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Local Government (Restoration of Town Councils) Bill 

Committee, 28 March 2019 

 

Remarks, Brendan Howlin TD 

 

I would like to thank the committee for scheduling Labour’s Local 
Government (Restoration of Town Councils) Bill for committee scrutiny 
today. 

 

I welcome the opportunity to explain why the restoration of Town 
Councils is not only beneficial for local economies and more balanced 
regional development but is absolutely necessary to strengthen 
democracy in Ireland. 

 

 

 

This year we celebrate 100 years of Dáil Éireann, and of the extension 
of voting rights to working men and women. We are one of the oldest 
democracies in the world. But we cannot take democracy for granted. 

 

Brexit in the UK, the polarisation of politics in the USA and the rise of 
various extremes of nationalism and populism across Europe are clear 
signs that countries we think of as stable democracies can still 
experience major crisis.  

 

Following our own deep economic crisis from 2008, there was an anti-
politics sentiment in Ireland. People were angry that too few public 
agencies saw the crisis coming, and they were especially angry at 
politicians for leading us into such a massive crisis and having to lead us 
through painful years of recovery. 

 

That was the context in which Town Councils were abolished.  

 

Incidentally, it was also the context in which the people were asked to 
vote on abolishing the Seanad.  
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But in October 2013, the people voted against abolition. Perhaps 
because, on reflection, anger and frustration are not good reasons to 
abolish part of your democratic system unless there is a clear alternative 
on offer that is just as good.  

 

 

 

I fully accept that I was a member of the Government that carries 
collective responsibility for the decision to abolish Town Councils.   

 

But having seen the experiment run its course, my clear conclusion is 
that the alternative to Town Councils is not just as good; not nearly as 
good.  

 

When 80 Borough and Town Councils were abolished, they were 
nominally replaced by the network of 137 Municipal Districts. 

Under the current arrangements, Municipal Districts are sub-committees 
of the County Council, with certain delegated functions. Nothing more 
and nothing less.  

 

The core problem that our Bill addresses is that many benefits of local 
democracy have been lost, and it is incumbent on us to fix what is now 
broken. 

 

 

 

The loss of Town Councils has had a negative effect on the economies 
of our towns.  

Chambers of Commerce, business organisations, individual business 
owners and tourism operators have all been in contact with Labour Party 
representatives – and I’m sure with representatives of the other parties – 
to express their concerns about the loss of Town Councils.  

Town-level Chambers of Commerce and business owners have found 
that their voices are drowned out at the level of the County Council. 
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Municipal Districts often cover large rural areas in addition to a town, 
and county councillors on those committees are often focused on rural 
issues and county-level issues. 

They do important work in that regard, but it means there is not the 
dedicated focus on towns and local leadership that used to pertain in the 
work of town councillors. 

 

 

 

There has also been a negative effect on the economy of rural areas. 

Towns are economic hubs. 

They provide people in rural areas with a natural centre… many towns 
began as market towns. 

Towns are somewhere to access shops and basic services like GPs and 
pharmacies. 

Towns provide centres of business activity – like law, surveying and 
accounting – which are vital to the health of the rural economy.  

Businesses in local towns tend to have much better connections with 
farms and rural businesses, as opposed to city-based operations that 
may lack the first-hand experience of the rural economy. 

And towns are somewhere to socialise, for example to go to the cinema 
or the theatre.  

 

 

 

The loss of Town Councils has had a negative effect on local 
democracy. 

With the best will in the world, the procedures of Municipal Districts and 
County Councils are slower to respond to local issues than a dedicated 
Town Council. 

The loss of Town Councils has meant the loss of dedicated town staff in 
some cases, which means it can take longer for basic maintenance or 
repairs to take place. 
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The loss of a Town Council has diluted the ability of towns to provide a 
strong sense of place, with their own local elected mayor whose sole 
focus is the development, prosperity and wellbeing of the town. 

This has affects local culture and heritage, through the lack of a known, 
local figurehead to preside at ceremonies and to promote cultural 
events. 

This too has an economic impact, in terms of the role that mayors play in 
promoting tourism. 

 

 

 

There is a contradiction at the heart of Government policy on local 
government. 

The Government supports the idea of directly-elected city mayors, 
presumably because the Government recognises that having a single 
democratically-elected mayor can provide more effective leadership, 
stronger democratic accountability and responsiveness to local 
concerns. 

 

Well the same logic applies at town level.  

There is a need for leadership, accountability and responsiveness in 
each of our larger towns too. 

 

 

 

Local government in most of the world is based on democratic 
representation in villages, towns and cities. 

Likewise, towns are recognised universally as natural economic centres. 

Towns provide people with homes, jobs and services, all in one place. 

 

All in all, there is every reason for Ireland to adhere to the centuries-old 
logic of keeping towns at the centre of our planning, our economic 
development and our system of democracy. 
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Labour’s proposal is as follows. 

To define a “town” as having 1,000 or more dwellings and 5,000 or more 
residents, and having a clearly defined urban centre. 

To restore or create Town Councils for every “town” identified under that 
definition. 

 

That will mean we won’t restore Town Councils for very small towns, but 
we would create councils for larger towns that for historical reasons 
never had a Town Council in the past.  

 

We would repeal sections 23 to 34 of the Local Government (Reform) 
Act 2014, which abolished Town Councils. 

We would make each Town Council the local authority of its town, and a 
rating authority. 

 

Every town with a population between 5,000 and 25,000 would elect 
nine councillors, with 15 councillors to be elected in towns with a 
population over 25,000. 

 

Under our proposals, every enactment that previously applied to the old 
Town Councils before their dissolution shall apply to the Town Councils 
established under this Bill. 

All the powers that are currently given to Municipal Districts would be 
given to Town Councils.  

 

However, we would not re-create the old Borough Councils and Urban 
District Councils. All Town Councils would be of a single, uniform type. 

 

 

 

There are two additional points I want to make at this stage. 

 

Firstly, an important social and democratic advantage of town-level 
government is that it provides an opening for candidates from atypical 
backgrounds.  



6 

 

It is less daunting – and less expensive – for a person interested in 
public service to put themselves forward for election to a Town Council. 

Being a town councillor is a part-time role that is compatible with 
maintaining another career, or alongside parenting or care duties. 

 

There is greater opportunity at Town Council level for women, people 
from disadvantaged backgrounds and members of new communities to 
become elected as town councillors.  

In this way, a greater diversity of people can make a break into politics 
as an elected public representative. 

In time, this will be an important step that empowers some of them to 
pursue as a more full-time profession at city or county level, at national 
level or even at European level. 

 

We can talk all we like about gender equality and the inclusion of 
minorities and new communities, but we need to have real world 
opportunities for people to be elected. And Town Councils are such an 
opportunity. 

 

 

 

The final point I want to make is that we are not saying that Town 
Councils of old were perfect.  

Some small towns had councils but larger urban settlement did not.  

Some Town Councils were not working as well as they should. 

But the real solution should have been to reform and rebuild local 
democracy at town level, not to sweep everything away. 

 

As part of that reform, for example, we could couple the restoration of 
Town Councils with an overhaul of the system of local government 
service indicators. 

That would provide a set of performance indicators that we could link to 
local-level social and economic statistics gathered by the CSO in order 
to put the focus on the economic, social and cultural development of our 
towns. I am very confident that these indicators would provide ample 
evidence that elected Town Councils can and would enhance the 
development of jobs and quality of life in our towns. 


