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Chairman’s Foreword

As we emerge from a decade of economic crisis two different Irelands are developing.
Economic energy and population are concentrating in urban areas most especially in the
Greater Dublin Area. Many areas in regional and rural Ireland are depopulating. Dublin’s
dominance in comparison to the rest of the state is an outlier in European terms. This rapid
divergence is damaging for both Dublin and the regions.
That Dublin is an international city is a good thing. All of Ireland benefits from its economic
engine. However nearly two decades of rudderless spatial development has left Ireland lob
sided without a critical urban mass elsewhere to provide balance.
Some of the changes are less visible but none the less profound. Young educated couples
starting out in life typically need two well paid incomes and as a result locate within
commuting distance from a large city. This movement shifts some of the most productive
and creative people from regional and rural areas to the cities. It also has the effect of
creating an average a significant age divergence from east to west.
Following this movement of people is a parallel migration of services. It’s estimated that
currently 500 Post offices are economically unsustainable. 139 Garda Stations have been
closed. There has been a withdrawal of fully functioning banks from rural Ireland. Add to this
the persistent absence of key infrastructure such as broadband.
Farming, the backbone of rural Ireland is under significant pressure. Only 37% of farmers
are independently economically sustainable. Yet in a renewable energy hungry country most
farmers are prohibited from making a living out of its generation due to the lack of a feed in
tariff.
Over the course of the last year our committee received evidence from well over 50
organisations that work, live or advocate for rural Ireland. We learned that rural Ireland
despite the aforementioned challenges is a great place to live. That it is full of creative and
energetic communities that are turning the tide and developing solutions in certain areas. We
also saw the blinding need for targeted investment and infrastructure in order for fair spatial
growth. There is massive potential all of Ireland and the objective of this report is to give fair
opportunity to that potential.
This report details many steps that urgently need to be taken in ensure that a healthier more
balanced Ireland can be developed. I would like to thank all of the organisations that
participated and made submissions to the committee.
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I would to thank the expert input of my fellow Members of the Joint Committee who engaged
in an open and constructive manner during the course of our meetings. Míle buíochas do
mo fhoireann féin Aoife Darmody as an tacaíocht.
I would like to express my appreciation of the many stakeholders who provided substantial
assistance to the Committee in the course of its deliberations. Finally, I would like to thank
the Clerk and Secretariat of the Joint Committee and the Library & Research Service for
their support.

___________________________
An Teachta Dála Peadar Tóibín,
Chairman
November 2017
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1.

Specific Conclusions and Recommendations
GOVERNANCE

Minister for Rural and Community Development
 The Joint Committee welcomes the appointment of a Minister for Rural and Community
Development as an important element towards ensuring that the challenge of rural
development is adequately prioritised and policies in that regard are effectively
implemented. The Joint Committee recommends that the following programmes should
be transferred to this Department: the Rural Social Scheme, the Farm Assist Scheme,
the Community Employment Scheme, the TÚS Scheme, and The Rural Transport
Scheme.
Coherence of Government Policy and Programmes
 Relevant Government Departments and bodies should review their schemes to ensure
that they interact in a coherent way with schemes and programmes that support
communities in rural areas.
 Rural Development Coordinators should be appointed who would act as advocates for
rural development and be cognisant of all policies, programmes, funding (including
European funding) and other opportunities to promote sustainable rural development. It
may be that this is a role for the local development companies.
 The LEADER Programme should reduce its barriers to accessing support from the 18
steps currently to no more than 3 steps.
 It is acknowledged that the Government’s Action Plan for Rural Development, Realising
our Rural Potential, contains an action which requires the development of a new and
effective rural-proofing model to support the policy making processes of all Government
Departments, State bodies and agencies.
 The Red Zone initiative should be fully implemented and, if possible, developed and
intensified.
Local Community Development Committees
 The operation of Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs) needs to be
reviewed to ensure that the amount of bureaucracy involved in programmes, schemes
and funding affecting rural communities is minimised.
PLANNING AND INVESTMENT
Capital Investment Policy and the National Planning Framework
 There needs to be a radical change to the model which appears to underpin capital
investment policy across Government Departments, away from prioritising investment
based only on ‘existing demand’ and replacing or supplementing this with criteria based
on regional economic development goals,1 and the right of all communities and
households to basic services such as adequate roads, water, public transport,
telecommunications, employment, schools, health facilities and Garda services. Rather
1

The NTA stated that it is government policy to prioritise investment in transport infrastructure to meet existing,
demonstrated demand. This is the criteria NTA use when prioritising and allocating funding. Joint Committee, 1
February 2017.
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than concentrating all the growth towards the cities, the objective of all spatial plans
should be to develop all areas to their potential and to ensure that resources are made
available to achieve this.
The Committee notes that the National Planning Framework (NPF) is undergoing a
public consultation and recommends that due consideration be given to the full potential
of rural Ireland and the development of the Atlantic Development Corridor in the final
Plan and that specific targeted actions for rural areas be included.

Planning permission
 The current restrictions on the granting of planning permission in rural areas for
residential and business purposes needs to be reviewed (including in the context of the
National Planning Framework) in such a way as to stimulate the development of viable
rural communities and in particular to stimulate development in those areas suffering
from rural decline at present.
 The planning system must support the Government’s policy of creating viable rural
communities by enabling people to live and work in rural areas.
 An Bord Pleanála should be examined and if necessary legislation amended to ensure
that it is not acting in a way that is detrimental to the interests of rural development. In
particular, planning law should be amended to give the Minister for Rural and
Community Development a statutory role in the development of rural planning and
spatial policy.
Sustainable Towns and Villages
 Out-of-town shopping centres have contributed to the emptying of towns and villages.
This is due in part due to free and abundant car parking in these locations. The
Government should undertake a review of the planning system, business rates and
enterprise development policy to ensure that town and village centres have a future. The
renewal of Ireland’s towns and villages is also the subject of focused attention under the
Action Plan for Rural Development; including an enhanced Town and Village Renewal
Scheme. Also, the Minister for Housing and Urban Development has stated that his
Department is currently progressing the drafting of the necessary revisions to the
planning regulation to allow the change of use of vacant commercial units in urban
areas, including vacant or underutilised areas over ground-floor premises, into
residential units without having to go through the planning process.
Dereliction and Vacancy
 Dereliction and vacancy is negatively impacting on rural Ireland. Massive demand for
housing sits side-by-side with empty houses and vacant commercial units. These
buildings blight towns and villages. The vacant site levy, provided for in the Urban
Regeneration and Housing Act 2015, is designed to incentivise the development
of vacant and under-utilised sites for housing and regeneration purposes. A 3% levy
becomes liable for payment on such lands from January 2018. As announced in Budget
2018, the 3% levy rate which applies in the first year of the vacant site appearing on the
register will be increased to 7% in year 2 and subsequent years, resulting in an
effective vacant site levy of 10% over the first two years.
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INFRASTRUCTURE AND CONNECTIVITY
Infrastructure
 The current criteria for infrastructural investment that focuses only on existing demand
must no longer apply. Funding must also be allocated for demand for future
development in regional areas.
 Infrastructure lead development is critical to the development of rural Ireland. This must
be supported through the Atlantic Economic Corridor.

Connectivity














Measures and funding are needed to ensure that rural areas are well connected both
physically (roads and transport services) and through ICT (broadband and mobile
coverage) and that rural areas can benefit equally from growth in the economy. The
National Broadband Plan (NBP) will ensure high speed broadband access (minimum 30
megabits per second) to all premises in Ireland, regardless of location and the
Department of Rural and Community Development has provided funding to all 31 local
authorities to co-fund the assignment of a Broadband Office to manage interactions with
any company that is seeking to roll out telecommunications infrastructure in their county.
Enterprise Ireland supports companies in regional and rural areas to start, innovate and
remain competitive in international markets; should refocus its efforts to ensure
enterprise development in rural Ireland in order to balance significant eastward
development in recent years.
The Committee recommends that a policy to connect fibre broadband to all houses and
businesses in the country be adopted. Access to fibre broadband and world class
mobile communications, will narrow the divide between urban and rural areas.
Enterprise Ireland and the IDA need to ensure that enterprise development is focused in
the regions in order to add balance to the skewed eastward development.
The Government needs to develop a Border Innovation Zone at key regional hubs along
the border. This work should be carried out in partnership with the administration in the
north of Ireland.
A well-developed culture of self-employment is evident in many parts of rural areas. It
has been supported by measures such as the extension of treatment benefits and the
increase in the Earned Income Tax Credit as a result of consecutive Budgets. Sectoral
clusters should be developed where competitive advantages exist and where skills have
been built up.
A public social banking system, along the lines of the Sparkasse Banking System,
needs to be created in Ireland with particular focus on rural and regional areas.
Measures are required to enhance urban-rural connectivity within, and between, the
rural economic development zones (REDZ), which were created to reflect natural urbanrural linkages. This type of investment could see urban spill-over from the growth of
large and medium sized towns and would enable a holistic approach which sees parallel
investment in both town and countryside.
Local task forces and broadband officers should be responsible for establishing
temporary solutions to the lack of high-speed broadband given that it is not expected to
be completed by at least 2023 at the earliest.
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It should be possible to apply under the LEADER Programme for funding to engage a
contractor to provide high-speed broadband in rural areas.2 Where necessary and
appropriate, co-funding should be accessible from the CLÁR Programme.3
Increased funding is required for regional and local roads to ensure connectivity to and
from rural areas. A commitment to fund Local Improvement Schemes on a continuous
basis is necessary. Funding of €324 million for regional and local roads in 2017 has
been previously announced while the Local Improvement Scheme has also been
reinstated.
Infrastructural developments and initiatives need to be identified in an effort to resolve
the issue of over-concentration of road developments and public transport provision in
the east of the country and to ensure these basic services are available to all.
A holistic approach which sees parallel investment in both town and countryside needs
to be adopted.
A national transport policy needs to ensure that services, where appropriate, are
strategically provided to create demand (rather than purely in response to demand)
through the promotion of development in the regions as a statutory function of the
National Transport Authority and through the creation of transport strategies for specific
regional areas (similar to the Greater Dublin Area Transport Strategy).
While welcoming the Local Link model and, in particular, collaboration between the
Rural Transport Scheme and local service providers including the HSE, there is a need
to support more on-demand, flexible, imaginative solutions to rural transport.
A national typology of the minimum level of basic services to which every household is
entitled should be developed and used by all Government departments and agencies to
ensure that services are retained in rural areas.
There is a need to ensure that commuter services from rural towns and areas to
adjacent urban areas with third level institutes, hospitals and major employers are in
place, and also to ensure that these services run into the late evening, as happens in
urban areas.
Support is needed to ensure the digital literacy of older people in rural communities.

Distance and Remote Work


Many jobs and professional roles can now be delivered remotely by workers. This
provides advantages to employers in that it can reduce accommodation overheads. It
also relieves transportation congestion, reduces CO2 emissions, reduces housing
pressure in cities and can breathe new life into rural communities. There are examples
around the State where it has been achieved in a structured hub-based system. This is
useful as it allows for cross-pollination of ideas amongst workers. The hub-based
system can also include workers working from home. The key ingredient is good
telecommunications infrastructure and the State should ensure the development of fully
serviced hubs throughout regional and rural areas.

Medical Care
 Obstacles to innovation in the provision of GP care in rural communities should be
removed. This would include, for example, promoting the establishment of medical
centres (hubs), located in towns with other essential services and with dedicated on2

Muintir na Tire, Submission ‘Save Rural Ireland’ on behalf of Muintir na Tíre, the Post Masters’ Union, Irish
Cattle and Sheep Farmers’ Association, Macra na Feirme and Irish Countrywomen’s Association.
3
Joint Committee, 22 November 2016, submission from Kildare Leadership Partnership
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demand transport services. Rural GPs should not be financially penalised for moving
their practice to a primary care centre/hub.
The Rural Practice Allowance should be reformed and increased so as to make it
attractive for doctors to work in rural areas. Distance coding should also be restored.
Good quality ambulance and emergency services should be guaranteed for all areas of
the country including rural areas. The Fire Services of the State have a far larger
geographic footprint and should work seamlessly with ambulance services in emergency
situations. This will necessitate increased funding.

Post Offices
 All efforts will be exhausted to maintain rural post offices as a key part of rural
infrastructure and Government policy. An Post must remain a strong, viable company in
a position to provide a high quality, nationwide postal service and maintains a
nationwide customer-focused network of post offices in the community. However, the
environment in which the post office operates is changing and the network needs to
change to thrive particularly with the move to digital transactions. This involves
harnessing existing strengths such as its trusted brand and the relationship of
postmasters with individual communities to build the network of the future.
 New services must be added to the An Post offering and An Post post offices must
become one-stop-shops for State services, e.g. public social banking services. The
strategic review of An Post, including the post office network, which will identify the
strategic changes and restructuring necessary to maintain the company on a sound
financial footing is nearing completion.

ENTERPRISE
Enterprise and Skills
 Larger State agencies, such as Enterprise Ireland, the IDA, and their clients, should
remain an important source of enterprise and employment in rural Ireland and this
should be a national policy goal.
 A well-developed culture of self-employment evident in many parts of rural areas should
be further supported by Government.
 There is a need for Government to expedite its commitment to promote non-banking
sources of finance for SME (e.g. micro loans/funds, equity and trade credit) for seed
funding, working capital and other internal funding purposes. The forthcoming Brexit
Loan Scheme will provide affordable working capital financing to Irish businesses that
are either currently impacted by Brexit, or will be in the future. The new Scheme will be
delivered by the Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland (SBCI) through commercial
lenders to get much needed working capital into Irish businesses.
 There is a need for Government to provide greater commitment to area-based venture
capital funds (e.g. Western Investment Fund) through providing €100m over 5 years or
though the development of a model based on public community banks.
 LEADER funding should be increased significantly for the period 2014-2020 and the
bureaucracy of the programme should be reduced.

Sectors of Comparative Advantage in rural areas
 Those sectors to be considered sectors of comparative advantage will include farming,
fishing, agri-industry, forestry, processing of timber, extractive industries, rural
recreation, tourism and certain types of creative industry.
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The removal of obstacles to accessing the national grid for small and community
enterprises wind farms, solar farms, bio mass and bio digesters must be prioritised. The
provision of a viable feed-in tariff must be expedited. A decision must be taken at policy
level to ensure that a particular portion of the available grid connectivity be ring-fenced
and made available for genuine community projects.
Regional planning guidelines for wind farms and solar farms must be accelerated.

High Value Branding
 Many locations in rural Ireland have achieved, through their natural beauty, their
heritage and culture, something similar to brand recognition, assisted in no small part by
the advent of initiatives such as the Wild Atlantic Way and Ireland’s Ancient East. These
readymade brands could be leveraged with the production of products where a
competitive advantage also exists. Potentially, products such as Aran Island Cheese,
Tara Lamb, Cashel Whiskey, etc. could be created. National brands in other areas of
the State should also continue to be developed.
New Internet Shopping Networks
 Retail is migrating online and is having a negative effect on business in general in
Ireland as the majority of this retail is to locations outside of Ireland. It is also negatively
affecting rural retail centres. Local Enterprise Offices should be tasked with helping
towns provide online retail platforms for local retail outlets. The provision of broadband
in rural areas is also important to allow these platforms compete.
Credit
 Current sources of commercial investment are naturally impatient. They seek repayment
timelines that do not necessarily suit long term rural development projects. The State
needs to introduce a culture of prudent ‘Patient Investments’ in certain rural projects.
Credit Unions are currently highly regulated and are prevented from participating in
large areas of banking activity. It is necessary for the Government to help provide the
management and governance expertise to the Credit Unions to facilitate the
development of critical mass within the sector and to allow them meet the needs of
people in rural areas.

AGRICULTURE
Brexit
 Brexit is a significant threat to agriculture in the whole of Ireland. Uncertainty about the
final outcome can make planning for the future difficult. But one thing we can be sure of
is that both food businesses and farmers need to focus on competiveness and
innovation in order to survive these challenges and grow their business sustainably in
the future. The Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine recently announced a
major package of measures designed to help farmers, fishermen and food SMEs
navigate the current challenges arising from Brexit and to advance the growth objectives
of Food Wise 2025.
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If the north of Ireland is taken out of the EU, the agriculture sector in the north of Ireland
may operate under different regulations. This would mean that product would have to be
stopped and checked along the border. This would radically damage a whole range of
industries from beef to milk powder. The Government must seek to ensure that the north
of Ireland operates under the same regulatory system as the south.
International Trade Agreements
 A number of international trade agreements from CETA to the Mercosur negotiations
seek to allow access to the EU market of tens of thousands of tonnes of beef and other
agricultural products from Canada and South America. These products will not be
produced under the same regulatory standards as Irish agricultural produce. It is
important that competition functions on a level playing field and that sub-regulatory
product not be allowed access to the EU market.
Economically Sustainable Farming
 According to Teagasc, only a minority of farmers are independently economically
sustainable. Farming is the backbone of rural Ireland. For rural Ireland to remain
sustainable, it is important to make farming economically sustainable. This necessitates
a move among farmers up the value chain with regards to production and diversification.
It necessitates farmers receiving a larger proportion of the income that they generate.
This can be done by the development of farmer cooperatives and fairer supplier- buyer
profit splits. Much more work needs to be done to win new foreign markets.










AN GHAELTACHT
Increased funding for the implementation of Language Plans in the Gaeltacht is strongly
required.
Consideration should be given to the rehousing of interested Irish language speaking
families from urban areas into Gaeltacht areas in order to protect the populations in
these areas and to alleviate the housing crisis in the cities.
Measures to develop and support viable rural communities, including
o closer collaboration between State agencies, local authorities and funding
programmes;
o better education and training of the work force;
should apply equally to Gaeltacht communities in order to increase economic prosperity
and support them socially, linguistically and culturally.
The CEDRA Research Report acknowledges the differences and diversities of rural
areas with reference to their economic and social profiles. It is unlikely that ‘social
profile’ included ‘linguistic profile’ in this context. In recommending bottom-up training
(for example, in community leadership), it would be important that consideration be
given to providing such training in the Irish language in Gaeltacht areas, where
appropriate.
The Gaeltacht has competitive and other natural advantages in relation to languagebased employment and industry such as Irish language State administration, language
tourism (e.g. Irish colleges, adult courses, etc.), Irish language film and broadcasting,
translation, and cultural and linguistic tourism. These should be to the forefront of any
strategic approach to the creation of employment in the Gaeltacht. They would also
make an important contribution to sustaining and developing the Irish language in the
Gaeltacht and generally.
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The role of the Gaeltacht co-ops and community based companies in the Gaeltacht
should be better supported and their potential fully realised as agents of local
development.
Gaeltacht specific enterprise support and promotion initiatives, such as ‘Gaeltacht’
branding and creative websites for the Gaeltacht areas should be identified and
pursued.
Research specific to Gaeltacht communities is lacking and does not generally address
issues of rural viability. Further research is acquired to identify and analyse:
o
o

social, economic, linguistic and cultural issues
how Gaeltacht areas fall into a number of specific remoteness groups and the
diversity of challenges and needs that arise in those areas.

Údarás na Gaeltachta Funding
 Údarás na Gaeltachta has suffered severe cuts in comparison to other enterprise
development organisations in the State. It plays a vital role in ensuring that Irish remains
the main communal language of the Gaeltacht and is passed on to future generations.
Ensuring its adequate future funding is crucial. As part of the recent Budget
announcement, additional funding of €100,000 has been allocated for expenditure by
Údarás na Gaeltachta on linguistic, cultural and community development in the
Gaeltacht in 2018.





THE ISLANDS
Sustaining viable communities on our offshore islands is Government policy. In order to
achieve this, there is a need for Government departments and agencies to ensure that
their programmes and policies are tailored to the special needs of the islands. This
relates in particular to transport on and off the islands, basic infrastructure, health
services, education, employment and the cost of living.
The specific needs of islands should be considered in any future research in the area of
rural viability.

OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS
Western Development Commission


The Western Development Commission offers a successful development template; the
Government should therefore increase funding for this body and replicate its structure in
other regional areas.

Climate Change
 Significant changes of behaviour are necessary from society as a whole in order to
alleviate the challenge of climate change. This should be proactively dealt with in all
sectors. Profitable sectors that are less climate impactful should be developed along
with energy crops and micro generation.
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Third-level education and apprenticeships
 Third-level education is a significant driver of enterprise development. The lack of thirdlevel education in certain regions is one of the causes of ‘youth flight’. Encouraging
third-level institutions to provide outreach campuses in regional towns would allow for
young people to remain living in local areas and could facilitate the development of
enterprise and industry in those same areas.
 The real and sustainable future of apprenticeship training, with a greater focus on workbased learning and a closer alignment to the current needs of the Irish labour market,
must continue to be developed.
 The range of skills and sectors provided for apprentice education, which includes
manufacturing and engineering, tourism and sport, financial services, information
technology, transport distribution and logistics, and business administration and
management, have a significant contribution to make to our overall education and
training system.
 The potential of a strong apprenticeship system as qualitative and quantitative
educational training can be incalculable to the development of our young population, our
economy, our work environment and our sustainable living environment throughout our
country.
 The value and purpose of an apprenticeship education is evidenced across Germany,
Austria and many of the Nordic countries and should be examined closely.
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2.

Introduction

When compared with other developed countries, a high proportion of the Irish population
resides in rural areas. Census 2016 data shows that 37.3% of the population resides in
‘aggregate rural areas’, which are population centres with fewer than 1,500 residents.4 The
vast majority of these rural residents live in the open countryside (80.61%) with just under
20% residing in small villages (i.e. settlements with between 500 and 1,500 residents). 5
Looking at electoral districts, 40.8% of the population live in electoral districts which are
defined as rural.6 If the definition of rural were expanded to include all towns with up to
10,000 inhabitants, 1.75 million people live in rural areas.7 OECD data, which categorises
rural areas into those (a) which lie within a functional urban area, (b) which lie close to a
functional urban area, or (c) which are remote, found that 28% of the Irish population live in
‘remote’ rural areas, with only Norway (30%) and Greece (30%) exceeding this figure.8
In 2016, the Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (formerly the Joint
Committee on Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs) decided to analyse the
challenge of sustaining viable rural communities, and to identify the mechanisms, policies
and services that are required to this end.
Research carried out by the Oireachtas Library and Research Service to assist the
Committee in this regard led to the production of briefing papers on –




defining the policy issue and a policy framework for addressing them
the policy context
the importance of regional development policy,

and a final research paper encapsulating the findings above as well as providing further
analysis. The research draws substantially from the CEDRA9 Report, which was considered
to be the most comprehensive and up-to-date analysis of issues facing rural Ireland in
current times, and was very much informed by the more comprehensive CEDRA Research
Report.
A number of efforts have been made by recent Governments to address these challenges:


A Commission on the Economic Development of Rural Areas (CEDRA) was
established in 2012 and the last and the present Governments committed to
implement all 34 of its recommendations.



A policy statement – the Charter on Rural Development - was published in (2016);

4

CSO, 11 May 2017 Press Statement Census Results Profile 2: Population distribution and movement.
Brian Hughes, 24 May 2017. Data presented to the Joint Committee by Brian Hughes drawing on Census 2016
data.
6
Rural EDs are defined as EDs with population density below 150 persons per square KM.
7
Joint Committee, 24 may 2017. Data presented by officials from the Department of Housing, Planning and
Local Government.
8
To distinguish between areas, commuting distances are used. See OECD, 2013 Definition of Functional Urban
Areas for the OECD Metropolitan Database. Data used is from Census 2011.
9
Commission for the Economic Development of Rural Areas
5
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the Government’s Action Plan for Rural Development, published in January 2017,
brings together commitments to rural development made in the Programme for
Government (2016).



Ireland 2040: Our Plan, the draft National Planning Framework, successor to the
National Spatial Strategy, as well as proposing a new approach to the development
of the regions, aspires to integrate rural development into national and regional
development strategies.10

It is in this context that the Committee initiated a wide consultation process with stakeholders
whose remit, service provision and/or strategy directly affects the social and economic
development of rural Ireland. A list of witnesses to the Committee’s hearings is set out in
Appendix 1.
The purpose of the Committee’s consultation was to identify the issues that continue to
present obstacles to the economic and social development of rural areas (in particular
remote rural areas) and, where possible, to identify the structures, policy instruments and
investment which may address these issues and thereby lead to more viable rural
communities. Rural development is affected by almost all aspects of public policy;
agriculture, environment and planning, communications (including transport), energy,
enterprise and social protection, education and community development. The challenge for
the Committee in preparing this report has been to bring focus to the issue. It has done so by
seeking to identify the high-level policies which, if pursued across all areas of public policy,
have the best change of making remote rural communities viable.

10

National Planning Policy Statement, 2015 p.5
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3.
3.1

Context and Overview

Challenges facing rural communities

Many rural areas, regardless of the extent of their rurality, are characterised by low
population density, a peripheral physical location and are predominantly shaped by the
natural environment, as opposed to the built environment.
Largely as a result of these characteristics, rural areas have ‘low intensity economies’ with a
high dependency on external markets. Rural or ‘low density economies’ sit along a spectrum
from rural (close to urban) to rural remote, with the latter tending to exhibit the features of
low intensity economies which include:


High reliance on extraction and first-stage processing of local natural resources (primary
sector);11



Small local markets where the economy relies on exporting to external markets
(domestic or overseas);



Economies specialising in the production of commodities for outside markets with
transport costs falling on local firms;



Highly competitive markets, where rural markets need to reduce production costs so as
to offset costs associated with physical distance.

As a result of dependence on external markets, rural economies are highly sensitive to
regional and national global business cycles. As such, they are more vulnerable and can
suffer higher than average unemployment rates during economic slow-downs/recessions.12
The distinct developmental patterns associated with low-intensity economies have given rise
to other, knock-on features which compound the obstacles to development:


Low density population, meaning that there is a small, local workforce which, as a result
of its size and of outward migration, has a lower skills base than that found in urban
areas;



Outward migration of younger people from rural areas leaving an older population with a
lower skill set, as those who migrate tend to be the higher skilled.13 With a small
workforce, economic growth must come from more efficiency and greater productivity;
yet this can only come with enhanced skills.

3.2

Challenges of particular relevance to rural areas in Ireland

Research by Teagasc and others have found that most features of low intensity economies
are evident in rural Ireland14 where there is high reliance on extraction and first-stage
processing and specialised economy. This is most evident in those activities based on
agriculture, natural resources, construction, tourism and low value-added manufacturing.
There are fewer employment opportunities in the new economic sectors, as those sectors
with new employment opportunities are located outside of rural areas with enterprises
11

OECD Regional Development Policy Division (2016), cited above p.153, and pp. 154-5;
OECD (2016) cited above p.142
13
Adapted from OECD, 2016 cited above pp. 141-160
14
O’Donoghue Cathal et al,(October 2014) Rural Economic Development in Ireland .Teagasc, Carlow Ch 1. Also
Meredith in evidence to the Committee (23 November 2016).
12
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clustering around cities and large towns15. This means fewer employment opportunities for
the growing numbers of rural residents with third level qualifications which leads to outward
migration.16 This issue was emphasised by Irish Rural Link, which highlighted the poor
quality of jobs available in rural areas, with higher numbers (proportionately) employed in
low-paid, and even zero-contract, jobs.17
Meredith (Teagasc)18 has discerned a distinct spatial pattern to the outward migration in Irish
rural areas in that dual-income families are more likely to move away from remote rural
areas towards rural areas closer to urban or to urban areas themselves, and dual-income
families with third-level qualifications are particularly likely to migrate for employment
opportunities. This pattern of outward migration helps to explain why over the last thirty
years, rural areas (electoral districts) closer to larger towns and cities have experienced
population growth while remote rural areas in general have experienced population decline.
Population decline is concentrated in rural electoral districts (EDs) which already have below
average population density.19 A lower proportion of the residing population have third-level
qualifications than in towns and cities and there are lower skills in the labour market, with
this more pronounced in the more remote areas.20 As such, there are inadequate and or
inappropriate labour force skills and competitive disadvantage in terms of attractiveness for
new investment.21
While all rural areas display features of low-intensity economies, some rural areas in Ireland
are experiencing population growth and this presents a different set of challenges to remote
areas experiencing decline. These relate to countering suburbanisation, protecting the
countryside and ensuring services are adequate for growing populations.
In other rural areas, in particular more remote or less accessible areas, there is population
decline.22 The CEDRA Report explains that in rural areas which are stagnating there is a
‘general inability to retain or attract sufficient population to provide the critical mass needed
to develop socially and economically.’23 This can lead to a cycle of under-development and
decline, reinforced by the fact that services (using traditional service models) are more
expensive to provide and, therefore, in a period of economic crisis can be withdrawn.

3.3

Effect of urban-rural connections on rural areas

A recent study on South Kerry (2015)24 found that, with the exception of rural areas close to
Killorglin, Kenmare, Cahersiveen and Killarney, constituting a significant portion of South
Kerry, population numbers were in decline as a result of outward-migration, weak
demographic structure (age profile), economic dependency on one sector (tourism), and low
input/output farming. It also identified other features, which are both a cause and a
15

Meredith, David (Teagasc), Opening Statement to the Joint Committee, 23 November 2016.
Meredith (23 November 2016) Submission to the Joint Committee
17
Irish Rural Link (November 2016) Opening Statement to the Committee The challenges facing rural
communities and how these can be met through the various schemes and otherwise p.5.
18
Meredith David (23 November 2016) submission to the Joint Committee
19
Meredith David (23 November 2016) submission to the Joint Committee
20
Cedra Report, (2014) Section 3.2
21
O’Donoghue (2013) Teagasc Introduction and Cedra (2014) ‘Energising Ireland’s Rural Economy’ Section 3.2.
22
Cedra, 2014 p. 36.
23
Cedra, 2014, 36.
24
Brendan O’Keeffe (October 2015) Rural Vibrancy in North West Europe: the case of South Kerry, October
2015 University of Limerick and Kerry South Partnership Company.
16
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consequence of low-intensity economies, such as poor infrastructure, connectivity and low
levels of public services.
The data in the above-cited study on South Kerry, as well as spatial data provided to the
Committee by Teagasc25 and Dr Brian Hughes, highlights a key theme in rural development
literature on the significance of proximity to an urban area for socio-economic development
of rural areas. Explaining which rural areas are more vulnerable to these cycles, the OECD
finds that ‘proximity and connectedness to urban centres has a significant impact on
development patterns in rural areas:’ Rural areas closer and more accessible to urban
centres tend to perform better in socio-economic terms.
These patterns of rural development are found in Ireland. For example, drawing on census
data to develop six categories of rural area in Ireland26 (peri-urban; very strong; strong
adjusting; structurally weak; marginal and highly-diversified areas),27 researchers in NUI
Maynooth found that the average employment growth rate of the three most remote
categories of rural District Electoral Divisions (DEDs - structurally weak, marginal and highlydiversified) was significantly lower than that of less remote rural DEDs. 28 Further, the
negative effect of remoteness on employment growth was strongest in sparsely populated
rural areas.
The CEDRA Report identified four broad type of rural area in Ireland based on proximity or
connectedness to urban centres (accessibility) and the sectoral bases of their economies:

25

Meredith David (Teagasc), Submission to the Joint Committee 23 November 2016, Hughes Brian, submission
to the Joint Committee 24 May 2017
26

Rural areas themselves were defined as District Electoral Divisions (DEDs) with no population centre above
1,500 people, with a population density below 150 per sq. km and which are not part of an urban district or
borough i.e. open countryside and rural villages. See Centre for Local and Regional Studies – NUI Maynooth and
Brady Shipman Martin (2000) Ireland’s rural structure and Gaeltacht Areas prepared to support the

Government in designing the National Spatial Strategy.
27

See appendices for a description of each type of area
Remoteness was measured by a combination of a DED’s distance from an urban centre and the size of that
urban centre.
28
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Axis 2: Accessible and connected/Peripheral

Axis 1: Strong/In Transition sectoral bases

1. Accessible/
connected area
with strong
sectoral bases
esp in agrri-food

2. Accessible/
connected area in
transition from
agrarian to
dependency on
services

3. Inaccessible/
poorly
connected area
with strong
sectoral base
esp in agri-food

4.Inaccessible/po
orly connected
area in transition
from agrarian to
dependency on
services

Clearly not all rural areas fit neatly into these boxes, with many lying somewhere in between.
Depending on the degree of rurality and the extent of urban-rural linkages, the challenges
and the solutions to viable rural communities differ. Illustrating this point, the OECD created
the following summary table for rural areas at either extreme of the urban-rural spectrum
(peri-urban and remote).
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Different policy objectives depending on type of area29
Rural
area
(type)
Close
to cities
(periurban)

Remote

Land use

Infrastructure/
accessibility

Resource use

Public
services

Employment

Manage land
conversion to
limit urban
sprawl

Control
expansion of
sewer and
water system to
slow land
conversion

Maintain
environmental
quality and
restrict
unsustainable
activity. Work
to valorise rural
amenities used
by urban
residents

Provide local
high quality
services that
are integrated
into adjacent
urban capacity

Integrate rural
labour markets into
the urban market
by supporting
niche products and
stronger supply
chains

Maintain
environmental
quality and
restrict activity
that is not
sustainable.
Work to
valorise rural
amenities used
by urban
residents

Develop
innovative
ways to deliver
high quality
public services
in health,
education,
business
support and
workforce
training. Local
countercyclical
revenue
stabilisation
plan/support

Expand
employment and
local opportunities
through
entrepreneurship,
support for
business,
expansion and new
market penetration

Restrict land
use practices
that damage
the
environment
(pollution, soil
erosion).
Preserve high
value land of
natural or
cultural
benefits

Plan road and
public transit to
manage
development
Improve
connectivity to
urban regions




broadband,
road
rail

International literature and the data on Ireland suggests that remote rural areas face distinct
structural challenges to socio-economic development associated with their peripherality and
low-intensity economies which make them less attractive as a location for enterprise.
Without services, including investment in infrastructure which ensures the connection of the
rural to the urban, people migrate. This ‘brain drain’ reinforces the structural barriers to
sustainable enterprise development in rural areas by creating obstacles related to human
capital and infrastructure leading to cycles of under-development.

29

OECD (2016) p. 200.
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4.

Policy Programmes and Actions

Two papers informed the State’s policies on rural viability: the White Paper on Rural
Economic Development (1999), which aimed for the first time to promote coherent policymaking on rural development beyond direct support for the agricultural sector; and the
National Spatial Strategy (2002), a 20-year national planning framework which aimed at
achieving a better balance of social, economic and physical development across the State.
However, the key policy mechanism for investment in rural Ireland has been the Rural
Development Programme which, as noted by experts, is subject to the regulatory and control
framework of the EU’s Common Agricultural Programme.30

4.1

Rural Development Programme, including LEADER

The Rural Development Programme (2014-2020) (RDP) aims to foster the competitiveness
of agriculture, ensure sustainable management of natural resources and achieve a balanced
territorial development of rural economies, including creating and maintaining employment. 31
It is co-funded by the EU, and in some cases (e.g. the LEADER Programme) more than
matches exchequer funding allocated to the Programme. Funding for the RDP – Exchequer
and EU – is set out in Table 1 –

Table 1: Funding allocated to the Rural Development Programme
2014-2020
EU Funding

€2.19 billion

National Funding

€1.8 billion

Aggregate

€4 billion

While the RDP is primarily focused on direct support for agriculture (a central driver of
development in rural areas), the LEADER Programme aims to promote social inclusion,
poverty reduction and economic development in rural areas. LEADER represents the largest
single investment in rural development aside from direct investment in and subsidisation of
agriculture. As part of the Government’s policy to align local and rural development initiatives
with local government, changes to governance and delivery mechanisms were introduced in
recent years. Rather than having counties compete openly for the fund, a formula was used
to pre-allocate money to counties.32 Furthermore, following an open competition for the
selection of Local Action Groups and Local Development Strategies required by EU
regulations, newly-established Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs), which
lie inside the local authority structure, were set up in most counties.
30

O’Donoghue, Meredith, Frost and Heanue (2014) Research Report for the Commission for the Economic
Development of Rural Ireland (CEDRA) p.23
31
See Appendix 3 for background to social and community development programmes.
32
See Department of AHRRGA (2015) Outline of Leader 2014-2020 Sub-regional Fund Allocation. Page 7 gives
allocations per county. The formula allocated a basic minimum of €3m to each area and then used population
density and degrees of deprivation and rurality to allocate funding .
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4.2

New Rural Development Strategy

As mentioned above, the Commission on the Economic Development of Rural Areas
(CEDRA) was set up to investigate the potential of rural Ireland and to develop a strategy to
guide the medium-term economic development of rural areas up to 2025. CEDRA was
established in 2012 to carry out a consultation on the future economic development of rural
Ireland33 and was coordinated by Teagasc in conjunction with the Western Development
Commission, the (then) Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government,
and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine. It was very much informed by the
CEDRA Research Report34 which provided much of the background to the main report. Its
report contained 34 recommendations affecting many Government Departments and
agencies and central to its recommendations were measures to improve the governance and
coordination of rural development policy. A full list of these recommendations is provided in
Appendix 2.
The CEDRA Report’s recommendations and the Government’s Charter for Rural Ireland
(2016) together provide the strategic context for the Government’s rural development policy
as set out in the Programme for Government and the Action Plan on Rural Development.
The Action Plan, which is the Government’s policy framework to support the economic,
social and cultural development of rural Ireland, identifies 270 practical actions under five
pillars to be undertaken by Departments and agencies in support of economic and social
development in rural Ireland.35
Pillar 1 of the Action Plan outlines the Government’s intention to target existing Government
and EU social and community development programmes to support sustainable
communities in rural areas. This includes the Clár Programme, the Rapid Programme, the
Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme, the Rural Social Scheme and the
Communities Facilities Fund. There are also specific programmes implemented by the
Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, including those relating to Rural Walks,
Villages and Towns, and REDZ. (See Appendices 3 and 4).

4.3

New National Planning Framework

The National Planning Framework - Ireland 2040 – Our Plan will be the successor to the
National Spatial Strategy – 2002 (NSS) and as such it will guide and shape the development
of the country, and provide a long-term decision-making framework that other plans (such as
Regional Plans and City and County Development Plans) will follow. It also aims to facilitate
the achievement of more effective regional development so that national growth can be
shared throughout the whole of the State, and the potential of all areas can be realised.
The gap in the levels of economic development outside the greater Dublin area generated
under the National Spatial Strategy has been attributed, to:36,37

33

https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/rural-economy/CEDRA_Report.pdf
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/rural-economy/CEDRA_Research_Report.pdf
35
Department of AHRRGA Action Plan for Rural Development, p.9
36
Kitchen Rob (2016) ‘Why the National Spatial Strategy failed and prospects for the National Planning
Framework’ Ireland after Nama blog established by geographers and regional development specialists, NUI
Maynooth. Kitchen draws on arguments outlined by Meredith and Van Egeraat (2013) (see below).
37
Van Egeraat and Meredith (Autumn 2013) ‘Revisiting the national spatial strategy ten years on’ Administration
Vol. 60 (3).
34
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conceptualisation: the goal of ‘balanced regional development’ central to the plan
was ‘all things to all people:’ There were too many gateways and hubs (18 in total; 9
with populations of 100,000+ and 9 with populations of 20-40,000 so that no
counterweight to Dublin could emerge;



funding stream: the NSS missed the National Development Plan (2000-2006) which
was its most obvious funding stream and while it did underpin the subsequent
National Development Plan, the financial crisis hit soon after.

The draft National Planning Framework aims to address these weaknesses by suggesting a
departure from the ‘balanced regional development’ approach. This approach led to the
identification of so many hubs38 instead of looking to pursue regional development with an
39
‘urban over-spills (or agglomeration)’ approach. The latter concept was described by Dr
Brian Hughes in evidence to the Committee as the positive effect which expanding cities
have on their regional and rural spheres of influence.40 The draft NPF identifies Ireland’s
regional cities, which are described as ‘connected and accessible urban centres of
employment, third-level education and healthcare,’ as the best potential approach to regional
development. Nevertheless, the role for networks of towns as drivers of growth beyond the
city catchments is noted.
In terms of funding streams, it is important that the National Planning Framework will coordinate with the reviewed Capital Investment Plan (both in the current review period to 2021
and in the longer term thereafter). Coordination with the National Climate Change Adaptation
and Mitigation Plan is also prioritised.41

4.4

Governance and integration of rural development priorities

The National Planning Framework (NPF) aims to pursue effective regional development by
examining how urban-rural partnerships can work to the benefit of the regions by building
resilience instead of expecting high levels of growth in every place.42
In terms of making rural development a central consideration in regional development policy,
the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government has stated that the NPF is
being developed using a three-pronged approach which aspires to integrate rural
development into national and regional development strategies (Figure 1).

38

Ireland 2040, Our Plan the consultation document, states that the Government does not intend to identify as
many hubs (as the NSS) and will ‘avoid unrealistically seeking to treat all parts of the country in the same way.’
39
For more analysis of Ireland 2040, Our Plan and its consequences for rural development see L&RS Briefing
Paper 3 for the Committee, March 2017.
40
Joint Committee 24 May 2017
41
Ireland 2040: Our Future (2017) p.15
42
Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, 2017, Ireland 2040 p. 28 link provided above
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Figure 1: Three pronged approach to developing the Framework43

Identify National Priorities
with regards to future
employment growth and
development

Distinguish between the role
of larger cities and regional
towns in extending influence
of the cities

Establish framework to enable dynamic
participation of rural areas in overall
regional development by re-emphasising the
contribution from rural based enterprise in
food, tourism, natural resource and
innovation sectors.

Recognising the distinct types of rural area identified by CEDRA, the draft NPF states that a
different approach to rural development will be required in areas that are less accessible to
large urban areas, but in the context of localised rural-urban hinterlands. It notes that
interaction between urban areas and rural hinterlands are key to harnessing rural potential
and it advocates that the NPF adopt a ‘place-based approach’ to promote the development
of integrated place-based strategies for rural-urban hinterlands.’
To apply this practically, it is proposed44 that the NPF would be integrated with:


the spatial and economic strategies of the three Regional Assemblies (established
under Local Government Reform Act, 2014).45 These Strategies are themselves
developed using inputs from sub-regional strategic planning areas, which are key
economic catchment areas and are the same unit as for Regional Job Strategies;46
and



the Local Economic and Community Plans (drawn up by the local authorities and the
Local Community Development Committees).

This relationship is illustrated in Figure 2.

43

National Planning Policy Statement (2015) p.5.
A Roadmap to a National Planning Framework,
45
For more detail on their composition and role see here
46
In developing the Strategy the Assembly takes into account inputs from smaller sub-regional Strategic
Planning Areas (SPAs) which are key economic catchments within each assembly area. See Section 4, A
Roadmap to a National Planning Framework, December 2015. And see s42 of SI 573/2014 - Local Government
Act 1991 (Regional Assemblies) (Establishment) Order 2014.
44
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Figure 2: Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government47

In addition, the Rural Economic Development Zones scheme and the Rural Town and
Villages Renewal Programme are intended to drive rural development by building on urbanrural linkages. (see Appendix 4)

4.5

Key Issues identified by the Committee
4.5.1 Investment framework for regional and rural development
It is intended that the NPF will provide the strategic context for investment in critical
national infrastructure in areas such as housing, transport, energy, water and
communications services, and that such investment will be coordinated with the
Capital Investment Plan which is currently under review. To ensure that other funding
streams reinforce the NPF, including the promotion of rural development, it is also
intended that there will be a role for effective rural-proofing of policy and investment
(as developed by the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht.)
Over the course of the hearings, Members of the Committee expressed concern in
relation to the model which appears to underpin the Government’s capital investment
strategy. In their view, if the predicted positive over-spill from urban agglomeration in
the provincial cities is ever to start and to have positive effects for rural Ireland:


there needs to be a radical change to the model which appears to underpin
the capital investment policy across Government Departments, away from
prioritising investment only based on ‘existing demand’ and replacing or

47

Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, A Roadmap to a National Planning Framework,
December 2015. p. 4.

25

An Comhchoiste um Chultúr, Oidhreacht agus Gaeltacht
Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht

supplementing the demand criteria with criteria based on regional economic
development goals;48


in addition to these regional development criteria, there must also be
measures to ensure that rural areas are well connected both physically (roads
and transport services) and through ICT (broadband and mobile coverage) so
that the future benefits of urban agglomeration in provincial cities will accrue
to rural areas;



this investment might be most appropriately targeted to enhance urban-rural
connectivity within, and between, the REDZ, which were created to reflect
natural urban-rural linkages. This type of investment could see urban-spill
over from the growth of large and medium sized towns and would enable a
‘holistic approach which sees parallel investment in both town and
countryside. ‘49

Some Members stated that further consideration needs to be given to the
consequences for rural communities of the proposed new regional development
policy. Other members were of the view that, where possible, people should be
encouraged to live in villages and small towns rather than one-off housing in the
countryside. There is a clear threat to the environment with regards to service
provision and transportation when one-off housing increases excessively. Creating
critical mass within small towns and villages would breathe new life into them in a
more efficient and environmentally friendly fashion. Excessive one-off housing is also
a major threat to tourism.
4.5.2 Planning permission and land use in rural areas
Restrictions on planning permission in the countryside were highlighted as an
important issue for the farming community. Some Members of the Committee
criticised the ‘seven-year residency rule’ applied by many planning authorities in rural
areas arguing that it contradicted the government’s policy to create viable rural
communities in that it prevented people from living in rural areas. In addition,
restrictive planning regulations were blamed for presenting obstacles to young
people who wish to remain or return to work in rural communities. However, it must
also be noted that based on ESB connections data, it is estimated that around half of
the 15,000 new homes completed last year were one-off houses, mainly built in rural
areas, which account for less than 40% of the national population.
There are cases where family members are not granted permission to build on the
farm land, a practice which was referred to as destroying inter-generational support
networks in the countryside.50 It was suggested that this practice fails to ‘preserve the
48

The NTA stated that as it is government policy to prioritise investment in transport infrastructure to meet
existing, demonstrated demand, this is the criteria NTA use when prioritising and allocating funding. Joint
Committee, 1 February 2017. Officials from Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government
suggested that there are two bases for the allocation of funds and that the second one inevitably gets priority (a)
on the basis of regional economic development objectives and (b) to relieve pressure and/or meet immediate
demand in highly-developed areas. Joint Committee, 24 May 2017.
49
Joint Committee 20 October 2016
50
Joint Committee 7 December 2017
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rural farm family,’ which affects the handover of farms to the next generation (i.e. if
those inheriting farms are no longer living in the community). 51
While noting the evidence that strong urban-rural connections promote economic and
social development in rural communities, and that there are economic arguments for
concentrating services and enterprise activity in urban clusters, some members of
the Committee are concerned that the National Planning Framework may adopt a
one-size-fits-all approach to planning regulation which over-focuses on disallowing
one-off housing to the detriment of population growth and rural farming communities
in some rural areas.
Concern was also expressed about the social consequences of concentrating people
in housing estates in towns and villages. Members of the Committee noted the poor
standards of urban design adopted for such development in the past.52 Data is
available which shows that one-off housing is an issue in some, but not all rural
areas,53 and this data, along with the above considerations, should be taken into
account when setting the high-level objectives which will set the parameters for
regional and local planning.
On a broader level, representatives from Teagasc suggested that there needs to be a
national conversation about the future of land use, which should lead to a clear
Government policy bearing in mind multiple high-level objectives to create
sustainable rural communities, enhance the economic viability of farming and support
a strong and dynamic agri-food sector and other sectors of comparative advantage.54
4.5.3 Changing role of cities, towns and villages
Some Members expressed concern at the practical implications of concentrating
growth efforts on the provincial cities, questioning the cost involved and capacity of
the cities to manage this level of development. They emphasised the significant
growth in the size of large towns (10,000+) and their role as drivers of rural
development.
Large numbers of derelict houses in some rural areas were identified as symptoms of
declining towns and a moribund countryside. There was a discussion about whether
towns and villages were declining because the population in the countryside was in
decline or whether, in fact, the reverse was happening (i.e. people were leaving the
countryside because the nearby towns and villages were dying and no longer offering
essential services). 55
Members of, and witnesses to, the Committee identified two visions for rural Ireland
which may be competing:


One vision, expressed by officials from the Department of Housing, Planning
and Local Government and others, was that to give small rural towns and

51

Joint Committee, 12 October 2016 Roscommon Leader Partnership; Joint Committee, 26 October 2017 the
IFA, Joint Committee, 23 November 2016 Teagasc and L&Rs conversation with Teagasc, February 2017
52
Joint Committee, 1 March 2017, 24 May 2017 Session A and Session B
53
Library and Research conversation with representatives from Teagasc, February 2017.
54
Joint Committee 23 November 2016
55
Census 2016 shows a decrease in number of small towns and villages. See submission by Brian Hughes, 24
May 2017
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villages a chance to become credible alternatives to large towns and cities for
the location of enterprise and services, and indeed homes, there is a need to
encourage building in the villages and towns and not in the countryside.56
On the other hand, there is the vision where human settlement is in the
townland (countryside) and people travel to the village/town for commercial
and other services.

A problem identified by some Committee Members, regardless of which vision is
being subscribed to, is that there is no longer a certain relationship between the
vibrancy of towns and the total population of an area as the functions of towns have
changed, due in the main to rising internet retail and out-of-town shopping centres.
The latter was identified by a number of Committee Members as the result of poor
planning regulations. The role of national planning policy in creating unfavourable
conditions for the growth of rural towns was highlighted by witnesses to the
Committee, in particular the inconsistent application of the sequential test.57
Reference was also made to a recent amendment to the legislation (2015) intended
to more rigorously enforce the test.58
There may be an opportunity to embrace this change and to develop new roles for
rural towns. A new vision of the role of towns may be promoted by projects funded
under the Rural Towns Programme and REDZ by developing new social functions
(e.g. for tangible retail and services that cannot be bought on the internet and centres
for social interaction night and day).
However, some of the causes of the decline of towns and villages may first have to
be addressed. In its submission to the Committee, Retail Excellence Ireland59
identifies some root causes of the decline of small towns and villages and a number
of ways to address them. Aside from the threat to small towns and villages from
online competition, problems faced by towns that are not faced by shopping centres
include 

rigorously-enforced car-parking charges in towns compared to the
complementary or cheap and easily accessible car-parking offered in
shopping centres, a factor which drives people out of the towns;



motorway access to out-of-town shopping centres contrasts with the
sometimes congested access routes which lead to poor accessibility into
towns; and



the mix and extent of retail experiences on offer: the lack of urgency to fill
retail space in towns (owned by individual landlords) is compared to the need
to fill vacancies in shopping centres (driven by it belonging to one major
landlord). To create incentives for vacant premises to be filled, they suggest

56

Joint Committee 1 March 2017, 24 May 2017 Sessions A and B, Joint Committee 1 March 2017
The Guidelines for Planning Authorities: Retail Planning (2012) set down new requirements for local
authorities to apply the ‘sequential test’ to retail planning. Under this, all new retail developments must be inside
existing towns where possible.
58
For example, Retail Excellence Ireland, 26 October 2016 and submission to the Committee.
59
Retail Excellence Ireland (c2016) A Strategy for Rural Retailing. Submission sent to the Joint Committee for
Meeting 26 October 2016.
57
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that local authority rates be applied to vacant premises and other occupancy
incentives to new businesses.
Schemes like the Rural Towns Initiative and Red Zones cannot, in isolation, address
the decline of rural towns and villages. To be effective, actions to remove some of the
root causes of decline highlighted above are necessary. Some of these are
connected to governance (i.e. the collective action problem and the way in which
policy instruments are implemented), connectivity (accessibility of towns vis-à-vis
alternative retail centres). Furthermore, a more regular, service-focused (rather than
demand-focused only) rural transport service would help to promote towns and
villages as centres for social entertainment.
4.5.4 Implementation Policies and Programmes
The Committee heard how government policy is strong on analysis but also requires
effective implementation. The CEDRA Report identified this and recommended that a
senior Minister for Rural Affairs be appointed and that structures be put in place to
coordinate the activities of all Departments as they affect the development of rural
Ireland.
Governments have taken steps to address this issue in a number of ways, including
by the appointment of a junior Minister for rural affairs and for regional economic
development, the creation of a Cabinet Committee for rural development policy, and
the improvement of coordination across Departments in relation to issues affecting
rural affairs.
Recently, a separate Minster and Department for Rural and Community Development
was created, taking responsibility for rural affairs from the then Department of Arts,
Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, and responsibility for community
affairs from the Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local
Government.
The appointment of a Minister with responsibility for rural and community
development and the merging of rural and community affairs will see the bringing
together of direct responsibility for some instruments of rural development policy and
many social and investment programmes which affect rural Ireland. However, the
Minister will not be responsible for the single biggest investment in the rural economy
(CAP and five of the six high-level priorities of the Rural Development Programme).
Furthermore, the actions of many other Departments, such as the Department of
Communications, Climate Action and Environment, and the Department of
Employment Affairs and Social Protection, implement policies with huge potential
influence on sustainable rural communities. Some Members were concerned about
how the Minister and his Department can ensure the generation and implementation
of policies for the development of rural Ireland. Other Members questioned if it was
possible for any one Department to have responsibility for every single aspect of
affairs relating to rural Ireland. In this context, the rural-proofing of policy promised in
the Charter for Rural Ireland and the Action Plan for Rural Development is essential.
How the Department will approach the implementation of this commitment is not yet
clear. The Committee notes that rural-proofing of policies takes place at an earlier
stage of the process and not at senior levels.
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4.5.5 Funding mechanisms
In June 2016, the Minister for Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs
launched the Action Plan for Rural Development, the first of its kind, to take a coordinated approach to rural development across the remit of Government policy to
2020. It is unclear yet whether the Government and all stakeholders have maximised
the potential of available funding mechanisms to support the economic development
of rural areas, as recommended by the CEDRA Report.60 A Rural Innovation Fund
(Recommendation 4, CEDRA) has not yet been established and funding for the
LEADER Programme has decreased.

4.5.6 Rural development - policy and alignment
The implications of the alignment policy behind Putting People First 2012 for the
management and delivery of rural development funding was raised on many
occasions in the Committee’s hearings. There were suggestions that governance and
administrative arrangements, rather than maximising the potential of available
funding mechanisms, are limiting their potential by presenting obstacles to the
delivery of core funding programmes, in particular the LEADER Programme. While
this may be temporarily caused by the ‘bedding down’ of new arrangements, the
Action Plan does not address this issue.
The CEDRA Report argued that the alignment policy could serve as a tool to remove
obstacles to rural development by requiring co-ordination and reducing duplication,
and by enhancing governance through the alignment of national and local rural
development policy. However, as noted by the IPA, the enhanced role for local
authorities in coordinating community and economic development and service
delivery should be cognisant of the bottom-up, community-led approach used by
local development organisations.61
While the Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs) are independent of
the local authority in the discharge of their functions, they rely on the local council for
funding and administrative support. It has been suggested that the democratic deficit
at the heart of local government may prevent the reform from achieving its objective
in terms of enhancing local democracy.62 Specifically, it has been suggested that ‘a
part-time public representative would find it much more difficult to set the LCDC
agenda than a full-time Director of Services of a Local Authority’ and that this tension
needs to be resolved.
Stakeholders here have welcomed the concept of the Local Community Development
Plan and the partnership envisaged in the LCDC, and agreed that all funding
programmes across Departments should, at a high level, fit in with the Local
Community Development Plan. As such, the Plan could provide the strategic context
within which operational programmes for LEADER, etc. are designed.
However, many stakeholders expressed concern with increased levels of
bureaucracy and in particular, the procedure for “Article 48” checks by Pobal was a
60

CEDRA (2014) Recommendation 4.
Boyle Richard (2016) Local and regional bodies in Ireland 2012-2016 p.20 Dublin; IPA
62
Rylands, O’Connor and Power (2015) ‘Local Government Reform in Ireland: implications for Rural
Development and Community Engagement’.
61
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cause for concern. This leads to fewer development officers on the ground. Evidence
heard by the Committee suggests that the reforms that delegated local economic and
community development to local government did so without relinquishing the role of
central government leading to an increase in the level of bureaucracy for any group
or company seeking to apply for funding from the various programmes. Therefore in
order to have the maximum positive effect on coherence and strategic rural
development, programmes such as LEADER, must be implemented with all areabased initiatives using a community-led approach. There was some agreement
amongst witnesses – in particular the LEADER companies – that to address the
bureaucracy which is ‘stifling innovation’ in the present Leader Programme, 63while
striving for greater coherence in rural development policy:


LCDCs should adopt the plan (using the consultative process and as set out
in the legislation) and oversee its implementation (i.e. the various
programmes – Leader, SICAP – within the parameters set by the LCDC’s
Plan);



Development companies should develop plans to implement and manage
Programmes (in line with the Plan), including taking decisions on funding
allocations (in line with their former role under LEADER 2007-2013 and with
role still played by Forum Connemara, for example); this would reduce the
number of stages in the application process and allow development
companies to use their expertise to lead community-led development (within
the parameters set down in the Plan).

A number of witnesses raised the poor record of Irish successful Irish applications in
sourcing European funding, a factor attributed to the fact that funding arrangements
leave little time for development.
Some social schemes designed to protect the vulnerable and to support people
seeking to up-skill and access work appear to be designed in isolation from one
another, the result being incoherence and sub-optimal outcomes for rural
communities. It was suggested that difficulties and anomalies can emerge in the
Rural Social Scheme and Tús, between those schemes and Job Path, and between
the Farm Assist and payments from the Department of Employment Affairs and
Social Protection or employment and training schemes.

63

South Kerry Development Partnership, Joint Committee, 20 October 2017
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5

Connectivity

Connectivity (i.e. accessibility and proximity/virtual and physical between rural areas and
nearby small and large urban centres) is determined in the main by direct access to
broadband, transport and public services.

5.1 Broadband
The availability of a reliable national broadband infrastructure was highlighted by many
witnesses64 as one of the most fundamental enablers of economic and social
development in rural Ireland. Reliable broadband infrastructure has both an enterprise
and a service provision purpose, although witnesses placed more emphasis on the
former.
The dispersion of small businesses into rural areas depends on a reliable broadband
service and witnesses were strongly of the view that access to broadband is one of the
highest priorities, which if not addressed, will further contribute to the divide between
urban and rural areas.
Witnesses also referred to data showing how accessibility and connectivity remain strong
indicators of population growth and noted the fundamental importance of reliable
broadband as an enabling factor for economic and community development
enterprises.65 Any innovative plans for service delivery in rural area and the prospects of
developing a stronger tradition of tele-working from rural areas will also require reliable
broadband connections.
5.1.1
National Broadband Plan
The National Broadband Plan (2012) aims to deliver high-speed broadband to all
premises in the State through a combination of commercial and State investment in
broadband infrastructure. To advance its roll-out, the CEDRA report recommended that
public funding be ring-fenced to provide next-generation broadband services to rural
areas, while also arguing that in the absence of commercial investment, the State should
invest in the deployment of networks to all areas with populations over 1,500.
Figure 3 below shows that as of April 2017, 65% of the premises (dark blue) in the State
are connected to, or in the process of being connected to, high-speed broadband via
commercial infrastructure, 12% of premises (light blue) are projected to have high-speed
infrastructure provided by a commercial operator (Eir) by the end of 201866 following an
agreement signed between Eir and the Minister for Communications, Climate Change
and Environment. It is planned that the remaining premises in the State, 23% of all
premises (in amber), will be covered by the public intervention element of the National
Broadband Plan (last column).67 It is anticipated that this part of the National Broadband
Plan will be fully rolled out by 2020.68
64

th

Submissions to Joint Committee, from: Cavan County Council, Meath County Council (20 September 2016);
th
Enterprise Ireland, Western Development Committee, South Kerry Partnership (26 October 2016) Irish
nd
Farmers’ Association ,( 22 , November 2016
65
th
Joint Committee, 26 October 2016
66
In fact, Eir has entered into a commitment that 90% of the light blue areas will be connected by the end of
2018.
67
The chart has been created by the Department following consultation across the State and the premises in the
amber areas have (as of April 2017 when the chart was published) no commercial arrangements in place at
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It is well-known that the infrastructure for high-speed broadband is less prevalent in rural
areas. The figures below, derived from data on the website of the Department of
Communications, Climate Change and Environment,69 give an idea of the extent to which
premises awaiting the roll out of broadband by the public intervention (i.e. by 2020) are
concentrated in the most rural counties. Therefore, vast parts of rural Ireland will not have
high-speed broadband until at least 2020 even if the Government were to drastically
speed up the public procurement process. However, to improve both mobile
and broadband services in rural Ireland in advance of the roll out of the high
speed broadband network to be built in the State intervention, the Department of
Communications and Climate Change established a Taskforce in July 2016 to identify
solutions which can be implemented in the short, medium and long term to alleviate
mobile phone and broadband coverage deficits, to identify priority areas for rollout and
investigate how better services could be provided to consumers. These solutions will
enhance the existing services prior to the full build and rollout of the network planned
under the National Broadband Plan State-led intervention. In addition to initiatives already
put in place by Government, consideration could be given as to how rural areas can build
on existing broadband infrastructure to enable economic development in the short-term.

present for the provision of high-speed broadband infrastructure. According to the Minister for Communications,
Climate Change and Environment (April 2017) the chart, with its blue, light blue and amber areas, has provided
the necessary certainty to proceed with the next stage of the public procurement process i.e. has set out the
areas which the public procurement contract will cover.
68
Further graphs on broadband are provided in Appendix 5
69
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/communications/topics/Broadband/national-broadband-plan/high-speedbroadband-map/Pages/Map-Statistics.aspx
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Figure 3: percentage of premises in each county according to broadband
status
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Two Regional Broadband Action Groups have been established and are working with local
authorities, local enterprise offices, LEADER Groups and other relevant agencies. Their aim
is to identify priority areas for rollout and accelerate the broadband network in rural Ireland,
once contracts have been awarded, by ensuring that there are no local barriers. They will
also assist in the development of rural digital strategies, as set out in the Programme for a
Partnership Government. In 28 of the 31 local authority areas, a Broadband Officer, whose
role is central to this process, has been appointed.
5.1.2 Temporary solutions for broadband in rural areas
Inferior broadband arrangements are in place in many areas at present and the Programme
for a Partnership Government gave a commitment to establish a Mobile Phone and
Broadband Taskforce to –
 identify immediate solutions to broadband/mobile phone coverage deficits, and
 to investigate how better services could be provided to consumers prior to full build
and rollout of the network planned under the National Broadband Plan.
It is the Committee’s view that the Broadband Task Force and Broadband Officer could be
tasked with establishing how temporary solutions can be provided to the lack of high-speed
broadband given that it is not expected to be completed by at least 2020. Submissions to the
Committee highlighted the need for technical advice and priority access to community
groups who wish to provide a service now, and argued that in light of the delay to the rollout
via the National Broadband Plan, it should be possible to apply under the LEADER
Programme for funding to engage a contractor to provide high-speed broadband in rural
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areas.70 While the Irish LEADER Programme is at present restricted to smaller-scale
projects, this should be amended and/or co-funding be accessed from the CLÁR
Programme.71 Representatives of Roscommon Leadership Partnership highlighted how a
community-led company in Inisboffin delivers broadband to the island, to Connemara and
Loughrea in East Galway.
5.1.3 Build on existing strengths
With the support of both the Broadband Officers and the local task forces referred to above,
agencies and development companies and other local development actors can concentrate
efforts on locating enterprise in the areas which have high-speed broadband, simultaneously
supporting investment in innovative hubs and co-working spaces which have other knock-on
benefits (networking, clustering, and co-location of services).

5.2

Transport

The significance of good road access for rural development and the challenges for
enterprises regarding the linkages between rural areas and the regional and national
network are seen as key issues due in the main to under-investment in local and regional
roads. The importance of a good-quality road network connecting the countryside and
villages to nearby urban centres, to the national network, and to the socio-economic
development of rural areas, is recognised by the Government in its commitment to the
CEDRA Report’s Recommendations and in its own Action Plan on Rural Development
(2017, Pillar 5). In the context of the lack of funds available for investment in 2012/2013, the
CEDRA Report recommended that national road policy should prioritise maintaining
improvements undertaken in the previous decade with the potential of opening up economic
and employment opportunities in key towns.

70

Muintir na Tire, Submission ‘Save Rural Ireland’ on behalf of Muintir na Tíre, the Post Masters’ Union, Irish
Cattle and Sheep Farmers’ Association, Macra na Feirme and Irish Countrywomen’s Association.
71
Joint Committee, 22 November 2016, submission from Kildare Leadership Partnership
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5.2.1

Funding for national, regional and local roads

Witnesses pointed to a lack of funding for regional and local roads, including the lack of
Local Improvement Schemes, and to the management of road development in areas under
environmental designations as particular problems. These roads are maintained by the local
authorities who rely primarily on central government for funding. There is a perceived
preference by the Government for investing in national roads over roads promoting
connections between and within counties, which (according to witnesses) tend to be less
well funded than national roads.72 According to the Department of Transport, Tourism and
Sport, local and regional roads together account for 94% of the country's roads network and
carry around 54% of all road traffic. It said that secondary roads alone need €3 billion to
bring them up to the required standard. It should also be noted that in January, the Minister
for Transport, Tourism and Sport announced details of a €324 million investment programme
for 2017 for regional and local roads and in September 2017, the Minister for Rural and
Community Development announced the provision of €10 million for a Local Improvement
Scheme.
Some rural areas remain negatively affected due to a historical lack of road infrastructure
and there continues to be a need for investment to enhance roads in rural areas.

5.2.2

Road development in areas with environmental designations

Witnesses identified the lack of a national policy framework on the design and construction
of road development in areas with environmental designations (under EU Directives) as a
significant, and costly, obstacle to connectivity. The Committee heard how this issue has
presented costly obstacles to infrastructure development in Connemara (i.e. the N59 route).
Representatives of Galway County Council stated that it has spent €3 million to date on the
process of getting permission to upgrade the N59. They also noted how sub-standard roads
negatively affected the huge potential for tourism and attributed the depopulation in Clifden
(which was one of the top ten areas for population loss between 2011 and 2016) to its
inaccessibility.73
5.2.3 Investment model for road transport
The Capital Investment Programme provides for a €9.6 billion capital envelope for transport
over seven years, €6 billion of which is for investment in the national, regional and local road
network.74 Of the €6 billion for investment in roads, €4.4 billion is for existing roads and €1.6
billion is for new projects which are listed in the Capital Investment Plan. Budget 2016 and
2017 saw small increases from the levels of spending projected.
Regarding the breakdown of investment in national versus regional and local roads, Budget
2017 provided a total of €780 million (€158 million more than projected in the seven-year
Capital Expenditure Plan (2015), of which €275 million (35.26%) is for regional and local
72

Joint Committee 20 September 2016 - Submission from Cavan County Council and Meath County Council
Note that in later Committee hearings Brian Hughes suggested that the decline in Clifden’s population
recorded in Census 2016 may also be in part related to some methodological changes to the way in which data
was collected in 2011 and 2016. Joint Committee 24 May 2017
74
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (2015) Capital Investment Plan p. 24. €3.6 billion was for
investment in public transport.
73
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roads. This represented a 10% increase from 2016 in the annual capital budget for regional
and local roads (from €250 to €275 million). Local authorities (in line with national policy and
in consultation with the NTA) identify investment projects for regional and local roads.
The issue of whether national transport policy, which is implemented by the National
Transport Authority, Transport Infrastructure Ireland and local authorities, has integrated
commitments for rural Ireland (as committed to in the Programme for Government and the
Action Plan) is key. CEDRA recommended75 that the Government and all stakeholders
maximise the potential of available funding mechanisms to support the economic
development of rural areas. The Minister for Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht
Affairs in June 2016 set out the goal to see Government Departments discriminate positively
towards rural Ireland via the Action Plan.76
The Strategic Investment Framework for Land Transport, which will be reflected in the new
National Planning Framework, sets out Government policy and frames the allocation of
capital funding to transport.77 It sets out three priorities:




Maintain and renew strategically important elements of the land transport system;
Address urban congestion;
Improve efficiency and safety of existing networks.

The Framework stipulates that land use and transport planning are linked,78 and sets out a
hierarchy of road transport strategies to include regional transport strategies prepared by the
NTA and input into Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies. Local authority plans to
upgrade and develop regional and local roads (even when this is from their own funds) are
subject to the overall national policy goals for the transport network, and local authorities
submit proposals of strategic priority for approval to the NTA. 79
A key theme arising during Committee deliberations was that models for prioritising public
investment, in particular investment in capital infrastructure, are primarily based on demand,
a factor which reinforces the pattern of regional development with development concentrated
in the east of the country. During the period 2000-2013, there were high levels of investment
in roads in the Greater Dublin Area when compared to spending in other, more rural,
counties. Since 2014, the levels of investment in national, regional and local roads have
increased in some rural counties such as Galway and Mayo. It was suggested that to resolve
the issue of over-concentration of development in the east of the country, infrastructural
developments and initiatives not directly related to population need to be identified.80
To advance the development of connectivity through good roads connecting rural areas to
nearby urban areas and to the national network, and to address the under-investment
between 2000-2013, it may be necessary to place regional and rural development as a core
criteria in the model of public investment agreed as part of the National Planning Framework.

75

Recommendation 4
Minister Humphries, 1 June 2016 Parliamentary Questions, Dáil Éireann
77
DPER (2016) Capital Investment Plan 2016-2021
78
National Transport Authority Joint Committee 2 February 2017
79
Further info on public investment in Appendix 7
80
For example, Committee debates, 20 September, NTA debate, other
76
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5.2.4 Regional and rural public transport
In evidence to the Committee, the Minister for Arts, Heritage, Rural, Regional and Gaeltacht
Affairs stated that improved connectivity between, and within, rural communities is being
addressed via ‘actions related to the rural transport programme, the regional airports and
transport solutions designed to meet particular needs such as the island communities.81 A
review of public transport policy, including rural transport, is being undertaken by the NTA in
2017.
With regard to regional transport (outside of the rural transport programme), Members
questioned whether the investment model for public transport, developed by the NTA, was in
accordance with policy set down by Government, and whether it was optimal for the
development of sustainable rural communities connected to strong regional urban centres.
Members were critical of what they suggested was a ‘demand-focused model’ for taking
decisions on investment in existing and new bus routes. Witnesses agreed that the national
policy model is demand-based and Bus Éireann stated that in order to develop improved
services on these ‘basic commuter routes,’ it must make a case to NTA based on demand. 82
The NTA also pointed to its specific statutory duties to implement the Greater Dublin Area
Transport Strategy and noted that ‘it is important that land use is developed close to existing
infrastructure as it reduces travel demand.’ Members of the Committee noted that the effect
of this high-level goal is to ensure that existing patterns of investment in transport continue
and the contradictions were highlighted between the NTA’s goal to ‘reduce travel demand
and distances travelled (as travel infrastructure is expensive to maintain) and a policy that
promotes best-practice spatial planning.
Questions were also raised about the regulation of competition in the bus market, where the
NTA decides which bus routes are commercial (and are therefore operated by a company
which is granted a licence), and which are not commercial (and are operated by Public
Service Operators). The question arose as to whether the publicly-owned companies are
competing fairly with commercial operators. There is also concern with regards the reliability
of the Bus Éireann service. There is anecdotal evidence that there are a large number of
dropped services in certain route clusters in the State.
In light of the above, the Committee is of the view that current polices and models result in
poor radial routes connecting rural areas to regional urban centres. Members pointed to very
limited bus services after 6 pm, ‘even on strong, basic commuter routes’ such as connecting
universities to nearby hinterlands (a factor clearly making it more difficult for those attending
third-level education to continue to live in rural areas while getting the most out of their
education). The retreat of regional bus services from many parts of rural Ireland and a fare
structure which in some cases reduces demand were also issues of concern.
5.2.5

Rural Transport Programme

In spite of commitments set out in the Rural Transport Programme and the recent reform of
the programme, many witnesses highlighted the current poor and infrequent public transport
service as an obstacle to social and economic development in rural communities leading to
social isolation for both young and old. While there was praise for the operators of the rural
transport scheme and some improvements in the level of service, many witnesses and
Members questioned whether the Rural Transport Programme was fit for purpose. The
81
82

Joint Committee 1 March 2017
Joint Committee 1 February 2017
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model of service provided under the Programme was criticised by Irish Rural Link as being
inadequate and so poor that most people relied on cars, the cost of which was contributing
to poverty in rural areas.
One witness pointed to solutions in under-utilised transport equipment such as school
83
buses, and called for more integrated and imaginative transport services. The NTA noted
that the rural transport programme provides some scheduled services but also it runs
services in response to need.84
A number of witnesses called for more on-demand flexible, imaginative solutions to rural
transport, a submission from the Rural Advocate Network suggesting State investment in a
rural taxi service and that a pilot of regular inter-town services be run, subsidised by users,
employers and public funding. Others, such as Roscommon Leadership Partnership and the
Rural Advocate Network, advocated greater publicity of the Local Link (the name of the
Rural Transport Service) services and found that many people were simply unaware of the
services offered.
There was also criticism of the model underlying the school transport programme operated
by Bus Éireann on behalf of the Department of Education and Skills. This model is currently
based on numbers (demand must reach 10 children per area for a service to be in place)
irrespective of the community, parish and catchment area. The National Parents Council
called for an overhaul, rather than a tinkering with, the school transport programme and for a
proper infrastructure paid for by parents, subsidised or free depending on social
circumstances.

5.3

Public Services

The Committee heard how there are challenges in rural areas with regard to certain basic
services in particular in remote rural areas, a factor which isolates communities and results
in people moving away and /or not moving to rural areas.85 86
5.3.1

Basic Services

The need for a policy mechanism to ensure that basic public services are provided in rural
areas was discussed, with one proposal put forward that there should be a national typology
of the minimum level of basic services to which every household is entitled.87 Given the
centrality of the urban-rural linkages to socio-economic development, and the level of
connectivity between them already captured by the establishment of rural development
zones, it might be appropriate to set the minimum level of services for each ruraldevelopment zone (rather than using population-related criteria only).
Regarding the provision of basic services and the effect of broadband, an unanticipated
consequence arising from the delivery of high-speed fibre broadband to all rural communities
is the expectation from service providers and agents of the State that people will engage

83

Witnesses from Age Action Ireland, Joint Committee 7 December 2016.
Joint Committee, 1 February 2017
85
O’Donoghue Cathal et al,(October 2014) Rural Economic Development in Ireland .Teagasc, Carlow Ch 1. Also
Meredith in evidence to the Committee (23 November 2016).
86
th
Eugene Cassidy, Kells Distract Council, Presentation to Joint Committee, 20 September 2016
87
20 September 2016 Ó Cuív
84
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with them online only and no longer face-to-face.88 This was also raised as an issue by Age
Action Ireland who highlighted the need to ensure the digital literacy of older people in rural
communities.89

5.3.2

Medical services

Access to services, in particular to GP services and to hospital appointments, in addition to
the availability of home help services in rural areas, were identified as key issues challenging
the sustainability of rural communities in the health sphere. The lack of an adequate rural
transport system was raised as reinforcing some of these challenges. The IMO highlighted
the effect of cuts introduced under Financial Emergency Measures in the Public Interest
2009 (which cut funding to General Practice by approximately 38%) on the sustainability of
Rural GP practices. The following issues were highlighted to the Committee as being
particularly damaging making it difficult to attract doctors to practice in rural areas:






The removal of distance coding,
The decrease in the capital payment rate per medical card visit,
Changes in criteria for the allocation of the rural practice allowance which is paid
to remote rural practices to make a practice sustainable,
The decrease in the 24 hour emergency service introduced under this measure,
and
The substantial reduction in payments for locums.

The grouping of GPs in hubs or primary health centres, and the expansion of services
offered by rural GPs, is frequently proposed as a solution to the issues identified above. The
IMO highlighted some issues with the efforts of the HSE to encourage rural GPs to locate in
Primary Care Centres by making financial supports contingent on it. Importantly, the fiveyear contract on offer in a Primary Care Centre is too short to make such a move worth the
risk and the licence fee/rent is standard regardless of the location.
Compounding these issues are inadequate provision of home-help support staff services to
rural areas by the HSE which witnesses explained was also caused by cuts. Home-help
90
service providers for example are not paid for the transit time between calls. And indeed
the lack of adequate home-help services was pushing elderly people into the far moreexpensive (and frequently unwanted) Fair Deal Scheme.91

5.3.3

Post office services

The need to develop and diversify the services offered through the extensive post office
network (1,100 offices throughout the State) was discussed by witnesses to, and Members
of, the Committee.92 The general issue of the sustainability of the post office network arose
frequently during the Committee hearings. In evidence to the Committee, An Post stated
88

This was also raised by Teagasc in discussion with L&RS, February 2017
Joint Committee 7 December 2016
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Joint Committee 7 December 2017 Age Action Ireland
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Joint Committee 7 December 2017 Deputy Healy Rae
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This was discussed by An Post, the Irish Postmasters’ Union, Irish Rural Link and MANY OTHER witnesses to
the Committee, including the Minister for AHRRGA.
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that, in spite of recent closures of post offices, its policy is not to close them; instead it
examines whether to keep an office open if a post-officer retires and/or is deceased, and, in
making this decision arranges a public consultation prior to making a decision. Referring to
the Kerr review of the future of the Post Office Network, representatives of An Post stated
that the survival of rural post-offices will be dependent on Government policy in support of
them.
The Post Master’s Union proposed that post offices become the community-based provider
of all State services, of financial services and social and community services. In the latter, it
includes remote health checks (on site in post offices) and prescription drop-off points,
transport hub (taxis, bus hire, car pooling), community internet access and ICT learning and
tourism and genealogy information point.93 In March 2017, the Government agreed to the
recommendation of its Post-Office Hub Working Group to pilot a shared-services model,
which includes the expansion of services, at four post offices.

93

Post Master’s Union, November 2016 Opening Statement to the Joint Committee.
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6

Enterprise and Skills

Over the course of the Committee’s hearings, it has become clear that population decline
and poor employment opportunities present challenges to the viability of some rural
communities. To be viable, rural communities need employment opportunities that are within
reasonable commuting distance – either within or close to the rural area – or need to be
facilitated to take up skilled employment opportunities available in urban areas (while
residing in rural areas).94
CEDRA made a number of recommendations on how to address these structural barriers,95
and the Government is implementing these recommendations via eight regional action plans
for jobs aimed at attracting more multinational jobs to each region, and investing in the Local
Enterprise Offices (LEOs) which are now providing a ‘one-stop-shop’ advice service to all
SMEs.96 A Network of Regional Skills Fora (to coincide with the eight regions for Jobs
Strategies), created as part of the Government’s National Skills Strategy, aim to give
employers and all players in the education and training system the opportunity to work
97
together to design measures to meet the emerging skills needs in each region.
In spite of these initiatives, the Committee identified key structural obstacles to encouraging
the establishment of enterprises in or close to rural areas including –



6.1

access to finance for enterprise, and
barriers to enterprises locating in rural areas associated with the peripheral
location and the population’s skills set.

Location of large and medium-sized enterprises in rural areas

Members of the Committee were of the opinion that larger State agencies, such as
Enterprise Ireland and IDA clients, should remain an important source of enterprise and
employment in rural Ireland and that this should be a national policy goal. There was a
concern that with employment opportunities clustering in urban areas, national policy would
place less emphasis on attracting such client companies to rural Ireland. In evidence to the
Committee, Enterprise Ireland noted that one prong of its three-pronged strategy for regional
and rural development is to support its existing customers, many of which are located
outside of Dublin and the Mid East, to grow and develop. Another prong is implementing the
Regional Plans for Jobs which focus on skills, innovation, broadband and infrastructure that
can help businesses and employment in each region.98 (See Appendix 6).

6.2

Supporting environment for self-employed

At the same time, the economic development of rural Ireland requires the promotion of a
sustainable and vibrant micro enterprises and the SME sector. Small and micro-enterprises
make up 98% of enterprises in Ireland and employ 44% of the workforce.99 Enterprise Ireland
94

A point articulated by Brian Hughes in evidence to the Joint Committee 24 May 2017
CEDRA Recommendations are in Appendix 2
96
Each LEO operates this service (from within the local authority) via a service-level agreement with Enterprise
Ireland.
97
For more information see Department of Jobs and Skills here
98
Joint Committee 26 October 2016, Enterprise Ireland
99
According to an IBEC Policy Brief, 01.2016 p.1 enterprises with fewer than 20 employees account for 98% of
all enterprises and employ 44% of the workforce in Ireland. Looking at all SMEs, CSO data suggests they are
99.8% of the population of enterprises and employ 69% of all people employed in enterprise. Large companies
(250+0 are only 0.2% of the population of enterprises and employ 31% of employees.
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noted that a key factor for enterprise location, whether small, medium or large, is proximity to
other enterprises and especially those operating in a similar sector, as this creates
synergies. It noted that this can happen in a city and/or in a community enterprise centre in
rural Ireland.100 In addition to policies which promote connectivity, key requirements for the
establishment of sustainable enterprises in rural Ireland include access to appropriate types
of finance for small and micro-enterprises and the availability of the necessary skill sets
amongst rural populations to attract enterprise.101

6.2.1

Access to finance for enterprise development

The issue of finance for small and micro-enterprises, in particular indigenous and nonexporting enterprises, was raised by many witnesses as an ongoing obstacle to economic
development in rural Ireland. The issue is not only with availability of credit but with the
appropriateness of the types of credit and investment available to the development of
sustainable enterprises.
A study by InterTradeIreland found that Irish SMEs have a disproportionate reliance on
banks for their funding needs.102 This reliance is caused not only by the lack of alternative
sources of finance, but by a general lack of financial literacy which inhibits the development
of a more diverse funding panorama for SMEs. As a result, SMEs are relying on short-term,
more expensive forms of finance which are sub-optimal for the development of a vibrant
SME sector. Banks are slow to engage in debt re-structuring or write-offs for sustainable, but
over-leveraged SMEs, thus preventing sustainable SMEs whose debt has been “right sized”
to a level which they can service from becoming assets to both the bank and wider
economy. The case for the creation of regional public banks in Ireland (based on the
German Sparkassen103 model) focuses to a large extent on this issue. However, the key
finding in the InterTradeIreland report is that if they are to grow and develop, many SMEs
need access to different types of finance (via new approaches by the Banks but also from
other sources entirely).
Equity finance, as represented by seed capital, venture capital and business angels, was the
second most significant source of funding for SMEs, but this tends to be focused on specific
high-growth sectors such as ICT, professional, scientific and technical services, and
manufacturing, particularly medical devices. Enterprise Ireland highlighted its new role in
supporting small and micro-start ups through its relationship with the newly-established
Local Enterprise Offices. In terms of the mechanism for investment in start-ups, it pointed to
a considerable amount of investment in seed funds, which has worked well for some sectors,
in particular the technology sector. However, it was acknowledged that there is a need for
different types of mechanisms for manufacturing and food start-ups, such as private equity
or business angels.104
However, Government, angel and venture capital investors tend to provide finance to a small
number of specific businesses in targeted industry sectors which match the investor’s
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Joint Committee 26 October 2016 Enterprise Ireland
Joint Committee 24 May 2017
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InterTradeIreland, December 2013 ‘Access to finance for growth for SMEs on the island of Ireland’
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See Appendix 7
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Joint Committee hearings 26 October, Enterprise Ireland
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portfolio, risk and return on investment goals.105 This is in spite of enhanced Government
support for Venture Capital through Enterprise Ireland’s Seed and Venture Capital fund –
which target investment in innovative high-growth companies. Retail Excellence Ireland
highlighted the problem with access to adequate finance for medium-sized indigenous
enterprises compared to Enterprise Ireland client companies.106 The Western Development
Commission highlighted the need for finance based on ‘patient-investor’ principles i.e. which
will finance projects which do not give an immediate commercial return and instead are
seeking a long-term return to a wider region in terms of employment.107
Therefore, there are weaknesses in the equity finance available at present (Government,
angel and venture capital). First, regarding its availability, it tends to provide finance to a
small number of specific businesses in targeted industry sectors which match the investor’s
portfolio, risk and return on investment goals.108 As such, there are few funders who use
patient-investor principles.’ Second, there is a lack of awareness of its potential as an
alternative source of finance on the part of SMEs. In its report, InterTradeIreland pointed out
that the low (but growing) reliance on equity finance is both a function of supply and demand
(i.e. SMEs are either not looking for it or are unaware of it).109
6.2.2 Access to working capital
One of the central issues for small and micro enterprises since the recession has been
access to working capital. While enterprises could get funding for working capital from
banks, a serious gap has arisen due to a large extent to the banks pulling out of this type of
lending to small businesses in the aftermath of the crisis.
The Bank of Ireland stated that for many years, local branch managers have made the
recommendation on a loan which goes to the centre for under-writing. AIB stated that in the
context of its new organisational model, which divides the island of Ireland in 19 local
markets, it has either returned some responsibility for credit lending to SMEs back to the
branch managers or made mobile staff with this discretion available throughout the region.
However, it remains the case (IBEC Report) that lending from banks for working capital has
declined since the financial crisis and that more options to improve credit flow and promote
sustainable micro and small enterprises are necessary.
During its consultation process, CEDRA differentiated between access to banking finance
and the need for Government to explore and support non-banking sources of SME finance
(e.g. seed funding and micro loans to provide credit for working capital purposes, micro
funds, equity, trade credit and internal funding). Potential measures to address the issue
were raised during the Committee’s hearings (such as enhancing tax-based investment
schemes, or using State-based capital funds such as investment from the Strategic Banking
Corporation of Ireland), and some of these are under consideration by the Government. It
was also noted by witnesses that some specialists are entering this space though they
charge more for access to credit.
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InterTradeIreland, December 2013, cited above. Executive Summary
Joint Committee 22 November 2016
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Joint Committee, 26 October 2016
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InterTradeIreland, December 2013, cited above. Executive Summary
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InterTradeIreland, 2013
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6.2.3 Local public bank models
The Programme for Government110 and the Action Plan111 both commit to investigating the
potential for a local bank, modelled on the German Sparkassen112 or New Zealand Kiwibank
models, to address the weaknesses identified in the type of finance available for small,
indigenous SMEs. A Working Group involving the Department of Arts, Heritage, Rural,
Regional and Gaeltacht Affairs, the Department of Finance, the Irish League of Credit
Unions and An Post was established for these purposes and is due to issue its report in
2017.113
A central argument for a public bank model is that, because private banks are shareholder
driven, the criteria on which loans are made can be sub-optimal for the regional economy
and for more long-term, patient investment.
A number of practical issues would need to be agreed to make a public bank model
applicable to Ireland. Key to any further steps is to keep the high-level objective of the
initiative to the fore: that rural enterprises are connected to sustainable lines of credit and, as
a result, create employment in rural areas. There are a number of possible institutional
strengths on which such a local bank could build, namely the 300-strong network of Credit
Unions and the 1,100-strong post office network. According to witnesses from the League of
Credit Unions, while traditionally focused on personal lending, it is endeavouring to meet the
working capital needs of small enterprise and proposing to provide micro-loans and for
SMEs and agri-business activities.114 These loans would be small and could help to cover a
shortage in cash flow (e.g. for a van, workshop, farm building or machinery). However, it was
noted that Government policy and regulations currently prevent the Credit Unions from
entering this space.115
6.2.4 Western Investment Fund model (Area-based funding model)
The Committee also identified the venture capital provided through the Western Investment
Fund as a potential area-based model for bringing venture capital to sectors of comparative
advantage in rural Ireland. This venture capital fund is designed to address gaps in the
market (i.e. to provide equity funding where the market does not naturally provide it).
Describing it as ‘a unique source of risk capital for entrepreneurs in the West,’ the Western
Development Commission says it is an ‘example of how pubic sector investment can reap
rewards in terms of self-sustainment in the circular economy.’116 The Western Development
Commission’s Western Investment Fund is self-sustaining with three components:


The SME Investment Fund provides equity or loan finance for SMEs, in particular
SMEs in sectors of comparative advantage in rural areas – CleanTech; Creative
Industries; Food & Natural Resources; Information & Communications Technology;

110

The proposal to investigate the establishment of a community bank, with the possibility of involving the Post
Office Network and the Credit Unions, featured in the Programme for Government.
111
Action Plan Pillar 1, p.23.
112
See Appendix 9
113
Irish Rural Link and the SPFIC Savings Bank Foundation for International Cooperation, the foundation which
provides advice and support for the establishment of this banking model in over a hundred countries, made a
submission to this Working Group
114
Joint Committee 9 November 2016
115
Joint Committee 1 March 2017
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Joint Committee 26 October 2016 and Joint Committee hearing with Former Chairman of WDC 19 June 2017
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Manufacturing and Internationally Traded Services; MedTech & Life Sciences and
Tourism;
The Community-loan fund offers community and non-profit groups’ access to capital
in order to implement initiates designed to improve the socio-economic life of the
community. Interest rates are 5% and re-payment over up to ten years.
The Micro-loan Fund (Creative Sector) helps enterprises in this sector to access
micro-finance: open to sole traders, partnerships, businesses, co-operatives and
groups operating in the creative industries sector.

6.2.5 Graduate retention and apprenticeship schemes
Encouraging graduates to remain resident in, or to return to, the rural areas in which they
were raised, is one way to address the issue of population decline. The Roscommon
Development Partnership outlined how it is addressing this issue by linking with third-level
institutes and employers and creating a skills register and dedicated training for graduates.
Monaghan Development Company suggested that a scheme be developed to reward SMEs
in return for hiring young graduates and highlighted Intrapreneurship schemes in the US as a
good example. 117 The IFA referred to the Apprenticeship Scheme in Canada which rewards
employers for taking on apprenticeships in specified sectors.118

6.3

Sectors of comparative advantage

The removal of obstacles (that arise from certain national policies) to the sustainable
development of some key sectors of comparative advantage in rural areas must be a priority.
Sectors of comparative advantage identified in rural Ireland include:


the agri-food sector (including artisan food);



renewable energy (renewable energy includes wind farms, solar energy, the
production of biomass and carbon capture initiatives);



marine (including fisheries etc.);



creative industries including media;



heritage and recreational tourism sectors;



sectors which can complement/supply nearby, existing medium or large enterprises
(such as IDA or Enterprise Ireland client companies).119

Over the course of the hearings, the Committee identified how national policy can facilitate
the sustainable development of some key sectors of comparative advantage in rural areas.

117

Joint Committee 22 November 2016
Joint Committee 26 October 2016
119
This opportunity was highlighted over the course of the Committee’s hearings in particular Joint Committee 26
October 2016 and is covered in more detail in Section 7 below.
118

46

An Comhchoiste um Chultúr, Oidhreacht agus Gaeltacht
Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht

The most significant challenge identified for the agri-food sector is the effect of Brexit on
export markets and on cross-border cooperation in agri-food business. Enterprise Ireland
highlighted the need to re-structure the agri-food sector which has low margins and high
exposure to the UK market, the IFA identified the need to access new markets120 and Cavan
County Council highlighted some of the effects of Brexit on enterprises to date.
Representatives from Teagasc submitted that if the next generation were to stay and take
over farms with the intention of ensuring their economic viability, there would be an urgent
need to remove obstacles to diversification through the encouragement of alternative and/or
supplementary forms of land use.121 According to Teagasc, only one-third of farms are
independently viable (without the single farm payment and/or supplementary income).
Members of the Committee noted that a key action in bringing the other approximately 60%
of farmers into the profitable sphere is to help them get into the energy development sector.
Kildare Leadership Partnership for example agreed that while the Government is committed
to use the White Paper on Energy as a framework, regional planning guidelines for wind
farms must be accelerated. The huge potential for wind energy enterprises in rural areas
was noted by many Members of the Committee and structural obstacles to the establishment
of small wind-energy enterprises were identified.
Another sector of comparative advantage is that of food and beverage. This was highlighted
by Meath Partnership who noted in its submission to the Committee that this sector and its
many micro enterprises should be supported in developing products and accessing export
markets.
Other areas of comparative advantage included the development of solar energy where
there was a lack of policy, finance or investment. The Western Development Commission
identified funding and supply-chain issues as the greatest obstacles to the further
development of the biomass sector.
With regard to the creative industries, creative and media clusters were highlighted as a
positive way to drive enterprise in this sector. Údarás na Gaeltachta highlighted the research
and development of the media industry in Gaeltacht areas as an innovative way to bring new
industries to rural areas. Witnesses highlighted the potential for growth in this sector which
lies in EU funding. Monaghan, Meath and Kildare Leadership Partnerships noted how
Ireland drew down €200,000 under the Culture Programme out of a total annual budget of
€400 million, the lowest allocation of any country in Europe.122
With regard to tourism, there was general support for area-based initiatives to develop and
promote tourism, and there was wide recognition of the success of the Wild Atlantic Way.
One witness suggested that the centre of the country be branded and promoted as a tourist
destination. The Rural Walkways Scheme and the model which it used (cooperating with
farmers over land use) was also highlighted as a successful initiative.
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Joint Committee 26 October 2016 (Enterprise Ireland), Joint Committee 26 October 2016 (IFA)
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7.

Ceantair Ghaeltachta/Gaeltacht Areas

While the research carried out to inform this report is extensive, it did not specifically address
sustaining viability in Gaeltacht areas. However, it can be taken that research findings and
issues raised in previous sections of this report apply to Gaeltacht areas also. Certain
additional conclusions can be drawn from the research information provided.

7.1

Irish rural Structure and Gaeltacht areas – NUI Maynooth and Brady
Shipman Martin (December 2000)

This report formed the background study for the Government’s National Spatial Strategy and
examined the national trends in relationships between urban and rural areas as well as the
role of infrastructure in rural area performance. It defines ‘rural’ in terms of District Electoral
Divisions (DEDs) ‘with no population centre above 1,500 people, with a population density
below 150 per sq. km, and which are not part of an urban district or borough, i.e. it broadly
refers to open countryside and rural villages’.
While the boundaries of rural areas do not correspond with established regions, counties,
Gaeltacht areas etc., the report provides descriptions of the Gaeltacht areas and the
different rural area types123 they fall into as follows:
Meath Gaeltacht

Types 2 and 3

Kerry Gaeltacht

Types 3, 5 and 6

Waterford and
Gaeltachts
Galway Gaeltacht
Donegal and
Gaeltachts

Cork Types 2,3 and 4

Types 4, 5 and 6
Mayo Types 4 and 5

Very strong generally and strong
agricultural areas
Strong agricultural, marginal and
highly diversified
Very strong generally, strong
agricultural areas, structurally
weak areas
Structurally weak and marginal
areas, highly diversified areas
Weak
and marginal areas

The report also highlighted the fact that employment performance in counties with Gaeltacht
areas was seen to vary from ‘positive growth’ (Galway, Meath and Waterford) to ‘less
positive growth’ (Cork, Donegal, Kerry and Mayo). There are marked differences in the
relationship between the remoteness of rural areas and their economic performance.
Gaeltacht areas were seen to fall into a number of groups depending on their degree of
remoteness (in terms of distance from urban areas of a substantial size). For example,
Counties Donegal, Mayo and Kerry were in the most remote group, while the next most
remote Gaeltacht areas were in Counties Cork and Waterford, and those in Galway covered
a number of groups.

123

Area Type 1: Peri-urban Areas; Area Types 2 and 3: Very Strong and Strong Agricultural Areas; Area Types 4
and 5: Structurally Weak and Marginal Areas; Area Type 6: Highly Diversified Areas
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While the research findings above date back to 2000 and demonstrate high diversity
between the different Gaeltacht areas, more updated research in this regard would be useful
in planning for future Gaeltacht development based on such diversity, if indeed it is found to
still exist.

7.2

Commission for the Economic Development of Rural Areas (CEDRA)

In overall terms, CEDRA targeted research did not take Gaeltacht areas into specific
account and focused more broadly on rural areas rather than on different administrative
classes of rural areas. In its submission to the Joint Committee, Údarás na Gaeltachta
(Údarás) stated that the vast majority of the 100,000 people living in the Gaeltacht today
lived in ‘rural areas’. It can be therefore concluded that the research findings and
recommendations arising from the CEDRA Research report apply to Gaeltacht areas also.
However, on further scrutiny of the CEDRA Research Report, some issues and themes can
be identified which could be of particular relevance to Gaeltacht areas, and indeed are
possible opportunities for Gaeltacht areas that could be further investigated:








The Research Report acknowledges the differences and diversities of rural areas
and refers to their economic and social profiles. It is unlikely that ‘social profile’
includes ‘linguistic profile’ in this context, but in recommending bottom-up training in
community leadership for example, it would be important that consideration be given
to such training in the Irish language in Gaeltacht areas, where applicable.
The report also highlights lower education levels in rural areas resulting in a lower
skills base and brain drain overall. While some Gaeltacht areas have some branches
of third level bodies,124 further research on how such centres could benefit those
Gaeltacht areas could be of use in reversing the current brain drain and lower
education trends.
The report refers to the importance of regional airports in maintaining access for
business and tourism, and emphasises that the current distribution of regional
airports should be maintained. Of Ireland’s seven airports125 only one, Donegal, is in
a Gaeltacht area. Two regional airports are in close enough proximity to Gaeltacht
areas, i.e. Waterford (Gaeltacht na Rinne), and Kerry (Gaeltacht Chiarraí). Further
consideration could be given to Gaeltachts in these areas and how their businesses
and tourism could further exploit the advantages of their proximity to an airport.
CEDRA refers to Ireland’s significant capacity to develop renewable energy
industries, based around wind, marine and biomass sources, and, while there are
already wind and marine industries based in Gaeltacht areas, greater potential
remains. However, the time taken to deal with the planning process is hampering
development and is arguably (depending on the renewable energy concerned)
hampering Gaeltacht economic development also. This is relevant to all rural areas,
Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht alike.

The recommendations arsing from the CEDRA Report126 are set within the context of
CEDRA’s overall vision for the rural economy:
124

E.g. Acadamh na hOllscolaíochta Gaeilge, An Cheathrú Rua, Co na Gaillimhe
Donegal, Dublin, Waterford, Cork, Knock, Kerry and Shannon
126
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/rural-economy/List_of_Recommendations.pdf
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“Rural Ireland will become a dynamic, adaptable and outward looking multi-sectoral
economy supporting vibrant, resilient and diverse communities experiencing a high
quality of life with an energised relationship between rural and urban Ireland which
will contribute to its sustainability for the benefit of society as a whole”.
While it is not explicitly referenced in the recommendations of the report, the reference to
‘diverse communities’ in the vision above could be taken to include the diversity of Gaeltacht
areas from a linguistic/cultural perspective. Further reference is made in this section to the
value placed by Irish citizens and how they cherish, amongst other things, the ‘culture and
heritage’ assets of rural areas. There is no reason to exclude the linguistic heritage of
Gaeltacht areas.
While all 34 recommendations in the CEDRA Report can be considered relevant to
Gaeltachts as rural areas, some of them could be considered to be of particular interest and
these are listed in Appendix 8.

7.3

Submissions to the Joint Committee – Gaeltacht areas

The main issues relating to Gaeltacht areas in particular that arise from the submissions and
presentations made to the Joint Committee are as follows:
7.3.1 Údarás na Gaeltachta
As a regional state agency responsible solely for initiatives in Gaeltacht areas, Údarás
agreed that the policies of the Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht
Affairs, with regard to rural development apply also to Gaeltacht areas. However, it adds that
Irish language development must also be included when applying Departmental policies to
these areas, whose populations are rural in the main. Údarás takes this very much into
account when implementing its own separate policies and prioritises the inclusion of Irish
and implications for language planning in all of its economic, social and development
initiatives, in addition to the cultural elements specific to these areas. It believes, however,
that this can only be achieved through integration between the various State agencies while
at the same time delivering an Údarás strategy directed at knowledge and service-based
businesses and the development of indigenous enterprises rooted in natural, environmental
and cultural resources throughout the Gaeltacht areas. Such a strategy, in the Údarás’ view,
would strengthen and support sustainability in Gaeltacht communities through the creation of
a strong economic, cultural and social environment.
Challenges facing Gaeltacht areas (and all remote rural areas) in achieving the above lie in
the difficulties in competing with larger urban areas with stronger infrastructural and
telecommunications networks and which are more successful in attracting knowledge-based
international trading companies.
Údarás also draws attention to further challenges arising from within its own State funding as
it strives to deliver viable economic development for the Gaeltachts. In the Údarás’ view,
such economic development can be best achieved through supporting cultural tourism, and
the seaweed and salmon industries in particular, industries which can be specific to
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Gaeltacht areas. In developing its new and existing industries, Údarás believes that it can
create 1,000 new jobs over 5 years with a budget of approximately €6m which would also
have the benefit of increasing the use of Irish by 25% over 20 years.
7.3.2 Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht
The Minister of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, in her presentation to the Joint
Committee referred to the Department’s ‘Action Plan for Rural Development’ and made
specific reference to how her Department is implementing the Action Plan with respect to
Gaeltacht areas. The plan aims to be a co-ordinated approach to rural development with an
emphasis on creating sustainable rural communities. The plan, which will be updated on a
regular basis through an ongoing monitoring process, is intended to complement the CEDRA
report referred to above, including those recommendations relevant to Gaeltacht areas as
outlined in Appendix 8.
7.3.3 Irish National Teachers Organisation
The Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO) referred in its submission to Gaeltacht
schools in particular, outlining its view that special consideration should be given to schools
serving these communities. It welcomed Government policy on education in the Gaeltacht
areas but highlighted the vulnerability of Irish and the importance of supporting Gaeltacht
schools by beginning to implement recommendations from the numerous plans and
proposals put forward over the years. Under the Education Act 1998, Gaeltacht-based
schools have special responsibility in ensuring Irish remains the main community language
and this is further reflected in Acht na Gaeltachta 2012. In order to guarantee this, Gaeltacht
schools must be strongly supported by Government in realising their aims in this regard.
Such support would ensure that these schools are properly staffed, resourced and funded, to
ensure that they can contribute to vibrant local communities.

7.3.4 Comhar na nOileán Teo
Comhar na nOileán Teo (CnanO) highlighted the significant challenges for island
communities (including Gaeltacht islands) such as the higher cost of living, travel to and from
the islands, and accessing markets and other services. See Section 8 below.
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8.

The Islands

As is the case for Gaeltacht areas above, research carried out to inform this report does not
specifically address sustaining viability in the islands of Ireland and indeed there is very little
reference in the large number of reports cited to the islands in particular.
The only witness who expressed a strong and direct involvement in the development and
sustaining of island communities was Comhar na nOileán Teo (CnanO),127 an Integrated
Local Development Company with responsibility for the offshore islands of Ireland and part
of the West Cork area. CnanO highlighted the significant challenges for island communities
such as the higher cost of living, travel to and from the islands, and accessing markets and
other services. It suggested that island communities experience the structural challenges
faced by all remote rural communities but to an even greater extreme.
For this reason, CnanO was of the view that Government policy needs to continue to
broaden the range of island-specific supports in line with European policy. Existing European
policies, including the Cohesion Policy, the Structural Funds and by extrapolation, the
European Research and Development Fund, should be adapted to fit island needs. It would
therefore be entirely in keeping with both national and European policy for Government
Departments to ensure that there are calls and arrangements in place for distinct specific
islands strategies as part of community and rural development programmes, to include the
delivery of education and health services and supporting mechanisms to islands located in
Gaeltacht areas.
The Minister for Arts, Heritage, Rural, Regional and Gaeltacht Affairs (renamed Culture,
Heritage and Gaeltacht) in her evidence to the Committee,128 stated that improved
connectivity between, and within, rural communities is being addressed via ‘actions related
to the rural transport programme, the regional airports and transport solutions designed to
meet particular needs such as the island communities.’ The Action Plan for Rural
Development published in early 2017 contained three recommendations (recs 166, 249 and
250) with particular reference to the islands, and which related in the main to development of
island tourism, transport services and capital investment in piers and harbours.
Forum Connemara (FORUM) originated as a community development organisation, whose
main aim was to tackle disadvantage and assist the rural economy by building the capacity of
groups, enterprises and individuals within the project area. They described in their submission
how this work has continued over the last twenty five years and is firmly based on utilising
community development principles to tackle social exclusion and disadvantage. FORUM is
one of the three companies nationally who have retained Local Action Group (LAG) status and
is now commencing implementation of the new LEADER strategy with a budget of
€4.54m.This strategy was compiled following widespread public consultation throughout
Connemara. It has extended its territory to include Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht Connemara
and its off-shore islands.

127
128

Joint Committee 12 October 2016
Joint Committee 1 March 2017
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9.

A Policy Framework for Rural development

While low-intensity rural economies face a distinct set of socio-economic challenges, which
create cycles of decline in some rural areas, rural economies and communities also face
opportunities which, if exploited by public policy, can create positive cycles of development
and resilient, viable rural communities.
The framework outlined below, which is drawn from the hearings and submissions and
informed by expert reports on rural development policy, sets out two key high-level goals for
the promotion of sustainable, viable rural communities and the policy instruments and the
enabling support structure which offers the best chance of achieving them.
The framework can be used to analyse the extent to which Government policy is likely to
promote viable rural communities and the recommendations made by the Committee fit into
it. The framework is summarised in Appendix 10.

9.1

High-level goals
To directly address the challenges set out above, rural communities need viable
employment opportunities that are within reasonable commuting distance – either
within or close to the rural area.129 To promote viable employment opportunities in
rural areas, public policy must simultaneously pursue at least two high-level goals:




9.2

To facilitate the rural workforce to take up the skilled employment opportunities
available in urban areas (described in section 3.2 above) while still residing in
rural areas; and
To encourage, and remove obstacles to, the establishment of enterprises in or
close to rural areas thereby creating more employment opportunities.

Policy instruments

To achieve these high-level goals, policy instruments should be designed to:



equip the rural workforce with the skills that match the employment opportunities
in proximate and regional urban areas;130
encourage the establishment of enterprise in rural areas by:
o supporting local leaders and partners to identify ‘sectors of comparative
advantage’ (see Appendix 9), targeting strategic investment at enterprise and
skills development for the rural workforce in these sectors (skills base), and
removing any other obstacles to the economic development of these
sectors;131
o ensuring that start-up enterprises and micro-enterprises are connected with
the most appropriate type of credit and investment for growth as well as
business clustering;
o supporting and encouraging diversification by farmers and/or the fishing
community into these areas of comparative advantage by removing any

129

A point articulated by Brian Hughes in evidence to the Joint Committee 24 May 2017
Hughes Brian, 24 May 2017 Opening Statement p.
131
Points developed from David Meredith’s Opening Statement and hearings with the Committee (23 November
2016).
130
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obstacles at a national and local level, including ensuring that schemes
designed to provide social protection complement, rather than present
obstacles to, diversification. The retention of the rural workforce in rural areas
should be a consideration in the design of programmes.

9.3

Enabling support structure

These policy instruments are likely to meet with limited success unless they are
implemented in the context of strong well-coordinated national policies that place urban-rural
connectivity and adequate service provision at the centre of regional and rural development
policy. These are referred to as the enablers for rural development.
The key enablers for rural development are:




9.4

effective regional development policy i.e. regional development policy which
brings growth to the regions (outside of Dublin);
investment in infrastructure which promotes connectivity;
the retention of minimum level of services in rural areas (perhaps involving
innovative ways to delver services to rural areas).

Effective regional development policies

Given the centrality of urban-rural linkages to the development of rural areas, and the distinct
development pattern in Ireland (which has just five functional urban areas),132 it is clear that
the success of initiatives to increase employment opportunities and reduce population
decline in rural areas will be to a considerable extent determined by a successful regional
development policy (i.e. one which leads to growth outside of the east of the country).
The successful economic development of the regions in Ireland is not on its own guaranteed
to bring knock-on economic development to remote rural areas. The evidence would suggest
that if rural areas are to benefit from good regional development policy, investment should
serve to exploit the advantages for rural areas of urban-rural linkages (in the case of remote
rural areas – this will be focused on large towns).

9.5

Investing in connectivity

Government policy must address the structural obstacles associated with peripherality by
promoting connectivity between the urban and rural on all levels. Connectivity can be
achieved in two key areas; via transport infrastructure (roads, rail and air networks and
public transport services) and ICT (broadband and mobile network). The evidence suggests
that connectivity is essential if policies in these two areas are to succeed.

9.6

Investing in services

Government should work with local communities to set out a necessary minimum level of
accessible public services in rural areas, both as a social good and as a way to remove
obstacles to the achievement of economic development. While poor levels of services are a
consequence of low levels of economic development and population decline, they are also a
cause. The challenge is to develop innovative ways to deliver public services (as a public
good) in a way that makes them sustainable and affordable.

132

See Section 1 of this Report.
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9.7

Governance and implementation

To ensure effective implementation of rural development policy, there must be –




appropriate governance arrangement and administrate structures
clear implementation arrangements and actions
adequate levels of financial support.

While leadership and coordination of policies on rural development at a national level,
regional and local level, and between those levels, is essential, studies find that it is possible
to stimulate or enable economic development in rural areas if Government policy supports
rural communities themselves to develop the distinct comparative advantages they have
over urban areas. For example, it is argued that local communities are best placed to identify
sectors of comparative advantage and ways to exploit them. OECD studies on best practice
have identified bottom-up (locally-led) development as more likely than any other
governance structure to unlock the potential of rural areas. As such, national-level public
policy should aim to support strong leadership capacity at community and local level and to
enable community leaders to drive rural development.
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Appendix 1 – Committee witnesses
Date

Witnesses

20 September

Cavan-Belturbet Municipal District and Cavan Co Council

2016

(Councillors John Paul Feeley, Peter McVitty, Eugene Greenan)
and from the executive Eoin Doyle, Paddy Connaughton and
Brendan Jennings and Maurice Galligan.
Galway County Council and Municipal District of Connemara
Councillors Noel Thomas (Cathaoirleach of municipal district),
Councillors Thomas Welby, Eileen Mannion and Tom Healy, Mr
Kevin Kelly (Chief Executive and Mr Liam Gavin (Director of
Roads) of Galway Co Council
Meath County Council and Kells Municipal District

12 October 2016

Comhar na nOileán Teo
Roscommon Leader Partnership
South Kerry Development Partnership
West Cork Development Partnership

26 October 2016

Enterprise Ireland
IDA
IFA
ISME
Western Development Commission
Údarás na Gaeltachta

2 November 2016

Session A
National directorate for fire and emergency services
Office of Public Works
Session B
Garda Síochána
Session C
HSE (5 reps, the National Director for Primary Care and 4 others)
IMO (Member of GP Committee and assistant director of
Industrial Relations Committee)

9 November 2016

Session A
AIB
Bank of Ireland
An Post
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Irish League of Credit Unions
Post masters’ Union
Session B
Convenience Stores and Newsagents Association
Retail Excellence Ireland
22 November

Fingal Leadership Partnership

2016

Kildare Leader Partnership
Meath leader Partnership
Monaghan Leader Partnership

23 November

Session A

2016

FORUM Connemara
Irish Rural Link
Mr David Meredith (Teagasc)
Session B
ICA (Irish Country Women’s Association)
Men’s Sheds
Macra na Feirme

7 December 2016

Session A
Age Action Ireland
Mental Health Ireland
Society of St. Vincent de Paul
Session B
ASTI Ireland
INTO
National Parents’ Council Primary

18 January 2017

Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht
Affairs

1 February 2017

Bus Éireann
Iarnród Éireann
National Transport Authority

1 March 2017

Ms Heather Humphries, TD, Minister for Arts, Heritage, Regional,
Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, and Mr Michael Ring, TD, Minister of
State

12 April 2017

Rathmore Social Action Group (Kerry)
Tearmann Éanna (Connemara)

26 April 2017

Irish South and West Fish Producers Organisation
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Daingean Uí Chúis Fisherman’s Committee
Killybegs Fishermen’s Organisation
24 May 2017

Session A
Dr Brian Hughes
Session B
Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local
Government

19 June 2017

Western Development Commission (Former Chairman)
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Appendix 2 - Recommendations of the CEDRA Report
Governance Structures
1. An integrated approach to the management of rural development; this means a
coordinated approach to the design, development and implementation of all
policies that have an impact on the economic development of rural areas. Based
on this approach the government should issue a clear, unequivocal policy
statement on its commitment to support the economic development of rural Ireland.
To create this integrated system for policy-making and delivery it suggested:
2. A ministerial function responsible for coordinating rural economic development,
supported by a High-Level-Implementation Group chaired by the Minister be
established to draw up a work programme of actions to implement rural economic
development policy. The Minister should draw up arrangements for monitoring,
control and evaluation of the implementation of Rural Economic Development
Policy and submit an Annual Progress Report to the Minister/Taoiseach. Further,
all relevant departments, public bodies and regional and local development
structures and entities should be required to include provisions for implementing
rural economic development policy in plans and programmes. CEDRA suggested
that the lead responsibility for rural development be assigned to the (then)
Department of the Environment given its ‘existing responsibilities relating to local
government, community and planning and development;
3. For the Department to include a Strategic Research Function to allow it to further
investigate a number of areas/ideas which require further analysis to determine
their real potential, and
4. That government and all relevant stakeholders maximise the potential of available
funding mechanisms to support the economic development of rural areas (by both
making it central to all programme design and spending in and by creating a
special Rural Innovation Fund to support pilot, small scale innovative projects at a
local level).
Rural-Urban linkages
5. Rural Economic Development Zones (RedZones): in recognition of the importance
of linkages between large, small towns and surrounding countryside and the
potential which lies dormant in many rural areas, a pilot rural economic
development zones project should be initiated. In each Zone an evidence-based,
local strategic economic development plan should be developed to ‘identify and
specify the needs and opportunities within the Zone’ and the supports that both
enterprise and labour require.’
6. CEDRA argued that rural towns are assets in the promotion of sustainable rural
communities; as locations of investment in services (e.g. water and waste services,
broadband services, educational facilities) and of private enterprise.133 However,
the sharp effects of the economic crisis on rural towns, at least in part explained by
their low-intensity economic structure (Part 1 of this paper), undermined these
assets. CEDRA recommended that a Rural Town Stimulus Programme centred on
133

CEDRA Report, p40.
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rural towns and their hinterlands (within the context of the Red Zones) be
developed to encourage local stakeholders, local authorities and state bodies to
together develop action plans for their areas using a community-led development
approach.
Regional and rural enterprise development including financing enterprise and skills
development
7. That full and comprehensive consideration of the needs of rural Ireland and its
potential to further contribute to national economic development is given in
designing the new National Spatial Strategy Enterprise (National Planning
Framework).
8. That State agencies, particularly Enterprise Ireland and IDA, but also other export
promotion agencies should strengthen their collaboration at regional level in
general but specifically when looking at:
 the potential to attract small scale/niche FDI to rural areas - IDA &
Enterprise Ireland should jointly establish a unit to develop and pilot test an
approach to attracting and intensively supporting small scale sector
appropriate FDI to small rural towns. This Unit should have a steering
committee made up of representative of IDA ,Enterprise Ireland and a
representative of the County Council Managers;
 Regional and rural networking, clustering and branding in order to increase
the export share of business already exporting and with identified potential
to export. The report highlights the potential for rural based sectoral clusters
in areas of comparative advantage (e.g. dairy sector in the South, marine
sector in the West) e.g. via regional networking and branding;
 Local enterprise support mechanisms should also be charged with
strengthening and developing local economic partnerships in key county
towns to support Enterprise Ireland/IDA to develop small scale/Niche FDI
suggested in the previous recommendation.
9. That coordination of enterprise support should rest with one service provider – the
newly-established Local Enterprise Offices. They should be developed and to
provide a comprehensive local enterprise support service, including support for
skills and capacity building, proactive development, business modelling, leadership
and mentoring (2014, 46).
10. That all agencies work together to keep the administrative burden on enterprises
low.

Community development and Social enterprise
11. The community-led local development approach (CLLD) be used to deliver rural
development initiatives using all resources available through all European
Structural and Investment funds and; that
12. To build capacity in all communities to adapt a community-led development
approach to rural development, local government in partnership with local
development structures initiate and implement a capacity building programme for
community leadership, networking and skills development.
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13. Efforts should be made through the enhanced processes of enterprise support in
local areas described in this report (including LEOs), to build capacity in the social
enterprise sector to ensure that social enterprises are ‘investment-ready’ at all
stages of their development including start up, early stage development and growth
phases.
14. The Government should introduce a funding mechanism either stand alone or in
partnership with other funding instruments, to incentivise and support the early
stage development of social enterprise to incentivise and support innovative ways
to provide services in remote rural communities.

Infrastructure and connectivity
15. Public funding be ring-fenced for the provision of next generation broad-band
services to rural areas (min 30 Mbps) and delivered as soon as possible.
16. That in the absence of commercial investment to deploy fibre networks to all areas,
the State should invest to deploy networks to all areas with populations over 1,500
with a view to ensuring that smaller urban areas and rural towns are not at a
disadvantage vis-à-vis principle urban areas when attracting and retaining
enterprises and employment.
17. The continued improvement of road networks, particularly those outside of the
greater Dublin area, should be prioritised as a well-functioning road network is
crucial for the future economic development of rural areas:
 It is recommended that adequate funding is provided to maintain the
improvements in road infrastructure undertaken in the past decade
 In order to facilitate the development of significant enterprise and economic
activity in rural areas, it is recommended that funding be reallocated for specific
improvements to local/regional roads of significant economic importance with
prioritization given to relief roads that have potential to open up economic and
employment opportunities in key towns.
18. The Commission supports the Governments initiative to improve
and integrate the Rural Transport Programme (RTP) into the overall public
transport system. The Commission recommends ongoing and comprehensive
monitoring of the programme in order to ensure that it is meeting the transport
needs of rural Ireland.
19. Given the transition currently underway from 34 local water services authorities
(county/city councils) to one national water services authority (Irish Water)
providing water/waste water infrastructure and services, it is recommended that
measures are put in place to ensure that adequate provision is made for the
economic development needs of rural areas in the planning and delivery of water
service infrastructure by Irish Water.
Enterprise Capacity: financial/Investment
20. An inter-departmental-working group along with regional development bodies
identify and implement market/client led access to finance initiatives for
rural/regional SMEs e.g. micro-loans for renewable energy, tourism and creative
industry enterprises and seed funding for the general rural economy.
21. A ‘multi-agency approach to reskilling and up skilling of rural dwellers’ which is

61

An Comhchoiste um Chultúr, Oidhreacht agus Gaeltacht
Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht

cognisant of the opportunities available and access to them. It also recommends
that all skills strategies, e.g. matching undertaken by SOLAS, should actively
consider the needs of rural dwellers and
22. Local institutions – the ‘revised local economic development systems’ (as a result
of Local Government Reform Act 2014) should design capacity-building
Programmes to develop the skills sets required in order to ensure full and
comprehensive participation by all communities in rural economic development
planning processes.

Sector-specific recommendations (developing sectors of comparative advantage)

Sector

Recommendation

Agri-food

Recommendation 23

(23 & 24)

Support provided to the food industry at present should focus on the
expansion of the speciality food and beverage sector through the
implementation of initiatives that will facilitate product development and
access to export markets
Recommendation 24

Creative
industries
(25)

Tourism &
recreation
(26-28)

There was some evidence that a more streamlined approach to support for
the agri-food sector was required in order to maximise its potential for rural
Ireland. In particular, the existence of a number of different agencies
providing services to the sector was highlighted.. ‘The Food Harvest 2020
High Level Implementation Committee and the CEDRA High Level
Implementation Committee’ should (sic) ‘examine the possibility of a more
coordinated role among the agencies currently supporting the agri-food
sector that maximise its impact on the economic development of rural
Ireland. Such an examination should draw on examples of existing best
practice such as that identified in the case study Scotland Food and Drink.’
Recommendation 25
Develop a coordinated strategy for the Creative Industries that places a
specific focus on its potential to contribute to the development of the Rural
Economy. Consideration should be given to a specific mechanism that
combines the creative economy support competencies of the relevant
Government Departments (Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, Enterprise,
Trade and Innovation and Environment, Community and Local Government)
with existing lead agencies (Western Development commission, Craft
Council, Arts Council, Film Board etc.) to introduce a more integrated
approach to funding in line with the overall approach advocated by the
Commission.
Recommendation 26
Prepare a national plan for the development of tourism in rural areas as a
distinct part of the national tourism planning process. It should identify a
clear strategy for an innovative approach to the promotion and product
development of tourism in rural areas. It should be informed by research
and provide for ongoing linkages between research and innovation in
tourism.
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Recommendation 27
National State owned infrastructure that can support national, regional and
local tourism initiatives should be prioritised for development. This is
essential to build on the success of initiatives such as the Great Western
Greenway in Mayo, and the O’Sullivan-Beara Way from West Cork to
Leitrim.
Recommendation 28

Marine
(29-32)

Local and Regional Tourism Destinations to complement National
Destinations should be developed through a multi sectoral approach. This
should be complemented by a destination management and marketing
initiative.
Recommendation 29
Introduce a “Plan-Led” development of Ireland’s vast marine territory to
support economic targets and goals set out in the Governments integrated
Marine Plan – Harnessing our Ocean Wealth. The Development of Marine
Spatial Planning in Ireland (underpinned by robust Environmental
Assessment, coordinated across all levels of governance, with extensive
public and stakeholder participation) will be an important element of this
approach.
Recommendation 30
A concerted effort to progress the streamlining of marine licenses (foreshore
and aquaculture) in line with commitments made in Harnessing our Ocean
Wealth and the Programme for Government is a critical step for the future
development of the marine sector. Establishing best practice criteria
including statutory time limits and potential for a single point of contact to
assist with the planning, licensing and regulation process should also be
reviewed.
Recommendation 31
A clear national definition of and policy for inshore fisheries should be
developed to guide governance, strategies and management arrangements
for the sector at national, regional and local levels.
Recommendation 32:
The regulatory and development framework (ranging from legal through to
licensing) required to further grow Ireland’s sustainable commercial
seaweed sector be in place and fit-for-purpose (both wild and aquaculture).

Renewable
energy
(33-34)

Recommendation 33
In line with the overall integrated approach advocated the Commission
recommends the elaboration of a comprehensive national framework for
development and growth of indigenous renewable energy businesses with a
particular focus on their potential for the economic development of Rural
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Ireland.
Recommendation 34
Public policy instruments (including financial) should be further developed to
encourage the production of energy from renewable sources fulfilling
environmental obligations and supporting sustainable development.
Initiatives emerging from these instruments should be designed in a way
that realises direct benefits for rural areas in terms of increased income,
additional employment, indirect benefits (e.g. amenity, rural tourism) and
direct community benefit. The initiatives must be of sufficiently long
timeframe to be of benefit to allow the enterprise to get off the ground.

64

An Comhchoiste um Chultúr, Oidhreacht agus Gaeltacht
Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht

Appendix 3 - Social and community development programmes
Social and community development Programmes to support sustainable communities
in rural areas.
1

2

3

4

5

The CLÁR Programme (DAHRRG) funds small scale infrastructural projects in
disadvantaged rural areas which have experienced depopulation. Closed since 2009,
the Programme was reopened in October 2016. It is implemented via local authorities
who apply to the Department for funding for projects under 3 measures: Safety
package for Schools/Community Facilities Outdoor Play Facilities Enhancement
Scheme/support for the development of Multi Use Games Areas (MUGA and Local
Access Roads €8.24 million was allocated to 651 successful applicant projects to be
spent in 2017.
The RAPID Programme (Revitalising Areas by Planning, Investment and
Development) is targeted at disadvantaged communities in cities and towns (many of
which are in rural areas), aiming to improve the quality of life and the opportunity
available to residents. It is implemented via a RAPID plan devised by a Rapid Areas
Implementation Team (including local government and key stakeholders). The Plan
can address a number of themes: Community Safety and Anti-social Behaviour;
Health Family Support; Environmental issues; Youth Education; Training and
Employment. €2 million was allocated for 2017, this a small part of the €78.2 million
allocated to ‘Community Programmes’ for 2017.
The successor to the Local and Community Development Programme, the Social
Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP) is a national
programme, co-funded by the European Social Fund (ESF) and receiving a special
allocation under the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI). It aims to tackle poverty,
social exclusion and long term unemployment through local engagement and
partnerships between disadvantaged individuals, community organisations and public
sector agencies. It was rolled out in April 2015 and will run until December 2017. The
bulk of the Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government’s
funding on community development goes to SICAP and to direct supports to the
community and voluntary sector. €37.5 million has been assigned to SICAP for 2017.
The Programme for Government commits to strengthening SICAP and envisages its
contribution to Regional Action Plans for Jobs.
The Rural Social Scheme is managed by 35 Local Development Companies on
behalf of the Department of Social Protection and aims to provide income support to
farmers and fisherpersons who are currently in receipt of social welfare payments. It
enables low-income farmers and fishermen who participate in the scheme to earn a
supplementary income by working 19.5 hours per week to provide services that
benefit rural communities.
The Community Facilities Fund was announced in Budget 2017, and €2 million
was allocated to it. It and aims to address disadvantage in communities and improve
social cohesion at local level. It is managed by the Department of Housing, Planning,
Community and Local Government.
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Appendix 4 - Rural Economic Development Zones
1 Rural Economic Development Zones (REDZ)
€3.7 million was allocated to a pilot REDZ scheme in 2015, and €5.3 million was allocated to
an extension of the scheme in 2016.134 The Department is reviewing funding for REDZ
scheme for 2017 pending an evaluation of the 2015 and 2016 programmes.
The scheme is administrated by the Department (AHRRGA – soon to be Rural and
Community Affairs) and implemented by local authorities who apply for funding to implement
projects which promote economic development and in doing so maximise synergies between
towns and hinterlands and cooperation between local authorities. Where Red Zones cross
administrative boundaries, local authorities jointly apply for funding. While projects must
adhere to specific priorities (see Appendix 3), the scheme does not operate on an open call
basis like, for example, the Leader Programme. There are quotas per local authority area
and a set number of projects of different sizes are planned for each of the three regions.

2 Rural Town and Village Renewal Programme135
The Renewal Programme is intended to re-generate towns and villages by supporting
actions which have a sustainable and visible impact on the town/village such as increasing
its attractiveness as a social and business centre, tackling minor infrastructural issues or
enhance amenities including cultural assets. €30 million over a number of years was made
available by the (then) Minister for Environment, Heritage and Local Government for the
Renewal Programme. In 2016, €10 million (of the €30 million) was made available in capital
funding (an allocation of €380,000 to each of the 26 counties) and the Action Plan for Rural
Development proposes to invest up to €12 million per year (2017-2019 to deliver an
enhanced scheme. It also includes a pilot initiative to encourage more people to live in rural
towns and villages and a national Town Centre Health Check Programme.136

134

This €5.3 million comes out of the €250 million allocated to LEADER under the Rural Development
Programme Information provided by Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs,
December 2016.
135

http://www.merrionstreet.ie/en/NewsRoom/Releases/Minister_Humphreys_launches_Town_and_Village_Renewal_Scheme_for_Rural_Ireland.html
136

Programme to maximise the contribution of important facilities and assets within rural towns especially
heritage resources.
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Appendix 5 – Broadband coverage
Figure: % of premises in each county covered by the public provision of broadband
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When one looks at the overall number of premises falling into each category, counties Cork
and Galway, the locations of two of the provincial cities identified for growth in the draft
National Planning Framework, have the largest number of premises identified for coverage
under the public procurement contract due for delivery in 2020. An analysis of the
Department’s map suggests, not unexpectedly, that most of these premises are located in
rural areas quite far from the cities of Galway and Cork. Further, both Cork and Galway
counties have the highest numbers of premises which will be connected as part of the
contract with Eir (light blue), the vast majority (90%) of which is to be completed by the end
of 2018.
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Figure: Number of premises per county covered by deal with Eir
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Appendix 6 – Enterprise Ireland and IDA Client Companies
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Appendix 7 - Sparkassen

Sparkassen
The distinguishing features of the Sparkassen model which were outlined in a submission to
the Committee137 are that it:
-

Is regionally based, i.e. provides financial services within a defined region only;

-

Is a publicly-owned legal entity (so it cannot be sold like, for example, the ACC and
ICC which had existed to provide finance to SMEs);

-

It re-invests a certain percentage of the profits it makes back into the region (and
profits must stay within the region);

-

The criteria on which loans are made differ from shareholder driven private banks.
Public banks are stakeholder, rather than shareholder driven and use a ‘relationship
banking’ model whereby loan criteria are based on the person, the business plan,
and less on collateral. As such, where an SME goes into loss, the bank will work with
it to bring it back to sustainability (an approach noted for its absence in Ireland in the
InterTradeIreland report cited above);

-

Business model is non profit maximisation but designed to fulfil a public mandate: to
circulate sustainable credit for SMEs in all, including rural, areas;
Each local bank is a separate legal entity but there is a supportive arrangement between
them (which means they are not part of the EU bailout fund).

137

Irish Rural Link, submission to the Joint Committee, November 2016
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Appendix 8 - CEDRA Recommendations (Gaeltacht Areas)














Recommendation 2: Setting up a policy delivery and coordination mechanisms
There is a proposal here for a high level implementation committee with the
participation of senior representatives from Government departments and agencies in
rural economic development. It also proposes that other relevant stakeholders be
invited and Gaeltacht agencies could be included here.
Recommendation 3: Other areas emerging requiring further analysis
Further explore those of particular relevance to Gaeltachts.
Recommendation 5: Facilitation of Rural Economic Development Zones
Seek assurance that mechanisms are in place whereby the linguistic integrity of a
Gaeltacht are will not be impacted.
Recommendation 7: Importance of National Spatial Strategy in achieving balanced
regional development.
Ensure diversity findings are reflected also.
Recommendation 8: Strengthening collaboration between State agencies
Ensure that agencies with specific competencies for Gaeltacht areas are included e.g.
Údarás na Gaeltachta.
Recommendation 12: Capacity Building programmes
Reference is made to supporting specific training initiatives. Irish-language training in
Gaeltacht areas could also be included.
Recommendation 21: Skills development
Reference is made to supporting skills development strategies considering the need of
rural dwellers. How will these specifically address the needs of Gaeltacht dwellers?
Recommendation 24: Artisan and Specialty
A case study “Scotland Food and Drink’ is referenced here; explore the potential for a
Gaeltacht Food and Drink initiative (seaweed, poteen, breads, etc.)
Recommendation 25: Creative industries
This is the only recommendation with reference to a government department
responsible for the Gaeltacht and proposes a more integrated approach to funding.
The success of the independent production sector could be explored in further detail.
Recommendations 26-28: Tourism and Recreation
Applying specifically to linguistic and cultural tourism (e.g. Oideas Gael, Donegal).
Recommendations 32: Marine
Establishment of a regulatory and development framework to grow sustainable
commercial seaweed sector in Gaeltacht areas.
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Appendix 9 - Sectors of comparative advantage
Sectors of comparative advantage
Studies suggest that a distinct model of development is required for the promotion of
competitive and productive companies which can survive in low intensity economies.
Rural areas in which enterprises do best are found to be those in which local sectors of
comparative advantage have been identified and exploited (i.e. sectors in which the
rural area has a natural advantage over urban, and in fact other, rural areas). OECD
studies have pointed out that comparative advantage is place-dependent, with some
rural areas having more natural advantages than others and that rural communities
themselves are best placed to identify and develop the distinct comparative
advantages they have over more urban areas.
Sectors of comparative advantage identified in rural Ireland and elsewhere include:







the agri-food sector;
renewable energy (renewable energy includes wind farms, solar energy, the
production of biomass and carbon capture initiatives);
marine (including fisheries etc.);
creative industries including media;
heritage and recreational tourism sectors;
sectors which can complement/supply nearby, existing medium or large
enterprises (such as IDA or Enterprise Ireland client companies).138

138

This opportunity was highlighted over the course of the Committee’s hearings in particular Joint Committee 26
October 2016 and is covered in more detail in Section 7 below.
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Appendix 10 - Policy Framework for the achievement of rural
development

High level goal
1. Facilitate the rural workforce
to take up skilled
employment opportunities
available in relatively
proximate urban areas while
still residing in rural areas

2. Encourage, including
removing obstacles, to the
establishment of enterprises
in, or close to, rural areas
thereby creating more
employment opportunities

Policy instruments / Enabling policies
Policy instruments
 Equip rural workforce with matching
skills;
 Facilitate rural workforce (including
those returning from third-level
education) to reside in rural areas e.g.
address housing issues;
Essential enabling policies
 Regional development policy which
delivers growth throughout the State and
which gives consideration to how rural
communities can benefit from it;
 Set minimum standards for services in
rural areas which will remove obstacles
to workforce residing there;
 Invest in connectivity: strong road, public
transport and ICT connectivity between
urban and rural areas;
Policy instruments
Focus on sectors of comparative advantage
 Support local leaders and partners to
identify sectors of comparative
advantage particular to their rural
community;
 Facilitate the targeting of investment at
enterprises in these sectors of
comparative advantage;
 Facilitate training of rural workforce in
identified sectors of comparative
advantage;
 Address any obstacles at a national or
regional level to growth in these sectors;
 Facilitate the under-employed rural
workforce (e.g. in agriculture and
fisheries) to diversify and/or take up
these employment opportunities.
Appropriate investment streams for enterprises
 Ensure start-up micro-enterprises and
SMEs are connected to the most
appropriate type of investment and
credit for survival;
 Business networks etc.
Essential enabling policies
 Invest in connectivity: strong road, public
transport and ICT connectivity between
urban and rural;
 Set minimum standards for services in
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rural areas which will remove obstacles
to workforce residing there;
 Regional development policy which
delivers growth throughout the State and
which gives consideration to how rural
communities can benefit from it;
Governance structure for devising and implementing rural development policy
 Strong coordination of rural development policy at a national level and between
the levels;
 National level support for strong leadership capacity at community and local
level.

74

An Comhchoiste um Chultúr, Oidhreacht agus Gaeltacht
Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht

Appendix 11 – Members of the Committee
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