discussion with regard to the economy
and rural settlement patterns. Again, the majority of councillors spoke of the
benefits of a dispersed rural community when promoting local tourist industry. It
was suggested that many tourists who visit rural Ireland do so to immerse
themselves in the local culture “which is essentially rural dwellers and the
welcome they provide” (CR3). The uniqueness of the Irish countryside was
frequently mentioned as a draw for tourists and this uniqueness was attributed to

the ‘tradition’ of dispersed rural housing. Tourism as an industry was cited by all
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councillors interviewed as being very important in that it is “a main provider when
talking about the economy. It provides jobs in so many respects, restaurants,

B&B'’s, shops, tour guides and so on” (CR4).

Many councillors discussed the importance of having people in rural communities
working, “In many areas, we have an aging population. This is not good
economically as older people can't really contribute. You have to let in new blood
because young people can contribute hugely to the economy of rural areas”
(CCa2). Rural dwellers were described as being the workforce who operate the
rural tourism industry and their falling numbers, due to ageing and younger people
being unable to acquire planning permissions, would have huge consequences for

the future of the industry.

There was, albeit to a lesser extent, discussion relating to the negative affect
dispersed rural dwelling can have on the local tourism industry and, by proxy, the
local economy; “Tourists relate the environment to their sense of what is Ireland a
lot quicker than they would to the urban environment and this is what they take
with them, we have to ensure that it is protected” (CR4). It was suggested by one
councillor in Co. Roscommon that if the building of one-off housing were to
continue at its current rate, the tourism industry in Co. Roscommon would be
seriously affected in the near future. “We do have great tourist attractions, Forest
Park, beautiful historic houses, the Shannon...but so do other counties and they
have much stricter planning conditions attached to the building of single
dwellings, ensuring the future of the physical landscape in their counties, an
amenity which is at the heart of rural tourism” (CR3). Another councillor, from
Co. Cavan, commented, “We have to be very careful here in Cavan with water
quality. Fishing is one of the main local industries and a major tourist attraction.
We can't afford to have our lakes polluted by effluent escaping from faulty septic
tanks” (CCa4).

The volume of holiday homes was mentioned by councillors in both counties as

being detrimental to the rural economy, the general consensus being that holiday
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homes should be built in clustered settlements. “Empty houses do not contribute to
the economy or the visual landscape which is the cornerstone of tourism. Certain
areas look like...well housing graveyards I suppose” (CCa3). There was also
general agreement that “the days when holiday homes were allowed to spring up

all over the place is long gone” (CR4).

The final issue, relating to the rural economy of the counties Cavan and
Roscommon, was the matter of the cost of building a house rather than buying it;
“Of course you want young people to be able to build a house, as economically,
this is the most affordable option to them” (CCa3). The rise in the number of
holiday homes built in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries was cited
as being responsible for difficulties both in acquiring planning permission and the

high costs of built properties.

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The Environmental
Dimension

When discussing the environmental dimension of sustainable development within
the context of rural settlement patterns, the main issues broached by councillors in
Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon related to the visual impact on one-off housing,
the environmental awareness of one-off housing planning applicants, and the

subject of septic tanks and environmental degradation.

The issue of one-off housing and its effect on the visual landscape has previously
been mentioned when detailing councillors’ responses to questions regarding
economic sustainability. With regard to environmental sustainability, the
maintenance of the visual landscape was considered an important issue. There was
consensus that one-off housing should fit into the landscape and not dominate it. It
was suggested that there needed to be more clarity with regard to required house
design as “planners appear to change their minds every year with regard to what
type of house is visually acceptable and fits in to the surrounding environment”

(CCal).
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It was also suggested that the ‘visual monstrosities which have sprung up in recent
years’ were a product of the Celtic Tiger, “These houses are a recent phenomenon
as people came into money. Houses which were built before this are different; you
won't see any McMansions on the top of hills or the like from this era. Everything
was done on a smaller scale to fit in with the environment as people were more
controlled by the environment in which they lived and were tied to the land”
(CCa2). Given the tightening up of the planning system with regard to one-off
houses in recent years, such ‘McMansions’ were described as being a thing of the
past as “people are a lot more environmentally aware when submitting planning
applications for a single dwelling. They realise they have to be if they have any
chance of being granted approval to build” (CR4).

Perhaps, not surprisingly, the most prevalent topic with regard to environmental
sustainability and rural settlement patterns was the issue one-off housing and
septic tanks. Again, given the positive view of one-off housing shared by the
majority of councillors interviewed from Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon, the
general consensus was that given the huge improvement in septic tanks and
percolation systems in recent years, “the issue of groundwater contamination is
now defunct” (CCa2). However, one councillor in Co. Cavan made the point; “/t
doesn’t matter how top of the range or secure the systems are if the soil in the area

doesn 't support it” (CCa4).

The monitoring system for waste-water treatment systems in place in Co. Cavan
was commented on by all four councillors representing Co. Cavan local authority
and commended by two Co. Roscommon councillors. These Bye-Laws came into
effect on the 1% July 2004. They were introduced to control the design, operation
and maintenance of waste-water treatment systems and provided for the initial and
ongoing assessment of all waste-water treatment systems for single dwellings. It
was initially agreed that approved and properly functioning systems would be
installed for all single dwellings by 31® December 2005. However, as one

councillor commented; “We aren’t there just yet, it is an ongoing process but we
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are making progress, looking after the environment while maintaining the rural

way of life” (CCa3).

Other prescriptions of these Bye-Laws included that single houses whose
boundaries lie within 100m of a public sewer should be connected. Up-to-date
records of inspection, to be undertaken every seven years and which are to be
carried out by a person approved by the council, and maintenance must be
available for inspection by the council and tanks are to be emptied at intervals
which are determined by the size of the tank and the number of inhabitants of the

house.

These Bye-laws were commended as being ‘the way forward” by all six of the
councillors who mentioned them. A councillor from Roscommon suggested that
this system should be in place across the country; “With this system in place,
environmental problems and groundwater and waterway pollution caused by
faulty septic tanks will be a thing of the past and can no longer be used as an

argument for opposing the building of one-off houses” (CR3).

The sustainability of sewage removal arrangements in villages and towns was
questioned by three councillors; “It ridiculous. You have a situation where people
are being herded into new estates in town and villages in the interest of
environmental consideration, yet more often or now there is little or no service

provision like permanent sewerage facilities. This is hardly sustainable ” (CR2).

Sustainable Development and One-off Housing — The Social Dimension

The arguments relating to the social sustainability of rural settlement patterns
amongst councillors representing Co. Cavan and Co. Roscommon tended to centre
on the perceived lack of focus placed on this dimension of sustainability; “Well, in
the eyes of a planner, who wants to develop around existing centres, the social
element of sustainable development is forgotten. This is no good for rural
communities, for schools, churches, you are not allowing for people to come into

areas and to support areas” (CCa2).
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A recurring focal issue concerned the strength of communities in rural areas; “You
will often find that you have stronger communities in rural areas than in urban
areas. This is often out of necessity, people need to look out for each other and for
their communities because they are getting little help from anywhere else. In fact,
the current direction of the planning system, in terms of the perceptions of

planners with regard to one-off housing is hindering rural communities” (CCal).

Rural communities were described as the ‘backbone of rural Ireland’ in terms of
supporting the local economy, providing the workforce for local industry. The
importance of placing greater emphasis on social viability was stressed by the
majority of councillors; “Well obviously if you have people living in an area, there
is going to be some environmental degradation, this is true of anywhere. It is a
necessary evil and the lesser of two evils when compared to the value of a

populated sociable community with a vibrant economy” (CR2).

In line with the findings of previously discussed topics, just one councillor from
Co. Cavan, voiced concerns over the negative impacts of one-off housing with
regard to social sustainability. His arguments centred on the issue of isolation
faced by many rural dwellers; “You've got a situation were when people retire,
often the only contact they have with others is when they go into town, and then if
they don’t drive they are reliant on others. This is a ridiculous situation and one
which shouldn’t be allowed to continue into the future. People who do not work on
the land should be building or buying houses in or within walking distance of

urban centres” (CCa4).

5.5.2. Position Relating to and Understanding of Sustainable Development —
Co. Clare and Co. Galway

Given the relative strictness of planning policies relating to single dwelling in
counties Clare and Galway, when compared to counties Cavan and Roscommon, it
is perhaps not surprising that discussion relating to sustainable development and
the three dimensions of which it is comprised (economic, environmental and

social) tended to be more heated and in-depth.
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Each of'the 13 councillors were of the opinion that sustainable development is “an
extremely difficult concept to define” (CG1). There was universal agreement that,
as a concept, sustainable development is open to interpretation. Furthermore, it
was suggested that the manner of interpretation was based on perspective; “What I
think sustainability is and what someone else thinks sustainable development is
could be two completely different things” (CG4). Respondents were eager to point
out that sustainable development can only be defined if circumstance is taken into
consideration; “Rural sustainability can’t be measured by the same yardstick as
urban sustainability. At the end of the day, this is society, a mix of everything and
we can't all fit into pre-defined boxes” (CGS).

It was suggested by six councillors that the view that one-off housing was not
sustainable, was based on a sustainable development ethos was grounded in an
‘urban perspective.” One councillor commented, “/ know there’s the argument of
people travelling to work and that’s not sustainable but this is an urban point of
view. It has always been done and has to be done in a rural area. These people are
still bringing home the money and spending it in the locality” (CC1). The majority
of councillors, tended to focus on rural communities and the social dimension of
sustainable development when defining the concept; “If the community is dying,
then the development isn’t sustainable and you have a situation, especially in a
county like Galway were houses are left vacant. Maintaining communities is the

key” (CG3).

However, three respondents did hold a negative view of one-off housing, when
considering the concept of sustainable rural settlement patterns. Again, it was the
social dimension of sustainable development which was the primary focus in
councillors” descriptions of why one-off housing could not be considered
sustainable development. The following encapsulates the main arguments put
forward by these respondents:

“Sustainable development is the development of villages and towns. This means
building on the periphery of towns and villages, though not a cluster of houses

three miles down the road. In Liscannor, for example, the shop has closed down

142



recently, the Post Office is gone; this proves that even the villages are struggling.
The only hope rural services like pubs and shops, and so on, have is if people can
walk to them. Most people can walk short distances so I do believe in the rural
settlement policy that is in place. I do believe in developing but it has to be village-
based and community-based, not dot dot dot all over the landscape. Sure you can't
argue the principle that people should be allowed to build on their own land but

it’s very hard to reconcile the two” (CC6).

Sustainable Development and One-Off Housing — The Economic Dimension
With regard to the economic dimension of sustainable development and the
sustainability of rural one-off housing, this engendered a vast array of responses

from the councillors.

A primary topic of attention, was the difficulties of attracting industry to rural
areas; “The day of industry, the likes of Moneypoint, situating themselves in the
countryside is long gone” (CC4). The ongoing retreat of industry from rural areas
was described as a blow to the economy, both at county and local level, “In the
1970s, 80s and even the 90s, large factories locating in an area like this [Tuam
area] would act to consolidate the area, providing jobs and security” (CGS).
Government policy was frequently cited as having assisted this trend; “In fairness,
why would anyone bother [locating a factory] in rural areas with the government

focusing and promoting urban centres” (CC2).

The advances in modern technology, if utilised to their full potential, were
frequently cited as a means of benefiting rural businesses and the home industry;
“If you have broadband, then large sections of the community have the option to
be self-sustainable, or at least contribute to their incomes in this sense, you know,
selling farm products, or promoting whatever service they provide online, and so
on” (CCS5). The primary problem was that many sections of the rural community
are unable to obtain broadband connection; “The infrastructure needed to promote

the home industry, and by proxy benefit the economy, has been so slow in coming”

(CG1).
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In counties Clare and Galway, the tourist industry was deemed to be the biggest
provider, in terms of the economy in rural areas. The majority of councillors
commented on the draw of rural Ireland, perhaps best described as “the authentic
voice of Ireland” which rural tourists want “to get out and experience” (CC3).
“Many [tourists] want to immerse themselves in an area and feel part of the area,
to stay in a local B&B or a farmhouse” (CG4). It was considered ‘extremely’
important to ensure the continued maintenance of rural communities so that they
can provide “the kind of experience visitors expect. This is very important for
tourism. This is what visitors will talk about, the welcome they received from the

rural community” (CC3).

Aside from the revenue rural areas acquire from visiting tourists, the tourist
industry was also cited, by the majority of councillors, as being one of the main
providers of jobs. For example, one councillor mentioned the Cliffs of Moher, one
of many tourist attractions in Co. Clare, to illustrate a point he was making
regarding the wide-ranging job opportunities created;

“The Cliffs of Moher are employing at least 100 people, both directly and
indirectly, from the information offices, tour guides, bus drivers, hotel and B&B
staff. The Cliffs of Moher are what attract people to the area, and the locals are
trying to make the most of this. In peak season, more people are hired, often

providing second or third incomes for families” (CC1).

The importance of having people working was frequently cited as being of huge
importance to the strength of the local economy. The issue of aging populations in
rural areas and restrictions being placed on non-locals building one-off housing in
these areas was an issue which received a lot of attention; “In an ideal world,
sustainable development is about striking a balance, allowing for an area to grow
economically and socially while maintaining the environment. But you need viable
communities for this to happen and, I suppose, community replenishment when
people leave. Planners seem to have forgotten this. Older people don’t contribute
to the economy and what we are left with is our communities dying out” (CG3).

There was a notable sense of unrest, amongst councillors interviewed, that
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planning clause relating to ‘locals only’ were being applied too stringently, leading
to, the difficulties in attracting and maintaining a working population in rural

areas.

The issue of holiday homes was frequently mentioned with regard to their role in
the functioning’s of the rural economy. There was general agreement that new
holiday home developments should be placed in clusters. Six of the 13 councillors
stated that despite their negative image, holiday homes did have a role to play in
boosting the rural economy; “We do try to confine holiday homes, to cluster them.
Sure, there’s obviously nothing to be gained by having them scattered all o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>