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Taoiseach, Ministers of State, Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am delighted to be able to present the National Spatial Strategy to you and to outline its key principles.  The main objective of the National Spatial Strategy is to achieve more balanced development of the country along with a better quality of life for everyone, vibrant urban and rural areas and a better environment.  We want continued economic and social development, but with a better spatial distribution.

The fact is that some regions have not benefited as well as others from the enormous economic and social strides we have taken in recent years. If this is to change, policies must change.  That is what the National Spatial Strategy is about.

We need a range of integrated measures to support regional performance. These measures must enable areas to operate, as appropriate, at international, national, regional, county and local level.  

In particular and in order to drive development in the regions, we need areas of sufficient scale and critical mass to attract significant investment and job opportunities. These areas will then offer attractive locations for investment in addition to Dublin.  That is why the National Spatial Strategy proposals include a network of gateways.
Under the National Spatial Strategy, Gateways will be important players at national level to stimulate growth in the different regions. Strategically located hubs will lead development in their own catchments and support the gateways. County and other large towns, smaller towns, villages and rural areas also have a role to play in promoting growth in their own areas.

The National Spatial Strategy is therefore an integrated package of measures which taken together will deliver a more balanced regional development.

Dublin is our capital city and the main engine of economic growth. The Greater Dublin Area will continue to play a key role for the country at national and international levels. In international terms it is our major player and a key driver of our economy.

However, balanced regional development will only be achieved if we get more economic activity in the regions.  Therefore, to complement Dublin and to put in place substantial, enhanced prospects of attracting significant investment to the regions, the existing Gateways of Galway, Cork, Limerick and Waterford must be strengthened.  Those cities must become stronger and more competitive.  They need to achieve this in their own right.  But with improved physical connections between them which would reduce travel time, they could co-operate with each other in offering other international scale locations in Ireland in addition Dublin.

But to drive investment further into the regions the National Spatial Strategy designate four new Gateways.

These new Gateways were selected on the basis of their strategic location, their potential to grow and to lift development in wider areas.  It is significant that all are in the Border, Midland and West region.  This reflects the need to strengthen the urban structure in the Border, Midlands and West.

Sligo is strategically located, it has the capacity to develop substantially, it already has a range of important facilities and is well positioned to energise its wider area.

Letterkenny is a significant town in its own right and has substantial capacity for development. It is also very close to Derry, which has been identified as a major regional city for the North West in the Regional Development Strategy for Northern Ireland. The National Spatial Strategy sees Letterkenny linking with Derry to establish the critical mass necessary to drive forward the North Western part of the island.

Dundalk is growing and is supporting an increasing scale of activities. Its development as a Gateway will strengthen the central parts of the Dublin-Belfast corridor.  Cross border co-operation is important in the development of an all-island economy and Dundalk has a major role to play here.

Turning to the Midlands it was clear from an National Spatial Strategy perspective and compared to the existing Gateways that none of the individual towns on their own would be likely to have the capacity to develop the required scale to function as a gateway and drive development of the region. However, I believe that the necessary scale and critical mass can be established through a number of towns working together.  

Under the National Spatial Strategy therefore Athlone, Mullingar and Tullamore will act together as a linked Gateway.  All 3 towns are reasonably near each other, are strategically located on or near national road, rail, energy and communications links and have complementary infrastructure and facilities.  

These Gateways then are the main actors at National level. The National Spatial Strategy also designates hubs to support and extend the effect of the Gateways. They are strategically located and  also have the capacity to lead the development of their own catchments. 

As you will see, they take the form of either single or linked towns. This depends on their location, size, population base and on the facilities, employment functions and services they offer, as well as their capacity for development.  Both linked Gateways and linked hubs will require a co-ordinated approach to their development.  This is a challenge to local authorities to adopt a new way of doing business.




To support revitalisation in the South West, Tralee and Killarney will act as linked hubs.  And in the West, Castlebar and Ballina will peform the same function.  The combined capacities of both pairs of towns will support the development of large areas they serve.

The process of energising areas associated with gateways will be further strengthened by the development of Mallow, Ennis and Tuam as hubs, acting as strong centres for their extensive rural hinterlands.

Wexford and Kilkenny will also be promoted as hubs building a triangle of strength in the south east in conjunction with Waterford as the Gateway.

Building on their current performance as strategically placed towns and energising extensive rural hinterlands, Cavan and Monaghan will act as hubs, with particular emphasis on their role on enhancing the potential of cross-border co-operation.
As I have outlined, gateways and hubs are essential components for achieving more balanced regional development. But other towns also have a critical role to play.  They must develop and strengthen their own areas as a focus for business, residential, service and amenity purposes.

The National Spatial Strategy also sets out measures through which rural potential and alternative employment opportunities can be developed in response to the major structural changes taking place in rural areas. These measures seek to build upon local strengths in agriculture, enterprise, tourism, local services, and land and marine based natural resources. 

Strong rural towns and villages are also essential components of vibrant rural areas and as a focus for local investment and economic activity, supported by rural development policies. 

The vision put forward in the National Spatial Strategy therefore is of strong urban areas and vibrant rural areas.
This then is the framework for achieving more balanced regional development. The National Spatial Strategy is the result of almost three years consultation and research.  I believe it has benefited enormously from this consultative approach and that it will contribute to its successful implementation.

I know that many of you here and your organisations have keen active participants in the process and I thank you for your contributions.

Conclusion

Let us be clear that our current policies have delivered major economic and social development for the country.  We can continue with these policies.

But if we want to see the fruits of that economic and social development spread more evenly throughout the country, we need to adopt a new approach. That new way forward is the National Spatial Strategy.

The National Spatial Strategy addresses spatial imbalance. It is result of objective analysis and consultation.  It sets out the policies which will ensure that the regions of the country no longer lose population share, while the Greater Dublin Area continues to expand. It sets out complementary and co-operative policies for the regions.  It will bring better job opportunities to the regions.

From today the National Spatial Strategy represents government policy on strategic planning and development.  Every agency or authority with responsibility for planning or for infrastructural programmes such as roads, water, rail and industrial development will be required to build the requirements of the National Spatial Strategy into their plans, strategies and regulations.  The benefits of this national approach will deliver more balanced regional development.

The National Spatial Strategy will be successful if all of us – Government, local authorities, regional authorities and development agencies – work together to implement it.  It will take a lot of work over the next 20 years to achieve its objectives.  But I am convinced that it will deliver a better Ireland for all our citizens.

As Minister for the Environment and Local Government, I have been asked by the Government to lead the Strategy’s implementation. Structures and mechanisms to integrate the Strategy into planning  activities at government, departmental, state agency, regional and local levels are being put in place. 

I will visit each region in the coming weeks to spread the message of the National Spatial Strategy and start the process of teasing out how it will unfold in these regions.  In addition to these road shows, Department officials will visit the regions separately to continue the briefing on the National Spatial Strategy.  In all we will have close to 20 events in the region between now and Christmas.

Today marks the start of a process of national, regional and local authorities working together, in consultation with the wider public, to a spatial framework towards achieving the better Ireland we want over the next 20 years.  You have been invited here today because you and the organisations you represent are key players in implementing the National Spatial Strategy.  I urge all of you to participate fully in the process.  And I assure you of my full commitment to the successful implementation of the National Spatial Strategy.
1
4

