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This evening, we are launching the final stages of the preparation of the National Spatial Strategy.  And while Charlestown may seem an unusual place for a national launch, I specially chose this location.  Charlestown is the birthplace of the late journalist John Healy, who so vigorously fought for the future of the west.  It is not just people in the media who remember his series of newspaper articles Death of an Irish Town – later published as No One Shouted Stop – which graphically illustrated rural decline and the need for a response.  John Healy’s views remain relevant today, even though the economic circumstances have changed fundamentally in the years since he put pen to paper on this issue.

The fact is that the National Spatial Strategy has the potential to be the lifeblood of Charlestown and a myriad of other towns, villages and hinterlands.  But only if people have the courage and the vision to embrace its proposals.  Only if people can look wider than their own patch.  In stark contrast to how people behaved in response to the Buchanan Report thirty years ago, which set out, in a more formal and structured way than John Healy did, to plot a course for the future of this country.

The Buchanan Report was Ireland’s first attempt at spatial planning. Buchanan foretold how Ireland would develop in the decades ahead unless the future was carefully planned. He warned how Dublin would develop at the expense of the rest of the country. He offered an alternative blueprint to ensure balanced regional development. He  advocated the establishment of some large centres throughout the country as a counterbalance to the tilt towards the capital city. 

What happened?  There was a groundswell against Buchanan’s proposals.  Local interests were put first … by a range of people… politicians, the local media, the public … with disastrous consequences for the country as a whole and for the west and midlands in particular.

The report was “shelved” – because people were so parochial in their outlook that they couldn’t bear what they saw as neighbouring towns benefiting at the expense of their own localities.  Buchanan was an opportunity wasted.

Thirty years later, we have the opportunity to redress the balance.  This opportunity is too valuable to pass up.  This is why, to date, we have consulted widely on what will become the bedrock of our Spatial Strategy.  We have learned enormously from our consultation to date and it has shaped our current thinking.  But a central and crucial lesson is that we need people to cast off the blinkers of local self-interest.  We need people to buy into a strategy that will see the broad areas in which they live and do business develop.

The Strategy is about identifying the ingredients which led to the successful growth of Dublin, Galway, Cork etc and applying them elsewhere so that urban and rural Ireland in whatever region can develop to its own potential. It’s about sustaining economic growth that will ensure an improved quality of life for the people of this country. It’s all about relationships between people and places – where people live and work and how they move between one and the other. And it’s especially about ensuring that all areas and people throughout the country contribute to and benefit from on-going economic growth. 

This week the CSO announced that our national population is now 3.84 million, the highest level since 1881. This is an important turning point in our history.  By 2020 our population could be at around 5 million. We must plan for that now. 

The National Spatial Strategy will aim to create the conditions for delivering more balanced social, economic, cultural, environmental and physical development throughout the State.  The Government wants people, regardless of where they live, to have more equal opportunities to share in the benefits of economic and social growth. 

Since work on the National Spatial Strategy began early last year a lot of research has been done on how Ireland has been developing in recent years and why it has developed in the way it has.  On the basis of what we now know, we must move towards finalising the National Spatial Strategy itself.  But before that, I want to give the public and the communities which the Strategy is intended to serve, a final opportunity to put forward their views on the indications which have emerged and how we move ahead.

The “Indications for the Way Ahead” Consultation Paper sets out the lessons learnt from the work done to date and the key ideas and overall approach that might be applied, if we are to deliver balanced regional development. Taking these ideas and the approach suggested, the Paper identifies a range of spatial policy indications which could form the basis for finalising the Strategy.

The Consultation Paper is not the National Spatial Strategy itself. It sets out the principles which we think we need to follow, signals the choices to be made and sets out the options open to us if we are to achieve balanced regional development throughout the whole country over the next 20 years.

These options focus on building on our existing strengths, rather than going the route of creating new cities. This message came loud and clear from the consultations we have already completed.  For this reason, we have further developed our approach beyond the original concept of a limited number of gateway towns.  Our approach must be more sophisticated than that and include other options to meet the needs of different areas.

Our research indicates unequivocally, that for Ireland to achieve a more spatially balanced form of development, we have to understand the reasons behind successful areas. We can then apply these lessons to broadening the range of centres in Ireland, capable of generating higher levels of Irish based investment in industry and services and pulling in significant foreign investment. Experience here and abroad confirms that by broadening the range of such centres successful regional development is possible.

But this is also strongly dependent on bringing together the success factors at a scale which generates the type of critical mass capable of lifting the level of development in an area significantly. Bringing the critical success factors together to meet these criteria can therefore only be achieved in a limited number of locations. 

But this approach will be to the benefit of all areas. The research also shows that for spatial planning purposes, the State can be seen in terms of distinct but complementary areas – provisionally identified in the Consultation Paper as 12 Functional Areas. 

The promotion and development of these areas through a spatial planning approach that energises them by focusing on the strengths of a limited number of places will benefit the areas themselves and contribute to overall national progress. But we recognise that different approaches tailored to the differing circumstances of these areas will be needed.

Success in regional development terms requires that the necessary ingredients, both human and infrastructural must be in place. We need agreement and commitment on what these basic elements are. Targeted supports, at different levels, are needed for successful development in different areas. Elements such as improving infrastructure, including roads and electricity and developing wider availability of broadband telecoms services are critical, especially to higher skill activities and services. But infrastructure must also show a return for the investment made. Over the 20 years of the NSS we will need to prioritise that investment in order to meet our objectives successfully.

There is no one solution that will meet the needs of the country as a whole and all areas within it. The Consultation Paper identifies a number of options. Strengthening our existing larger cities further will play a crucial part in spreading development. In other areas, there may be a centre which, if developed, will successfully energise its area. In still other areas, the best option may be strengthening the links and capacity for co-operation between a number of towns, so that together they can lift their area.

Clearly we need a broad measure of consensus on the approach to be followed before we finalise the National Spatial Strategy itself.  But let us have a full open and honest debate now.  Let’s not fool ourselves into thinking that we can invest time in our current process only to have the rug pulled from under us when the final Strategy is launched.

That is why I ask everyone to study carefully the ideas, possibilities and options set out in the Consultation Paper. Much of the research underpinning the document is available on a new website for the Strategy – www.irishspatialstrategy.ie which goes live this evening.  

I urge everyone to consider how the approaches set out in the Paper might be applied in their own areas.  And I especially ask that people also take a broader view of how we can shape the development of the entire country.

I have invited you, the Chairpersons of the Regional Assemblies and the Regional Authorities here today because I believe you are in a position to influence the consultation process for the good. You are already accustomed to adopting a regional point of view. In your work you have practical experience of the way this country has developed. You now have the opportunity to inform the policies of the next 20 years. These policies will influence the location of economic development and where people will live and work. Don’t let this opportunity pass. Make sure that your authorities give this document the serious attention it deserves.

As I said earlier, we have benefited enormously from the consultation already completed.  Let me assure you that every response to this Consultation Paper will be examined and taken into account – every view proffered will help me and the Government to refine the approach on which the Strategy is to be based and to frame the detailed policies to be included in it.  

Finally, let me emphasise that adopting a spatial strategy is a chance that comes perhaps once in thirty years.  Our country will be poorly served if we, yet again, fail to grasp the opportunity that presents itself to us. 
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