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While the availability of regional data is of critical
importance for delivering and monitoring regional
development, the lack of data at this scale is particularly
problematic in Ireland.

What constitutes the ‘region’ is not fixed in Ireland. In contrast to other European countries
where regions have distinct and well-established identities and institutional structures,
Ireland has limited experience or agreement on what constitutes the region. The extent to
which the ‘region’ is still an open question in the Irish context has been highlighted by,
among others, Horner (2000, 136)! who suggests that multiple regionalisations have been
the norm in public policy for at least 50 years despite the evidence that proper regional
categorisations would provide a good compromise to centralized or localized administration
as they would offer “some level of scale efficiency yet allowing accessibility and some sort
of spatial equity”.

To understand the potential power of the region and to understand its dynamics, good
quality data is critical. Ireland currently has very poor regional statistics and one
fundamental reason appears to be the lack of an agreed definition on what the region is in
an Irish context. Despite the ambition of the National Planning Framework (2018) and
cascading of responsibility for its implementation to regional government, there remains
fuzziness and contradictions around Irish regional boundaries. This hinders the ability for
policymakers and planners to cohesively develop a common language around Irish spatial
planning and to develop meaningful capacity at the regional scale.

This document presents a series of maps that highlight spatially this regional fuzziness.
Addressing this plethora of ‘regionalisations’ will be a core task if the aims and objectives of
the National Planning Framework, in relation to better coordination of infrastructure and
planning, are to be realised.

It begins by examining sub-units of local governance to provide a wider context before
examining how ‘regional’ divisions are operationalized differently for a variety of purposes
in Ireland.

This working paper resource is provided for educational purposes. It was developed as part of the Ireland in
the Metropolitan Century funded by the Irish Research Council under its COALESCE funding strand.

A more detailed academic analysis of regions and regionalization in Ireland is forthcoming and more details
can be found on the current projects page at www.citiesgovernancesustainability.eu

! Horner, A. (2000) Geographical Regions in Ireland — reflections at the turn of the millennium. Irish
Geography, 33(2), pp. 134-165
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Municipal Districts

Probably least well known and the smallest scale of local governance are Ireland’s 100
municipal districts. To strengthen local governance, the Local Government Reform Act 2014
established 95 municipalities after the dissolution of 80 town councils and a reduction of
elected county councillors from 1,627 to 949. In 2019, following local elections, the total
number of municipalities was increased to 100. To date, municipal districts remain
underexamined and undertheorized. For more information on municipalities see:

Boyle, R., O'Riordan, P., Shannon, L. and O’Leary, F. (2020) Municipal Districts: A Review.
Institute of Public Administration Report, Local Government Research Series, No. 18. June.

Municipalities, Republic of Ireland.

Cartography: Eoin O'Mahony Source: 0Si. Maps © www.thunderforest.com, Data © www.osm.org/copyright
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County Boundaries

Ireland’s 26 counties are the most recognized boundary delineations across various contexts
(history, sport, government) and have the longest standing history stemming to the 6t
century.

County boundaries, Republic of Ireland.

@/ Monaghan

Q
Longford

> e

@

Waterford

'\

0 25  50km
| B

Cartography: Eoin O'Mahony. Source: OSi. Maps © www.thunderforest.com, Data © www.osm.org/copyright



Ireland in the Metropolitan Century

rh—l Cities,

Regional Assemblies

Governance and
Sustainability

The Local Government Reform Act 2014 defined three functional regions that have been in
operation since 1 January 2015 replacing 8 previous regional authorities. Regional
Assemblies are managed by an Executive Office, who were tasked with developing Regional
Spatial and Economic Strategies (RSES) for their respective regions and the cities within

them.

Regional Assembly regions, Republic of Ireland.
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Metropolitan Area Spatial Plans (MASP)

Introduced conceptually in the National Planning Framework, Metropolitan Area Spatial
Plans are a new scale in Irish planning and represent an attempt to coordinate development
at the metropolitan scale. MASP’s have been produced for each of Dublin; Cork, Limerick,
Waterford; and Galway by the regional assemblies. The purpose of metropolitan scale
planning is to provide a vehicle for effective land management and infrastructure
development and to provide a structure to leverage investment and coordinate work
between administrative units.
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Galway MASP [Developed by the Northern and Western Regional Assembly]
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Cork MASP [Developed by the Southern Regional Assembly]
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Limerick MASP [Developed by the Southern Regional Assembly]
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Waterford MASP [Developed by the Southern Regional Assembly]
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Strategic Planning Areas

Each of Ireland’s three regions is disaggregated into Strategic Planning Areas. These areas
were designated in Local Government Act 1991, thus preceding the current Regional
Assembly boundaries.

Special Planning Areas, Republic of Ireland.
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A more recent iteration of the Northern and Western Regional Assembly’s sub-regions
effectively demonstrates the complications with overlapping boarder delineations and the
crossover of flows between borders.

Northwest Regional Assembly subregions, Republic of Ireland.
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Regionalisations of infrastructure

Infrastructure providers also organize their operations and planning regionally but despite
the new governance framework provided through the RSES and MASP, there has been no
revision of infrastructural boundaries to provide alignment. The diagrams below illustrate
the disjuncture between waste and water management and administration in Ireland but
also potentially highlights the challenge for the regional assemblies in bringing all relevant
actors with regard to ‘place-based development’ to the table.

Waste regions, Republic of Ireland. Irish Water boundaries, Republic of Ireland.
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Economic development regions

Agencies such as Enterprise Ireland (EI) and the Industrial Development Authority (IDA)
are operationally organized into distinct regions. While these agencies to participate in
regional assemblies and MASP implementation meetings, they do not have the same
statutory remit or alignment. Even between the two economic development agencies there
is a lack of alignment particularly in relation to regions that might be considered more
remote such as the north-west and south-west of the country.

Enterprise Ireland regions, Republic of Ireland. IDA regions, Republic of Ireland.
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Climate Action Regional Office Regions

The Climate Action Regional Offices (CAROs) were set up to to coordinate and support
local government to lead transformative change in relation to climate action. However
although the regional assemblies are established to support general coordination of local
government, the CARQO'’s do not align with the regional assembly boundaries. Part of the
explanation may be that CARO boundaries were influenced by parameters such as water
catchment areas and climate, that were not part of the considerations when regional
assembly boundaries were being established.

Climate Action Regional Office regions, Republic of Ireland.
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Gaeltacht Regions

The Gaeltacht regions are regions where the Irish language is the primary spoken language
and they are important designations for structures, funding and cultural reasons. Udaras na
Gaeltachta is the regional state agency responsible for promoting the development of these
areas However, the term region as utilised in this context represents a cultural space rather
than a contiguous physical area.

Gaeltacht regions, Republic of Ireland.
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Ireland in the Metropolitan Century is an Irish Research Council funded project under the
COALESCE scheme (2019/25). It is a collaboration between UCD School of Geography and Bartlett
School of Planning, University College London partnered by the Eastern and Midland Regional
Assembly and Southern Regional Assembly. The research team is supported by an Advisory Board
comprising the Directors/Assistant Directors of the three regional authorities in Ireland, Rory
O’Donnell (former Chairman of NESC), and Abel Schumann (OECD).

For more on the project, visit the relevant page on: www.citiesgovernancesustainability.eu
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