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Address by Mr Noel Dempsey T.D.,

Minister for the Environment and Local Government

to Leaders Forum on the National Spatial Strategy

Limerick – 1 December 2000

You are very welcome to this Forum on the National Spatial Strategy. 

I should perhaps make it clear firstly that I am not here to-day to announce the contents of the Strategy.  Its preparation is not yet sufficiently advanced for that.  Nor indeed will its contents be finalised until the organisations you represent have a full opportunity to participate in the process of formulating the policies to be adopted under the Strategy. 

What I want to do today is to ensure that you are given a comprehensive briefing on the approach I am taking to preparing the National Spatial Strategy. We will also fill you in on the progress made since we started work on the Strategy earlier this year.  It is my intention that by the end of the day you will be  equipped to lead your organisation’s participation in the coming months in the policy formulation stages of the Strategy’s preparation. 

The information which has emerged from the research my Department has been doing over the last few months will give a very clear picture of the scale of the challenge we face in planning the future of our country over the next 20 years.  Our population is set to rise substantially. This has major implications for a whole range of issues from housing provision and infrastructure to education and health care.  However, if the Spatial Strategy is to have any added value over traditional economic planning it must go beyond the mere amount of economic and social development we will experience. It must also seek to influence our future choices on the location of different sorts of development. That is the only way we can achieve our goal of more balanced regional development. 

The Spatial Strategy, therefore, is not just about what happens. It is also about where it happens. Where we and our children will choose to live. Where we will work. Where we will shop. Where we will educate our people. Where we will access various services.  Where we will spend our leisure time.

To properly address questions like these we had to understand the way in which the different types of urban and rural areas throughout Ireland function at present. We needed to examine the factors which are driving success in some areas but not in others. We also needed to identify the current trends in different areas and the changes most likely to affect them in the coming years.  

During the early stages of preparing the National Spatial Strategy, my Department’s Spatial Planning Unit has collected and analysed information on issues such as the scale of development we are likely to face, the potential for urban growth, taking into account the dynamics of our present urban system and the relationship between Dublin and the rest of the country.  We have also looked at the economic and social changes taking place in our rural areas and the prospects for sustaining the vitality of those areas.

Defining what ‘quality of life’ means for Irish people, particularly in terms of access to education, health care, social services, cultural and leisure facilities is another issue we have looked at closely.

Our strategies for more even distribution of development in the future must also be co-ordinated more closely with our plans for providing improved transport, telecommunications, energy and other infrastructure. In addition to that sustainable development principles require us to ensure that in accommodating future development and settlement, we minimise damage to the quality and diversity of our environment.

In mandating my Department to prepare the National Spatial Strategy, the Government has signalled its determination to ensure that in future the benefits of our continuing economic and social development are spread more evenly throughout our regions. That is why achieving more balanced regional development will be at the centre of the Strategy. In aiming for that objective we must be very clear firstly about what balanced regional development actually means in an Irish context.  We must also seek to remain economically competitive without neglecting the principles of sustainable development. 

Reconciling differing objectives such as these will not be easy.  But that’s the challenge facing us.

The Government considers that the Strategy must be developed in partnership with all sectors of our society, including local and regional representatives, the social partners, various public agencies, interest groups and citizens generally. 

The Spatial Strategy will not be effective unless we build as much consensus as possible around its principles and policy proposals.  

That is where you come in. I am appealing to you as leaders within the authorities and organisations you represent to facilitate and direct your organisations’ participation in the policy formulation stages of preparing the Strategy. 

This will start early next year when the issues which have emerged from the research phase are responded to by way of potential policy options.  The consultative process will be structured in a way which enables you to engage effectively in the remaining stages of preparing the Strategy. Consultative fora have been put in place to draw on the experience and views of public authorities in both the BMW and Southern and Eastern Regions, the social partners, sustainable development interests and various professional bodies. These fora will be supplemented as necessary with regional seminars, roadshows and other mechanisms for engaging as broad a spectrum of interests as possible. My Department looks forward to working closely with you in formulating the Strategy in the coming months.

Turning to the area of communications, much work needs to be done to generate greater awareness and provide information to the wider public on the Strategy’s potential benefits. Without this, we will not be able to achieve consensus particularly where difficult choices may have to be made in the context of the Strategy.

You have a key role to play in promoting public interest and ownership in the Strategy to underpin its successful development and implementation. I would appeal to you to support debate on the Strategy in your own cities and towns, areas and regions. Make sure that people are aware that it is on the way and are ready to see it as a new way of approaching the future development of our country. 

There will be differing views when it comes down next year to making policy choices for inclusion in the Strategy.  It cannot please everyone.  We will aim, however, to convince as many people as we can that the policies we put forward are in the overall interests of the country and each of its regions.

Ensuring that the Strategy is actually implemented will be another key issue. Completing the Strategy is just a first step. Improved co-operation and co-ordination will be needed at political, administrative, sectoral, regional and local level to implement the Strategy effectively. I see little point in putting in the effort to produce a National Spatial Strategy unless we put arrangements in place to get it to work.

You will get a good idea of the challenges we face from to-day’s presentations.  To meet those challenges we have to look to delivering a Spatial Strategy which is bold in its approach and which can make, - and can be seen to make - a real difference to the Ireland of 20 years from now. 

