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Cullen publishes new Guidelines on Rural Housing

People with rural links and areas with declining population to be accommodated subject to good planning practice 

Guidance on waste water disposal, house design, site location and road safety provided

“People who are born in an area, who live in an area and who contribute to an area will be entitled to build their home in that area”, Minister Martin Cullen said today (4th March).

The Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government was speaking on the publication of new guidelines on rural housing.  The guidelines contain a wide range of new measures on the issue of rural or ‘one-off’ housing.  

Subject to good planning practice, people with rural links are to be favoured for planning, as will any applicant applying for permission in an area suffering from population decline.  Applicants for housing in rural areas must meet normal planning requirements in relation to matters such as the proper disposal of waste water and road safety.  The guidelines also include recommendations concerning site selection and design of rural houses.  

Describing the guidelines as a presumption in favour of quality one off housing for rural communities, Minister Cullen said:  “The Government recognises the strong and continuing tradition of people living in rural areas.  The new guidelines reflect this and seek to promote and support vibrant rural communities.  Addressing the inconsistencies and rigidities on planning for rural housing was long overdue.  I believe these guidelines do that and bring greater clarity for planners and applicants alike.”  

Commenting on rural housing, the Minister said:  “Overtime, the dynamic between people applying for planning permission and planners has become clouded.  The planning process can be costly and time consuming, sometimes unnecessarily so.  That is why it is vitally important that the policies set out in development plans are clear, consistent and readily understood.   

“I believe the guidelines will bring about better engagement between the key players in the planning process.  Engagement at an early stage between applicants and planners will be an important feature to tease out any practical difficulties that may exist.”  

Referring to the extensive public debate which has taken place on rural housing, the Minister said that the draft now being published had taken close account of the various views expressed to him.  

Minister Cullen said that he had met with and studied submissions from a number of groups including the General Council of County Councils, the Irish Rural Dwellers Association and An Taisce.  The Minister especially acknowledged the work of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on the Environment and Local Government and said that the recommendations of the Committee had been taken on board in finalising the guidelines.    

As is standard practice for guidelines of this nature they are being issued in draft form to allow for comment prior to finalisation.  However in view of the importance of the issue, the Minister is requesting planning authorities in each county and An Bord Pleanála to take the guidelines on board and put in place the measures necessary to implement them with immediate effect.

On the issue of location and design, the Minister highlighted the recently published Cork Rural Design Guide as the benchmark on rural housing design for Local Authorities to follow.  

He said:  “I am no fan of ‘Southfork’ type dwellings.  New houses in rural areas should take account of the need to integrate with their surroundings and our natural heritage.  The Cork Rural Design Guide is a good illustration of how rural housing design can be done and is the model to follow.”   

Acknowledging the trends for development of holiday homes, the Minister said that the guidelines emphasise the importance of clustering such tourism driven activity.  He also said that he and his officials will continue to closely monitor development trends in relation to second homes.     

The Guidelines make it clear that statutory designation on certain rural areas such as SACs and SPAs does not necessarily represent an obstacle to rural housing.   

The draft guidelines consolidate the approach taken to rural housing in the National Spatial Strategy.  The provisions in the 1997 document, Sustainable Development: A Strategy for Ireland on rural housing, which have tended in the past to be interpreted over-rigidly, have been superseded. 

Among the objectives listed in the draft guidelines are:

· To facilitate people who have roots or links to, are part of and contribute to the rural community throughout the country in getting planning permission for houses, provided their proposals meet normal planning requirements such as road safety and wastewater disposal, and 

· To accommodate, subject to good planning practice, any demand arising for housing in structurally weak areas which are suffering from population decline.

· In rural areas under strong developmental pressure from nearby large urban areas the guidelines call for urban generated development to be directed towards areas zoned for new residential development, but make it clear that the housing requirements of those who are part of and contribute to the rural community in these areas should also be facilitated.

· In rural areas where there are relatively few towns and villages the guidelines indicate that key objective is to maintain vibrant rural population while respecting and consolidating the traditional forms and patterns of housing development in these areas.

· In the stronger rural areas the guidelines call for development plan policies which build on the strengths of these areas by striking a balance between accommodating proposals for individual houses and stimulating new housing development in smaller towns and villages to ensure a balanced range of options for new housing development.

· The guidelines call for housing development in rural areas to be located and designed to settle into and integrate with its surroundings; in the case of areas with special designations any significant adverse impact on the features for which the site has been designated should be avoided.  However, statutory designations are not intended to operate as an inflexible constraint on housing development

ENDS 

The Guidelines can be downloaded at www.environ.ie or at www.irishspatialstrategy.ie 

Submissions on the draft Guidelines should be sent to the Spatial Policy Section, Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Custom House, Dublin 1 by 30th April, 2004
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