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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

1. INTRODUCTION

The Government published the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) in November

2002 in order to provide a broad spatial policy framework for Ireland’s

development up to 2020. The Strategy sets out various aims,1 including more

balanced regional development and more sustainable forms and patterns of

development. Since its publication the NSS has become a key influence on a

variety of Government policies, including the National Development Plan

2007-2013 and Transport 21.

This report reviews development trends mainly at a regional level and

explores their consistency with the original NSS aims and policies.

The analysis contained in the report will be used in refining the overall

approach towards implementing the NSS in the future. It will also assist in

developing new spatial development and planning policy approaches which

can assist in shaping Ireland’s economic recovery. These contributions will

be made through a ‘NSS Update and Outlook’ exercise in early 2009, the

ongoing Developing Areas Initiative and in reform of the planning system

through the 2009 Planning and Development (Amendment) Bill.

Chapter 1 outlines regional and other trends in relation to population growth

and spatial patterns of settlement. Chapter 2 explores economic development

issues mainly from a regional perspective while Chapter 3 deals with transport

and movement related trends. Chapter 4 focuses on environmental matters.

Chapter 5 sets out 10 important NSS aims and discusses briefly how spatial

and other developments are moving in relation to these aims. Finally, Chapter

6 identifies briefly NSS implementation measures and initiatives which have

been undertaken since the publication of the NSS. This chapter also outlines

some of the initiatives which are currently ongoing or will take place in the

near future in order to strengthen NSS implementation.

1 Chapter 5 provides an outline of the aims and an evaluation of progress towards their
attainment.
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Annex 1 sets out regional, Gateway and Hub target populations which have

been published by the Department of Environment Heritage and Local

Government (DoEHLG). Annex 2 provides a thumbnail sketch of each of the

eight regions in relation to population, housing, land, economy and movement

data.

2. OVERVIEW

Public policies and investments, the performance of the economy, and

national, regional and local planning policies have over the last six years since

the publication of the NSS delivered profound changes in Ireland’s patterns of

development. Some of the key changes from an NSS perspective are set out

below.

Infrastructure

There has been sustained and rapid progress in recent years in the roll-out of

physical infrastructure enhancements across the country (notably in the

transport, water services and communications areas) which has resulted in

significant development taking place across all regions.

Regional Population Growth

Population growth has been taking place across all the regions and at a high

level in some regions, most notably in the Mid East and Midland regions due

largely to growth driven by Dublin over spilling into these neighbouring

regions. Relatively slower growth has taken place in the Mid West and South

West regions while the other regions have grown at rates which have

approximately matched the overall national population growth rate.

Dominance of Dublin

The population of the Dublin region retains a dominant, if modestly declining

share of the national population (28% in 2006). By contrast the Dublin

region’s share of the national economy has been increasing and accounts for

just under 40% of the national value of goods and services produced. In
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essence, the Dublin region has been “leaking” population while performing at

an increasingly strong and high level in national economic growth terms.

Gateway and Hub Population Growth

Population growth in recent years in the city Gateways2 has been relatively

slow, apart from Galway. By contrast population growth rates in some non-

city Gateways3 were only just above the national population growth rate. The

Hubs4 as a whole have grown at rates that are marginally above the national

population growth rate.

Urban Sprawl

An examination of patterns of population growth and development around

many of the Gateways (and other urban centres) indicates the emergence of

commuter based ‘doughnut’ rings, characterised by high levels of growth in

the small towns and villages and in countryside areas within easy commuting

distance5. This growth in the commuter ‘rings’ contrasts markedly with a trend

of population decline in the administrative core city areas e.g. Cork and

Limerick.

Urban Hierarchy and Rural Areas

Strong growth has been experienced in towns and villages with populations

up to 10,000 persons. Growth in rural areas has been significantly below the

overall national rate and the growth which has occurred has to a substantial

extent been linked to growth in nearby urban areas.

2 Dublin, Cork, Limerick/Shannon, Galway and Waterford.
3 Letterkenny, Sligo, Dundalk and the linked Gateway of Athlone/Tullamore/Mullingar.
4 Ballina/Castlebar, Tuam, Ennis, Tralee/Killarney, Mallow , Wexford, Kilkenny, Cavan and

Monaghan.
5 For example between 2002 and 2006, 72% of the population growth which occurred in

Gateways, their suburbs/environs and associated commuter catchments took place in the
catchments. The shift from growth in towns and their environs to growth in the wider
catchments has also been significant in the case of Hubs. In the period 1996 to 2002
‘only’ 38% of Hub population growth took place in the wider catchments whereas in the
2002 to 2006 period 59% of town, environs and commuter catchment growth took place in
the catchments.
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Travel Patterns

There has been a shift towards longer journeys to work and in many regions

towards the use of less sustainable car-based commuting.

Taking account of the above, progress in achieving NSS aims and objectives

might be described as somewhat mixed. However, the evidence in Ireland and

internationally is that spatial development trends take long periods of time to

become established and similarly relatively long periods to adjust to policy

changes. In this regard it is relevant to note that the NSS is a 20 year strategy

and that only a third of this period has elapsed since it was published.

Drivers of Existing Patterns

From 2002 to 2007, Ireland witnessed an unprecedented period of population

increase. Historically high rates of national economic growth have occurred

and have been accompanied by low cost of borrowing and relatively easy

access to credit and mortgage loans. The population and economic growth

have supported historically high levels of housing demand and consequent

house construction, The settlement pattern which emerged was shaped by

these broader demographic and economic factors but also by relatively low

fuel costs and a high level of land zoning within a primarily locally driven

planning system. The high rate of economic growth also enabled there to be

unprecedented high levels of infrastructure development which has both

contributed to and underpinned the rapid growth.

In response to the economic progress, new legislation, national infrastructure

investment through the NDP and higher densities have had success in

encouraging more sustainable forms of physical development. Housing

supply was enhanced in Dublin and other main cities focusing on strategic

developing areas, underpinned by major public and privately funded essential

infrastructure such as public transport, water services, schools and community

facilities.

Overall, the unprecedented growth over the last decade up to 2007 has given

rise to both sustainable and less than sustainable patterns of development.
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MAP 1: THE REGIONS
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1.2 Overall Population Growth

In order to provide a broad context for reviewing growth in regions, it is

appropriate to consider the broad pattern of population growth which has

taken place over a medium to longer term period. Map 2 provides an

indication of these patterns over a 15 year period by highlighting the extent to

which areas have grown or declined9.

9 When reviewing the patterns of growth, note that the levels of growth do not indicate the
actual numbers of people in the areas concerned. For example many of the areas
experiencing decline had low population numbers in 1991 and thus in absolute terms the
declines represent only small numbers of people.
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MAP 2: PATTERNS OF POPULATION CHANGE 1991 TO 2006




