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Members of the Oireachtas, Councillors, Guests.

I am delighted that we are assembled here in Ennis today to mark the national launch of the regional planning guidelines which have been adopted in every region throughout the country. 

Today’s launch marks a major milestone in the implementation of the National Spatial Strategy. For the first time Ireland now has in place the entire hierarchy of strategic plans envisaged under the Planning and Development Act, 2000. These range from the National Spatial Strategy at national level, to regional planning guidelines at regional level, and to city, town, county and local area plans.

On publishing the National Spatial Strategy in late 2002, the Government laid great emphasis on the need to put regional planning guidelines in place as quickly as possible to give effect to the NSS at regional level.

Under-taking the making of these guidelines has given the opportunity for all the relevant interests at regional and local level to participate in the process of elaborating on how the objectives of the NSS can be delivered throughout each of our regions.

The National Spatial Strategy is a 20-year strategic planning framework designed to achieve balanced regional development by enabling every part of the country to reach its potential, no matter what its size or its location.  

The Strategy has three main objectives :

A better spread of job opportunities. Sustaining Dublin’s role as an engine of the economy while strengthening the drawing power of other areas.  Bringing people, employment and services closer together in a way that sustains strong communities and strong regional economies.

A better quality of life.  Delivering less congestion, less long distance commuting. Enhanced access to health, education, leisure and other services.

Better places to live in. Taking care of our environment, while making the most of all of our cities, towns and rural areas.

The National Spatial Strategy, and the regional planning guidelines now in place to support it, recognise that the various regions of the country have different roles to play in the country’s national development.  The national strategy and the regional guidelines seek to organise and co-ordinate these roles in a complementary, way that provides enhanced opportunities and choices for people living and working throughout the country. Through implementing the regional planning guidelines these opportunities and choices can and will become real and meaningful in all regions of the country.

The regional planning guidelines seek to make regions more competitive according to their strengths.  They are also about ensuring a high quality urban environment, as well as vibrant rural areas.

The preparation of the regional planning guidelines we are launching to-day demanded an ability to take a broader and longer term view, something that we have not always been so good at in the past.  Adopting these guidelines shows, however, that we have grown to appreciate the value of working together in long-range partnership. I wish to take this opportunity to congratulate all of those involved in the process at regional and local level for responding so effectively and quickly to the challenge involved in putting these guidelines in place.

Achieving the economic and social potential of our regions can only happen if the various elements in different areas, such cities, larger and smaller towns and associated rural areas, collaborate more closely on mutually beneficial strategies for development. I am confident that we have demonstrated and will continue to demonstrate our ability to do this.

With the regional planning guidelines now in place the focus needs to shift to the achievement of the objectives of these guidelines in the coming years. I want in particular to emphasise the importance of effectively translating the strategic policies of the regional planning guidelines into development plans at local authority level. This will ensure that the thousands of individual planning decisions we make each year are informed by the ‘big picture’ strategic policies set out in the regional guidelines. It will also facilitate the co-ordination of substantial investment by the public and private sectors in key infrastructure.

It is vital in this context that the determination of investment priorities should have a particular focus on gateways and hubs, to realize the potential for them lead the development of their areas in partnership with other towns, villages and rural areas.

My Department has put a range of measures in place to promote high levels of awareness and in Government Departments and agencies of the regional investment priorities set out in the regional planning guidelines. 

There is encouraging evidence already of concrete responses to the NSS and the regional planning guidelines across the public and private sectors.  For example, the agreements between the Department of Finance and other Departments on the recently introduced five yearly capital envelopes, which facilitate a more strategic approach to investment, require that account be taken of the need to support the implementation of the NSS, and by extension the regional planning guidelines.

The Department of Transport has established an NSS cross-cutting team, which made direct inputs to the preparation of the regional planning guidelines, and will now feed into the longer-term investment plan for transport on which that Department is currently working.

A highly significant example of central Government responding positively to strategic planning at local level came last year with the announcement of a €90 million investment in the Mallow-Cork-Midleton commuter rail system, which will open up a new 20,000 house development corridor for Cork over the next 15 years or so. The rail announcement follows through on the Cork Area Strategic Plan and shows investment in critical infrastructure being prioritised to encourage new and innovative development patterns.

As a further example of the Government’s response I am pleased to be in a position to announce today that I have approved funding of €15.8 m for water and sewerage schemes for Ennis and Shannon Town. 

 The piping for the Ennis Water Scheme will be provided in conjunction with the Ennis By-Pass and these two projects will be instrumental in meeting the future development needs of Ennis.  As you know Ennis was designated as a hub under the NSS and this important investment will assist further in attracting focused investment into the area.  The investment in Shannon will further underpin its role as part of the Limerick – Shannon Gateway.

The new Dublin City development plan, taking its lead from the consolidation messages of the NSS and the regional planning guidelines, put significant emphasis on radically improving housing output in the city through building 40,000 new homes, with supporting infrastructure and services, over the lifetime of the plan.

In Sligo a series of private sector hotel, leisure, retail, and commercial developments, totaling around €200 million in value have started since its designation as a gateway.

The completion of the inner relief road there on which work is underway will provide further support for Sligo’s development as a gateway, with the local authority co-ordinating that development through a high level team and a dedicated implementation officer.

These are just some examples of how we are starting to build bridges between strategic planning at regional and local level and the determination of our national investment priorities. More practical supports and investment will be needed in the coming years to give effect to the NSS and the regional planning guidelines and achieve the Government’s key objective of more balanced regional development. 

My Department will work closely with regional and local authorities and with Government Departments and agencies, in seeking to implement the regional planning guidelines we are launching today. We will also offer any necessary support to local authorities as they review their development plans in the light of the regional planning guidelines for their areas.  

In leading the implementation of the NSS, it will also be part of my brief to monitor and review its overall implementation and that of the regional planning guidelines to ensure that we continue to take forward together the objective of more balanced regional development.

The Government will continue in its commitment to taking the actions necessary to support the delivery of the National Spatial Strategy and the regional planning guidelines.

Above all, I want to leave you with the clear message that we in Government will be working pro-actively to support the implementation of the regional planning guidelines.  However in doing that, the reciprocal challenge for regional and local authorities will be to champion the messages in the guidelines, to put in place the implementation measures promised in the guidelines and to take the necessary decisions focused on the investment priorities for the regions. I am confident that the Government will find a willing and able partner in the regional and local authority structure in delivering more balanced regional development in the future.
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