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'This region is host to titles such as the 

‘Best Place in Ireland to live’,’ the 

Coolest Place on the Planet’,  

‘European Volunteering Capital 2017’, 

‘European Capital of Culture 2020’ 

and a region that has been awarded 

‘European Entrepreneurial Region 

(EER) 2018’ by the European Union' 

PEOPLE AND PLACE 
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People and Places 

Our region has a world-class quality of life, a physical environment of outstanding beauty, a highly 

skilled population, healthy communities, and a reputation for creativity and quality events. 

These are the strong foundations on which this RSES can act deliberately and decisively to build its 

future, recognise opportunities, and respond proactively to current and future challenges. 

The region needs to respond to some big 

challenges, trends and threats.  

Like other places it is still recovering from 

the economic downturn; an ageing 

population; the need to respond to climate 

change; increasing resource scarcity; the pace of technological change; and competition to attract 

skilled and talented people to live and work in our local economies.  

Furthermore, and specific to this region is the challenge associated with growth and prosperity and 

its increasingly concentrated focus on large urban and city-regions. But the potential exists enabled 

by Objectives contained in the National Planning Framework to unlock the full potential of our 

'people' and 'place'. 

 

A strong economy will support the Northern and Western Region to meet many of these challenges. 

Our strategy acknowledges and builds on our achievements and previous successful transformations.  

 

The Region in Focus 
 

 

The population of the Northern and Western Region is dispersed unevenly across the region 

and has historically had a lower level of urbanisation compared to other regions. This weak 

urban structure is characterised by its location between all five existing cities in Ireland, 

which are south of a line from Dublin to Galway, and the two cities of Derry and Belfast in 

Northern Ireland.  However, this masks that Galway is the fastest growing city in Ireland over 

the past 50 years; that Letterkenny and Derry 

in reality function as a cross-border city 

region; and that Letterkenny, Sligo and 

Athlone perform functions not dissimilar to 

bigger cities, albeit at a different scale.  

 

In 2016 the total population residing within 

our region was 847,442. This figure 

represents approximately 17.8% of the entire 

population of Ireland, which stands at 

4,761,865 as of 2016.  

 

 

       

 

"Place matters in strategic regional 
planning. So do People"  

Figure ?. Percentage Population, CSO 2016 
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Our region includes the entire province of Connaught and Cavan, Donegal and Monaghan, 

from the province of Ulster. However, in this strategy we do not constrain ourselves to the 

administration boundaries of the Regional Assembly but rather we have examined our region 

as one that is made up of many catchments of people 

and places that overlap administrative boundaries.  It 

boasts world leading multi-nationals, indigenous 

companies with global success, untapped economic 

sectors, communities hosting titles such as the ‘Best 

Place in Ireland to live’,’ the Coolest Place on the 

Planet’,  ‘European Volunteering Capital 2017’, 

‘European Capital of Culture 2020’ and a region that 

has been awarded ‘European Entrepreneurial Region 

(EER) 2018’ by the European Union.  

 

 

 

We have the coastal counties of Galway, Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim and Donegal which lie 

adjacent to the vast Atlantic Ocean, and all that connection brings with it. While 

Roscommon, Cavan and Monaghan are landlocked counties that are nestled within the hidden 

heartlands of the country that include the Shannon Blueways. The coastal counties of the 

region are synonymous with the Wild Atlantic Way tourism brand and there is the emerging 

economic value proposition in the Atlantic Economic Corridor, stretching from the 

northernmost to the southernmost counties on the Island of Ireland. Another economic 

corridor extends from Dublin to Belfast and the counties of Cavan and Monaghan  have a 

close relationship with it. Additionally, the counties of Donegal, Leitrim, Monaghan and 

Cavan all share the only international land border Ireland possesses, something that brings its 

own specific challenges and opportunities for communities, which may be magnified by 

Brexit. 

 

The global economic downturn has taken its toll on our rural regions, perhaps more so than 

more urban locations. Galway has been the primary beneficiary of population growth within 

the region over the last two decades. The region, as a whole, had an additional 179,960 

persons recorded as living within it as of 2016, compared to 1996. Of that number, Galway 

alone comprises approximately 38% of the total increase, or 69,204 persons. Donegal 

accounted for 16% of the total, Cavan saw 13% and Mayo 11%. Roscommon, Monaghan, 

Sligo and Leitrim each saw increases of 7%, 6%, 5% and 4% respectively. All eight counties 

have seen their pattern of growth stunted during the 2011 to 2016 period, although 

interestingly both Donegal and Mayo actually recorded decreases in their population during 

this spell. This has been exacerbated by an international trend of urbanisation, where more 

and more people have decided to move to urban centres to seek employment, among other 

things. This reinforces the emergence of new thinking about the process of local spatial and 

economic development. Across the world local and national governments have moved 

towards an approach that emphasises the identification and mobilization of endogenous 

potential, that is, the ability of places to grow drawing on their own resources.  

 

 

 

Map ?: NWRA Sub Regional Catchments. 
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Placemaking 
The new “place-based” approach involves attempts to tap into economic potential that 

remains unused and not identifiable to outside agencies, so that all parts of regions, be they 

cities, towns or their rural hinterlands, can contribute to national development. From an 

enterprise development perspective, investment in the creation of ‘place’ is key to realising 

regional potential.  Access to talent is a chief site location criterion for businesses and 

‘Quality of life’ is a key factor both in retaining our current population and also attracting 

more people to the region in the future. It is determined by having an active and successful 

economy and living in a great place with excellent education, leisure, transport, planning, 

housing, medical facilities and strong, safe communities.  

 

As a consequence, a community’s ability to compete for new investment is strongly 

correlated to its attractiveness to talent. This is because communities that can offer a 

multitude of amenities are the ones best able to attract and retain skilled and talented workers, 

especially younger workers. Likewise, a community that is attractive to talent will in turn be 

more likely to attract companies. Therefore, enhancing quality of place amenities such as 

public realm, arts, culture, entertainment, accessibility, green spaces and landscape is a key 

economic development priority for this region.  Place is a way to help the region to position 

itself for skills/talent attraction, business expansion, and creative and innovative economic 

activity. 

 

Sustainable enterprise thrives in supportive business environments that enhance 

competitiveness and productivity.  Companies are attracted to invest in locations where they 

can access skills/talent, where people will want to live and work and where the surrounding 

infrastructures are supportive of business. It is a combination of factors that delivers 

efficiencies, economies of scale and wider societal benefits.  The overarching critical 

elements are: 

• Connectivity - rural, regional, national and international - enabling the mobility of people 

and goods and making use of smart technologies to deliver enhanced productivity, 

competitiveness and quality of life; 

• Concentration of developments -  building places of scale and internationally competitive 

locations and connections with wider hinterlands through technologies, community and 

infrastructures; and 

• Celebrating difference – developing distinctive propositions for each region and realising 

the full potential for enterprise development, job creation and higher standards of living. 

 

However, there may also be locational considerations that influence a business activity or 

sector to locate in certain places, - for example if natural resource intensive, utility intensive, 

knowledge intensive, internet based etc.  In addition, the Northern and Western region has 

experienced considerable emigration over time and there is a growing body of evidence 

which suggests that our diaspora continue to play a critical role in supporting sustainable 

development in our region in a variety of ways, including returning to establish new 

enterprises in the region (including FDI), participating in the development of  new networks 

for our indigenous enterprises abroad and through the transfer of resources, knowledge, and 

ideas back to this region, thus integrating their place of origin into the global economy.  
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In order to deliver for this region, there are certain elements that are understood to inform 

business location choices and it is a key objective that these are delivered through the RSES 

and other plans and programmes, as follows:  

 

Objectives 

I.  development of compact urban centres with critical mass in population; 

II.  provision of connectivity and access (including national and international), enabled 

by physical and technology infrastructures with capacity resilience and quality. 

This is even more critical in a post-Brexit environment;  

III.  establishment of competitive, smart and integrated public transport networks 

within and between cities and urban areas; 

IV.  nurturing of world class infrastracture and competitive services with capacity, 

resilience and quality;  

V.  growing our third level infrastructures, access to skills and to research, development and 

innovation;  

VI.  availability of property solutions – including ‘ready-to-go’ commercial properties, 

‘landing spaces’, co-working spaces and flexible property solutions and affordable 

housing;  

VII.  co-location or dynamic clustering. For example, in the agri-food sector, enterprises will 

seek to locate close to local suppliers of produce. Enabling connectivity and linkages 

within and between suppliers and purchasers, between enterprises and Higher Education 

Institutes (HEIs) is an important consideration for the RSES; and 

VIII.  development of quality of life factors and sense of Place. 

 

 

 

Urban Places of Regional Scale 
 

The National Planning Framework includes a suite of objectives that are being delivered 

through this RSES, including targets for population, employment and the development of 

infill/brownfield sites. The ratio of employment to population targets are set out in the NPF as 

being 0.66:1.0 and the target is for at least 40% of all new housing to be delivered within the 

existing built- up areas of cities, towns and villages on infill and/or brownfield sites. This 

means encouraging more people, jobs and activity generally within our existing urban areas, 

rather than mainly on ‘greenfield’sites and this requires a significant change in the approach 

taken in many places. It does not dispense with appropriate standards being achieved but 

rather will require imaginative high quality architectural bespoke solutions be developed to 

provide for high quality desirable places that can attract more people, and to generate new 

employment opportunities within the existing footprint of our cities, towns and villages. The 

population and employment targets provided in the NPF for this region are set out in Table ? 

below. 
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National Policy 

Objective 

Northern and Western 

1. Growing 

Our 

Regions 

+160,000 - 180,000 people 

(1m total) 

+115,000 in employment 

(450,000 total) 

2. Building 

Stronger 

Regions: 

Accessible 

Centres of 

Scale 

Galway City and Suburbs: 

+40,000 - 45,000 people (at 

least 120,000 total) 

RSES to set out a strategic 

development framework for 

the Region, leading with the 

key role of Sligo in the North-

West, Athlone in the 

Midlands and the 

Letterkenny-Derry cross- 

border network 

3. Compact, 

Smart, 

Sustainable 

Growth 

50% of new city housing 

within existing Galway City 

and suburbs footprint 

30% all new housing 

elsewhere, within existing 

urban footprints 

Table ? NPF at a Glance: Targeted Pattern of Growth, 2040 

 

 

 

Since the publication of the NPF, the Minister, by Circular Letter FPS04/2018, has provided 

a revised suite of transitional population projections for the Region and each County (RF 

Table ?? below) that are to be delivered through the RSES process and County Development 

Plans.  The Circular Letter also provides details in respect of the Galway Metropolitan Area 

Strategic Plan including a proposed boundary with population projections to be delivered 

through the RSES (Rf. Table??? And Map ? below). It confirms the view that these 

transitional projections will provide sufficient scope to enable City and County Development 

Plans to be reviewed, land zonings to be prioritised and Local Area Plans and planning 

permissions to be worked through, while also allowing for agility and ambition, as well as 

monitoring and review, as we move towards full implementation of the NPF and NDP. The 

traditional ‘headroom’ within land zoning practice is contained within these transitional 

figures thus obviating the requirement to zone 50% more land than is notionally required. 
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Northern and Western Regional Assembly 

Regions and Counties 2016 2026 2031 

Border SPA    

Donegal 159,000 173,500 – 176,500 179,500 – 183,500 

Sligo 65,500 71,500 – 72,500 74,000 – 75,000 

Leitrim 32,000 35,000 – 35,500 36,000 – 37,000 

Cavan 76,000 83,000 – 84,500 86,000 – 88,000 

Monaghan 61,500 67,000 – 68,000 69,000 – 71,000 

Subtotal 394,000 430,000 – 437,000 444,500 – 454,500 

    

West    

Galway 258,000 300,000 – 308,500 322,000 – 334,500 

Mayo 130,500 142,000 – 144,500 147,000 – 150,500 

Roscommon 64,500 70,500 – 71,500 73,000 – 74,500 

Subtotal 453,000 512,500 – 524,500 542,000 – 559,500 

    

Total  847,000 942,500 – 961,500 986,500 – 1,014,500 

Table ??: Transitional Regional and County Population Projections to 2031 

 

 

Metropolitan 

Area 

Dublin Cork Limerick Galway Waterford 

Total Census 

Metro 

Population 

1,399,525 304,169 132,420 94,075 59,854 

Census Metro 

Urban 

Population 

1,377,588 270,998 111,583 86,922 53,504 

Census City 

& Suburbs 

Population 

1,173,179 208,669 94,192 79,934 53,504 

Summary of Metropolitan Area Population 2016 
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Map ?: Galway metropolitan Area Map 
 Source:DHPLG 

 

 

 

 

There is now an opportunity to deliver an effective alignment of plans at national, regional 

and local levels and shift away from a business-as-usual scenario towards more compact 

growth. For our region this means that our strategy must focus on the significant growth of 

the urban centres of Galway, Letterkenny, Sligo and in Athlone (partially within the Northern 

and Western Region).  These places also need to be underpinned by Towns that perform a 

support role in providing regionally strategic employment development of significant scale.  

The National Planning Framework provides a target growth rate for Galway and requires that 

the RSES set growth rates for other centres of regional significance and scale.  Significant 

consultation has been undertaken with stakeholders in identifying the appropriate regional 

settlements and in determining the ambitious targets set for them  

(see Table ? below).  
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 Settlement Population 

2016 

Census 

Proposed  

% Increase 

 

Uplift to 

2040 

 

Proposed 

2026 

Uplift2 

 

Proposed 

2031 

Uplift2  

MASP Galway City 

 

79,900 551 44,000 18,050 27,300 

 Letterkenny 

 

19,300 40 7,700 3,150 4,750 

Regional 

Centres 

Sligo 

 

19,200 40 7,700 3,150 4,750 

 Athlone 

 

25,000 40 10,000 4,100 6,200 

 

Support 

Towns 

Ballina 

 

10,200 30 3,100 1,300 1,900 

 Castlebar 

 

12,100 30 3,600 1,500 2,250 

 Cavan 

 

10,900 30 3,300 1,350 2,050 

 Ballinasloe 

 

6,700 30 2,000 800 1,200 

 Carrick-on-

Shannon 

 

4,100 30 1,200 500 750 

 Monaghan 

 

7,700 30 2,300 950 1,450 

 Roscommon 

 

5,900 30 1,800 750 1,100 

 Tuam 

 

8,800 30 2,600 1,050 1,600 

Table ? Population Targets for Key Regional Settlements 

1. Increase defined by NPF   2.  Uplift defined by NPF Phasing 

 

 

 
 Map ?: Key Regional Settlements 
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Objectives 

 

• Deliver on the population targets for the Region’s Key Regional Settlements  

• To deliver significant compact growth in Key Regional Settlements as identified in Table ? 

 

 

These targets need to be matched by the delivery of critical enabling infrastructure and 

services, thus ensuring that these places grow as successful significant employment centres 

and service locations not only for the urban areas themselves but, importantly, for their extensive 

hinterlands that include smaller settlements and rural areas. Section ?? provides greater detail in 

respect of these Cities and Towns, through Metropolitan Area Strategic Plans (MASPs) and Regional 

Centre Strategic Plans (RCSPs), with specific opportunities and strategic priorities being detailed for 

their support towns.  This shall guide further detail to be provided in respect of these urban areas at a 

more local level, through the development of a suite of local plans, strategies and actions by other 

stakeholders, such as Local Authorities, state agencies, third sector to name but a few. It is those local 

plans that shall also provide a framework for other towns, villages and rural places within the context 

of the RSES. 

 

 

Rural remainder - Towns, Villages and Countryside 
 

The population living in rural towns, villages and the countryside (i.e. other than the Cities 

and Regional Centres and Support Towns) are home to almost 80% of our region’s 

population and as such represent a sizeable cohort of the population and land area.  The 

culture of living in smaller towns and the countryside is built upon peoples strong connection 

with rural areas. For some it is both their place of work and their home but for many the 

reality is that their place of work and main services are elsewhere and therefore transport 

connectivity and telecommunications connectivity is a key issue for accessing employment, 

education and healthcare lifelines. The issues of connectivity and accessibility are explored in 

more detail within Growth Ambition No.3: Connected Region. 

 

According to Census 2016, the agriculture, forestry and fishing industries have a higher 

proportion of people employed within them in our region (7.5%) compared to the State 

(4.4%). There are over 60,000 farms in this region alone, which accounts for approximately 

44.6% of the regional landmass, most of which is in permanent grassland pastures, with only 

around 11% of land principally occupied by agriculture. Peatlands and wetlands are the 

second most widespread land cover type, covering about 25% of the region and transitional 

woodland-scrub makes up approx. 4.5%, coniferous forest comprises around 3.7% and water 

bodies around 3%.   

 

Our islands lying off the western seaboard of Counties Donegal, Mayo and Galway and our 

coastal areas also contain some of our most vibrant and culturally distinctive communities, 

with many areas forming part of the Gaeltacht. As a result of their location, they are highly 

dependent on rural employment within the fishing, agriculture and tourism sectors. The 

importance of these assets to this region and their potential to be sustainably developed into 

the future are explored further, particularly under Ambition 1: Natural Region and Ambition 

3: Vibrant Region. 
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Whilst the vibrancy and vitality of our countryside needs to be conserved, so also does the 

sense of place and culture and the quality, character and distinctiveness of our landscape. As 

referenced earlier, parts of our region have experienced population decline and there is a shift 

in population towards more urban areas.  This transition needs to be managed appropriately 

as it is often the rural areas that have an ageing population and issues of isolation are more 

prominent. It is necessary to make our rural areas more resilient to challenges it is 

experiencing from urban generated pressures in some locations, to a declining and ageing 

population in others, the structure of the economy and lack of access to quality infrastructure 

and new technologies, in others. One solution does not fit all but an objective in the 

consideration of new rural housing should be to support the vibrancy and sustainability of 

existing rural communities without placing an unjustifiable demand for the uneconomic 

provision of service extensions beyond the catchment of existing rural housing areas. Rural 

places, including towns and villages, need to be strengthened and some good examples of 

effective actions are taken under the auspices of the Action Plan for Rural Development, 

which seeks to address rural issues through a variety of supportive measures in an attempt to 

strengthen rural places. Project Ireland 2040 confirms that post 2020, the Action Plan for 

Rural Development will be reviewed to align with the National Planning Framework and the 

provisions of the RSES. The location of new single houses in the countryside needs to take 

cognisance of utilising existing infrastructure within it’s catchment, thus not placing 

unreasonable demand for significant service extensions. 

 

The main challenge of urban generated pressure in the countryside derives from the demand 

for houses within the commuter zone of our cities, regional centres and their support towns. 

For rural housing, there needs to be a distinction made between areas under urban influence 

and elsewhere. In this strategy, areas under urban influence are those within the 15% 

commuter catchment of Cities, Regional Centres and their Support Towns. In these areas the 

capacity to provide for single rural housing should be retained for those that have a 

demonstrable economic or social need to live in the area, subject to all other proper planning 

and sustainable development considerations. The capacity to facilitate additional 

development will be guided by a number of considerations, including demand for housing, 

availability and adequacy of support infrastructure, suitability of soils to treat and dispose of 

wastewater to appropriate standard, visual and physical impact and the need to provide for 

house design and orientation that meet current and future energy efficiency demands.  

 

Therefore, the capacity of the countryside to accommodate the demand for urban generated 

housing shall require careful management through the Development Plan making process by 

consideration of policy interventions. The abovementioned approach shall assist to some 

extent but additional policy interventions shall be introduced where the urban generated 

pressure is more significant, particularly within the 40% commuter catchment of any City, 

Regional Centre, Support Town or any rural town or other area that is subject to significant 

pressure. Such policy interventions shall be designed to limit new development on greenfield 

sites. Emphasis should also be placed upon addressing vacancy levels, derelict properties and 

brownfield sites as a first choice option before consideration is given to newbuild within 

areas under urban generated pressure. This will assist in providing for a more resilient and 

sustainable countryside, by protecting the capacity of rural areas that are under urban 

generated pressure, reducing vacancy, dereliction and obsolete properties. It will also have 
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the benefit of guiding new development into smaller rural towns and villages, thus providing 

them with a lifeline for their future vitality and viability. This approach brings rural areas into 

line with the principles outlined in the NPF for urban areas. 

 

The vitality and viability of our towns and villages is a significant issue for this region as we 

emerge from the economic recession and as the role and function of these settlements evolve. 

The health of our villages, and towns can be significantly influenced through the delivery of 

new housing through the utilisation of existing buildings, brownfield/infill sites or otherwise. 

The future direction of the region’s Rural Housing Strategy will also be informed through the 

forthcoming HNDA (Housing Need Demand Assessment).  A  target for at least 40% of all 

new housing to be delivered within the existing built-up areas of cities, towns and villages on 

infill and/or brownfield sites is an important opportunity for our smaller towns and villages to 

be reimagined and therefore it is included as a key objective of the RSES. Additionally, given 

the extent of vacant and derelict buildings within the countryside it is appropriate to set a 

target that 20% of rural housing to be delivered on brownfield sites, subject to other planning 

considerations.  

 

 

Objectives:  

 

I. Deliver at least 50% of new city housing within the existing built-up footprint of Galway City 

and suburbs; 

 

II. Deliver at least 30% of all new housing within the existing built-up footprint of settlements 

with a population of over 1,500 (excluding Galway Metropolitan Area); 

 

III. Deliver at least 40% of all new housing, to be delivered within the existing built- up areas of 

cities, towns and villages, on infill and/or brownfield sites; 

 

IV. Deliver at least 20% of all new rural housing on brownfield sites. 

 

V. Ensure, in providing for the development of rural housing, that a distinction is made between 

areas under urban influence (i.e. within the commuter catchment of cities, regional centres 

and the support towns), areas under urban influence that is under significant urban generated 

housing pressure (including areas within the 40% commuter catchment of cities, regional 

centres and support towns) and to other rural areas; and thereafter: 

 

(a) In rural areas under urban influence (within the 15% commuter catchment), facilitate the 

provision of single housing in the countryside based on the core consideration of 

demonstrable economic or social need to live in a rural area and siting and design criteria 

for rural housing in statutory guidelines and plans, having regard to the viability of smaller 

towns and rural settlements; 

(b) In rural areas under urban influence (within the 40% commuter catchment) where urban 

generated pressure is more significant, further policy interventions shall be introduced to 

limit the quantum of new development on greenfield sites, and  

(c) In rural areas elsewhere, facilitate the provision of single housing in the countryside based 

on siting and design criteria for rural housing in statutory guidelines and plans, having 

regard to the viability of smaller towns and rural settlements. 
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VI Protect and promote the sense of place and culture and the quality, character and 

distinctiveness of the Irish rural landscape that make Ireland’s rural areas authentic and 

attractive as places to live, work and visit. 

 

VII To support the proportionate growth of and appropriately designed development in rural 

towns that will contribute to their regeneration and renewal, including interventions in the 

public realm, the provision of amenities, the acquisition of sites and the provision of services. 

 

VIII identify and strengthen the role of green infrastructure, including green belts and spaces, 

within and adjacent to  City, Regional Centre and Regional Support Towns, to provide quality 

of life of residents. 

 

IX To ensure all local authorities develop a programme for delivery of new homes in all rural 

towns and villages (under 2,000 population) within 2 years of the adoption of the RSES, with 

the aim of redeveloping buildings of heritage value, brownfield/infill sites and serviced sites. 

 

X Project the need for single housing in the countryside through the local authority’s overall 

Housing Need Demand Assessment (HNDA) tool and county development plan core strategy 

processes. 

 

XI Support the proposition that new/replacement/refurbished dwellings are designed to high 

energy efficiency standards that fully avail of renewable technologies, maximise solar gain, 

modern materials and design practices. 

 

 

Delivery of Compact Growth 

 
A key ambition of the RSES strategy is to grow globally competitive urban centres of scale that shall 

be compact, connected, vibrant and inclusive places for people and for businesses to grow.  These 

centres were identified through extensive consultation engagement, as referenced in section? above. 

The critical role that these urban centres are to perform justify a more detailed focus in this strategy 

and accordingly this section of the RSES shall bring focus through a Metropolitan Area Strategic Plan 

for Galway, the Regional Centre Strategic Plan for Sligo, Athlone and a Strategic Plan for 

Letterkenny, within the context Derry & Strabane.  In addition, a brief focus shall be given to the 

support towns. The delivery of these strategic plans shall require significant investment through the 

local authorities, other public bodies and capital spending departments and agencies of government; 

Their plans and programmes shall need to be reviewed and amended where necessary to reflect the 

provisions of the RSES. 
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Galway Metropolitan Area Strategic Plan 
 

 

 

MASP under construction. 
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Strategic Plan for Letterkenny, with Derry City and 

Strabane cross-border city region. 
 

 

 

 Work in development 
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3. Strategic Plan for Sligo. 

 
 

 

Work in development 
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4. Strategic Plan for Athlone 

 
Under development  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 6. Regional Support Towns 

 

 

Ballina 
 

Ballina has a population of 10,200 (CSO2016) and it is the second largest town 

in Mayo. Ballina has a strong focus on commerce and manufacturing with 

servicing and retail being the town’s second principle function. The town also 

has an administrative function including the Department of Housing, Planning 

and Local Government, Department of Rural and Community Development, the 

Road Safety Authority as well as the Mayo County Council Ballina Municipal 

District office. The town also serves a public health function provided by the 

district hospital and the primary care centre. 
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Key Future priorities 

 

• Build upon the tourism potential of the area, as Ballina is a prominent stop on the 

Wild Atlantic Way, which has boosted tourism in the town. Ballina is becoming an 

increasingly significant destination with an internationally renowned fishing industry 

on the River Moy. Tourism accommodation is of a high standard with Mount Falcon, 

Belleck Castle and The Ice House hotels providing luxury accommodation/restaurant 

facilities. 

• Continue to develop Ballina’s strong town centre which has maintained its vibrancy 

through the direction of new multiples/supermarkets into the town centre, resisting 

edge/out of town retail development.  

• Utilise and build out capacity in terms of business parks, and industrial estates. This 

capacity provides locations for the expansion of existing businesses.  

• Build upon the extent of significant single enterprises in the town, including Ballina 

Beverages and Hollister. 

• Ensure that quality rail infrastructure and service capacity continues to be a priority 

for Ballina, as it represents the most significant rail freight activity outside of Dublin, 

providing a vital service to commercial/industry in the town and supports the 

transition to a low carbon region. 



 

 Working Document V 10082018  19 
 

• Continue to build upon the competitive advantage of the rail connectivity to Dublin as 

well as to the south should the Western Rail Corridor be realised and also its close 

proximity to Ireland West Airport. 

• Deliver the potential for regeneration within the town core, particularly in the Market 

Square/Military Barracks area as well as potential riverside regeneration on the River 

Moy also within the town centre. 

• Remove barriers to development through the priority upgrade of the N26/N58 linking 

Ballina and the north-west of the county to the N5 and through the continued 

investment in rail freight facilities in Ballina.  

 

 
 

 

 

Ballinasloe 
 
Ballinasloe, is a key county town which provides an anchor for employment in east Galway. 

On the border with Roscommon, the town has strong links with Athlone. Ballinasloe is 

located within one of the County’s Strategic Development Corridors. The town has been 

recognised as an attractive place to work, live and do business, with benefits such as the M6 

Motorway, rail, ICT and gas infrastructure as well as its strategic location which provides for 

the creation of sustainable enterprise. The town is the main economic driver for the east of 

County Galway.  
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The main areas of employment of the population can be broken down as follows: of those 

employed within Ballinasloe breaks down as 30% in professional services, 20% in commerce 

and trade and 11% in manufacturing.   

The IDA continues to manage a Business Technology Park on the northern aspect of the town 

within lands zoned proposed as Business and Technology (BT) and includes enterprises 

such as Creagh Medical and Aptar Ballinasloe. 

 The Ballinasloe Enterprise Centre - an initiative of the Ballinasloe Area Community 

Development Ltd. is also located within this zoning and caters for a number of SME’s.  

Business and Enterprise (BE) zoned lands are also located at former Industrial land at 

Pollboy, Brackernagh, at Deerpark and undeveloped Retail Warehousing and 

Commercial/Mixed Use zonings at Dunlo in order to cater for a variety of business and 

enterprise uses and to provide attractive approaches into Ballinasloe. 

The main bulk of Industrial (I) lands are located to the south east of the town centre and east 

of the L4602 within the Pollboy Industrial Estate. A number of long established small to 

medium size companies are presently operating within this industrial estate.  

 

The development of the disused and underutilised St. Brigids Hospital complex in Ballinasloe 

is an opportunity to reimagine the town and bring vibrancy to its core.  It has the potential to 

be a multi-use space, with an amalgam of cultural, commercial, educational and residential 

uses possible. 

 

 



 

 Working Document V 10082018  21 
 

Castlebar 
 

Castlebar is the county town of Mayo with a population of 12,100(CSO 2016) and it is the 

principal retail town in Mayo, home to multiples, international high street names with a real 

vibrancy within the town centre. A retail “destination”, Castlebar attracts shoppers 

throughout the county and provides a counter balance, albeit a lesser scale, to Galway in 

terms of retail draw. It has a strong town centre which has maintained its vibrancy through 

the direction of new multiples/supermarkets into the town centre. The town has significant 

capacity in terms of business parks, and industrial estates, providing locations for new 

enterprises as well as the expansion of existing businesses.  

 

   
 

 

 

Key Future priorities 

• It’s strong administrative function with the Mayo County Council head office, 

Department of Agriculture, etc. 

• Provision of the main public health function in the county the Mayo University Hospital 

and the primary care centre. 

• Grow it’s strong education role with the presence of the 3rd level institute, Galway Mayo 

Institute of Technology, Castlebar Campus. 
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• Build upon the significant number of single enterprises, including Baxter. 

• Continue to utilise and expand upon the capacity that exists within both public and 

private commercial/industrial estates that are situated within the town; 

• Deliver the potential for regeneration within the town core particularly in the old Military 

Barracks area as well as significant tracts of land directly adjacent to the main streets 

which are accessible. 

• Continue to build upon the competitive advantage of the rail connectivity to Dublin as 

well as to the south should the Western Rail Corridor be realised and also its close 

proximity to Ireland West Airport. 

• Develop and build upon the tourism draw from the Greenway link to Westport, and the 

Western Greenway and link it directly to the Wild Atlantic Way. 

• Remove barriers to development, by securing the upgrading of the entirety of the N5 to a 

Ten-T ‘High Quality Road’ and the upgrade of the N60 from Castlebar to Claremorris 

(critical link to the N17(AEC)) 
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Cavan 
 

Cavan Town performs a regional function, being the largest town within the 

Cavan/Monaghan/Leitrim sub-region and being the town which experienced the largest 

growth within the past 10 years.  It has strategic facilities such as a hospital, Cavan Institute, 

Local Authority Headquarters,  Agricultural College, Cathedrals and Sports Stadium. The 

Cavan Institute provides a range of Level 5(Certificate) and Level 6 (Advanced/Higher 

Certificate) courses in the fields of Accountancy, Architectural design and technology, digital 

marketing, software development and animal care. It is well positioned to deliver the 

principal strategic function within the sub-region in terms of housing, job delivery and 

education. 

 

 

     
 

Key Future Priorities 

 

• Build upon its excellent Jobs to Resident Workers ratio of 1.388, clearly 

demonstrating the important regional function that Cavan Town performs. 

 

• Promote Cavan Town as an attractive investment location for the County, utilising 

Cavan County Economic Forum and building upon the towns proven track record as 

an excellent investment location, which is aided by the IDA business park in the 

town.  
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Carrick-on-Shannon 
 

Carrick on Shannon is Leitrim’s County Town and whilst it is the smallest of the Support Towns it 

plays a strategic role in the region. Carrick on Shannon is considered to punch well above its relative 

weight and size and it has more than 2,500 employees working in the town and a jobs to resident 

workers ratio of 1.7. 

 

 

Key future priorities 

 

• Develop the potential of the Carrick Business Campus in Carrick-on-Shannon. It presents 

11,148sq m (120,000sq ft) of ready-to-go office space at Carrick Business Campus, 

providing a people intensive employment opportunity to be pursued. It is a state-of-the-

art operations centre that has been built and maintained to the highest design standards. It 

was formerly the NBMA facility that employed 1,200 people and is partly occupied 

(approximately 30%) by Avant Card who employs 200 people at this location. It is 

expected that the AvantCard business will expand significantly in the near future. The 

attraction of suitable tenant(s) to the Carrick Campus is a Corporate priority for Leitrim 

County Council, supported by the Carrick on Shannon Chamber of Commerce. 

 

• Deliver friendly business support, building upon the unbridled success story of 

VistaMed in Carrick on Shannon. VistaMed is a leading provider of design and 

manufacturing services of minimally invasive medical devices. Operating from two 
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facilities, both in Co. Leitrim at Rooskey (1,115 m2) dedicated to extrusion with the 

main facility in Carrick-on-Shannon  (9,000 m2) focusing on catheter design and 

manufacturing. VistaMed currently employs over 430 people in Carrick on Shannon 

with a significant research and development element. 

 

• Promote research and development opportunities, building the capacity of the region.  

• Promote the potential of the Metropolitan Area Network fibre optic cable managed by 

eNET is realised. This provides Next Generation Access Fibre Network that offers 

speeds of up to 100Mbps. 

• Progress the sustainable development of the serviced strategic employment land that is 

availabile to the east of the town.  

 

• Pursue the sustainable development of the regionally significant opportunity site, which 

is adjoining the VistaMed facility, for a Data Centre or an alternative low intensity of 

employment use. Access would be potentially be off a National Primary Road outside of 

the reduced speed limit and therefore careful optioneering is required. From a power 

supply perspective it is considered well positioned to accommodate the power needs for 

large scale data centres having regard to the proximity of the Flagford 220kV substation 

and represents an opportunity of regional strategic importance which by it’s nature would 

be most appropriately located outside urban areas but located adjacent to existing 

strategic employment lands. 

 

• Development of the tourism offer and the thriving Purple Flag Status of the town that 

supports a variety of support enterprises in the surrounding countryside. 

 

• Deliver on the Blueway development under the Upper Shannon Erne Future Economy 

project (USEFE); It will develop tourism in the rural areas of Cavan, Leitrim, Longford 

and Roscommon, connecting 22 towns and villages located alongside the River Shannon 

and the Shannon-Erne Waterway. influence and assist with the broader economic 

development and job creation in the region. Carrick-on-Shannon is strategically located 

within this blueway. 
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Monaghan 
 
Monaghan town occupies a strategic border location along the Dublin to Letterkenny/Derry 

City corridor, and adjacent to the Dublin/Belfast eastern economic corridor.   

   
 

Key Future Priorities 

 

• Industry, Enterprise and employment lands in the NE of the town.  These lands could 

be connected to the national road network and their development should be integrated 

with the population growth and are of strategic importance for future employment in 

the town. 

 

• Enterprise and employment lands to the west of the town have similar characteristics 

to those referred to above and their development should be similarly phased 

 

• The development of the Ulster Canal Greenway, which provides a direct sustainable 

transport mode of regional benefit to healthy living and economic benefit through the 

development of the tourism offer. 

• Deliver 20% of projected growth through regeneration and renewal of a significant 

area of town centre. There are four specific target areas within the town centre 

whereby regeneration and renewal will be pursued but there are a number of smaller 
town centre sites that could also potentially become available for redevelopment.  
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• Population growth within Monaghan shall be targeted at delivery of compact growth 

and also at the cohort of the population that have historically sought to build 

individual houses in the countryside.  Thus, a mix of housing densities and plot 

ratio’s shall be targeted and consideration shall be given to the difficult drumlin 

topography of Monaghan Town. 

 
 

Roscommon 

Roscommon town is the principal town and administrative centre of the county. It is a vibrant 

urban area with a strong retail and commercial base, displaying strengths in the service sector 

in particular whilst also having an industrial sector which has potential for significant further 

growth. The town is strategically located in terms of the Galway MASP and Regional Centres 

and has the potential to develop further and have a continued positive influence and impact 

on its hinterland and the overall county. Important and established residential, employment 

and service functions give the town a status that should be reinforced and extended, providing 

ongoing interaction with Athlone and it’s catchment. 
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Key future priorities 

• Deliver residential growth in a more compact form within the existing built up core 

area, looking at the town centre and public transportation corridor capacity, existing 

vacancy and opportunities to utilise the built heritage opportunities within the town. 

This shall include the facilitation of 30% of projected growth on brownfield/infill sites 

in the town, through the identification of infill and regeneration opportunities that 

incorporate innovative design solutions, including the potential amalgamation of 

properties. 

 

• Identify opportunities to benefit from investment in recent times in modern incubation and 

innovation infrastructure for ICT and related companies. This will build upon the success 

of a desk-incubation facility established in the town to facilitate entrepreneurial activity. 

Roscommon Town is ideally placed to benefit from further expansion opportunities of this 

nature, with potential to provide further knowledge-focused incubation units, in various 

forms, to accommodate enterprise start ups and growth.  Roscommon Town has further 

potential in the area of ICT development, subject to adequate timely provision of high 

speed broadband.   

• Pursue the development of interlinkages between third level institutions and off-campus 

locations in Roscommon Town. 

• Pursue the delivery of infrastructure improvements on the transport network, particularly 

the upgrading of the N61 national route between the Regional Centre of Athlone and 

Boyle Town and also potential improvements in public transport linkages, both bus and 

rail, between main urban centres linked to Roscommon.  

• Ensure availability of suitably zoned and serviced land as an important resource for further 

employment generation, including through further expansion of existing enterprises, and 

the attraction of new enterprises. The location of the existing industrially zoned lands 

includes the IDA Business and Technology Park. 

• Deliver a number of regeneration projects including those highly visible lands fronting 

onto the N60 (Racecourse Rd) approach to the town.  This area is considered to represent 

a key regeneration opportunity, capable of facilitating new enterprises at an easily 

accessible and prominent location. It would represent recovery from effects of the 

closure of a number of long established companies over the past decade, and the 

consequent adverse visual, as well as the economic legacy that remains evident. 
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Tuam 
 
The town of Tuam is 33 kilometres from Galway City centre. The recent opening of the 

M17/M18 motorway has brought Tuam in direct connection with Shannon Airport (1 hr) and 

Limerick (1hr 15 mins), further connection to the M6 via the M17 links the town to Dublin in 

2hrs 20 mins. The motorway has also provided a bypass for traffic traversing the Strategic 

Atlantic Economic Corridor that links the main Urban Centres of scale within the region,  

namely Letterkenny/Derry, Sligo, and Galway.  

 

Unemployment within the town according to the 2016 census was 12 % which is higher than 

the national average of 8%.  Tuam has strong potential to accommodate projected growth of 

30%, the town is primed in terms of available zoned employment and residential lands. As 

well as being a centre of education, the town centre provides a focus for commercial 

development as well as a variety of existing shops, restaurants and services for the local 

population offering a good quality of life. 

 

 
     

 

The Town currently has an even split in the numbers of people employed in the main 

industries. Approximately 25% of those working are employed in manufacturing, 20% within 

commerce and 21% of the population identify themselves as being professional. Only 10% of 

the total population of Tuam & its environs are employed in traditional rural economies of 

agriculture, forestry or fishery.  
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The main sites for development are at: 

• The Tuam Business Park and Enterprise Centre on the Weir Road 

• The IDA Industrial Estate on the Dunmore Road 

• The former sugar factory on the Ballygaddy Road at Airglooney 

• Surrounding Steeltech Sheds premises on Galway Road. 

• Land North of N83 at Mountpotter 

 Key future priorities 

• To develop Tuam as the focus for future development in North Galway providing the 

infrastructure and services for its surrounding small towns/villages and rural lands. 

• Ensure existing businesses are supported in their continued growth in a planned and 

cohesive manner.  

• Promote Tuam as a destination for business, growing the economy to a scale appropriate 

to its strategic location capitalising on its enhanced connectivity and role as Support 

Town within the context of the Galway Metropolitan Area, Athlone and Sligo Regional 

Centres. 

• Address deficiencies in the existing pedestrian/cycling network, promoting 

walking/cycling and broader Smarter Travel initiatives, along with reducing car 

dependency, are other key considerations 

• Support the development of Tuam in a sensitive manner which conserves and protects 

the historic core, recognising the towns cultural and historic built environment as a 

valuable asset, whilst harnessing the economic, social and cultural value that it presents 

for current and future generations. 

• Capitalise on the compact urban form of Tuam town centre by encouraging greater 

connectivity for new development which promotes and encourages walking and cycling 

ensuring that principles of sustainable transportation along with practical design 

measures become central to the development of new neighbourhoods. 

• Support the provision of an athletics track in the town with associated recreational 

facilities, changing rooms and amenities as part of an integrated mixed use sports 

development in an appropriate and sustainable location that is convenient to the town, the 

road network and public transport. 
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Other Rural Areas 

It should be noted that a relatively large proportion of enterprises are located in a variety of 

towns, villages and rural areas that shall be addressed through individual County 

Development Plans and strategies.  This strategy seeks to anticipate and plan for jobs growth 

and economic development of regional scale and it is accepted that a number of locations 

other than within the Cities, Regional Centres and Support Towns exhibit specific 

characteristics that warrant specific focus where strategic development potential of a regional 

scale exists albeit not to the same scale. There will also be situations where new and 

unexpected opportunities for enterprise development  are likely to arise for particular 

locational reasons that do not arise elsewhere and these shall be addressed through the local 

development plan process and reviewed in any subsequent RSES. A location that has 

strategic development potential of a regional scale is set out below, IWAK/SDZ. 

 

Please Note 

In relation to other strategically important areas, outside of the urban centres described 

above, the Assembly are open to their inclusion in the Draft. 

In order to select those areas that are most appropriate we ask that Local Authorities 

(either individually or collaboratively) make reasoned proposals to justify inclusion.  The 

criteria below could be used to inform the process: 

• Positive jobs to resident workers ratio 

• Availability of fully serviced lands 

• Capacity of existing infrastructure 

• Importance in terms of function 

• Availability of talent 

A good example of the type of area is Westport which has a significantly positive ratio, a 

strong and varied employment base and a successful track record in innovative 

development. 

 

 

SDZ - Ireland West Airport Knock  

The regional and international connectivity provided by an airport significantly broadens the 

transport network capacity of a region, providing catalytic as well as direct, in-direct and 

induced economic and social benefits.  In this regard, Ireland West Airport Knock plays a 

significant economic role in creating opportunities by attracting investment to the region.  In 

essence it acts as an economic driver for the region and has a major impact on the social and 

economic infrastructure of the surrounding area.   

It is considered that the best route to harness the potential of Ireland West Airport as an 

economic driver for the region is through the fast-track planning framework of a Strategic 
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Development Zone (SDZ). The SDZ offers a spatial planning approach to the future 

development and expansion of the airport and surrounding lands.  The utilisation of the 

Strategic Development Zone mechanism at Ireland West Airport is unique in that the 

Planning Scheme or masterplan is for the purpose of airport and aviation related development 

and to provide a regionally focused business and enterprise hub.   

The Strategic Development Zone at Ireland West Airport represents a shared outlook for the 

future economic development of the both County Mayo and the West/North West region and 

represents a significant gamechanger for the region and the Atlantic Economic Corridor. As 

we are currently entering a period of renewed growth in Ireland, Ireland West Airport is well 

placed to expand its share of economic development.  The Planning Scheme and 

implementation framework of the SDZ will provide  a clear blueprint for development 

offering certainty to potential applicants, developers or investors which is time-saving and in 

turn beneficial to  economic development.  The SDZ will also play an important role in the 

delivery and implementation of higher level infrastructure for the area.  In addition, it will 

provide a quality design approach at Ireland West Airport, ensuring that the design response 

delivers a distinct identity which in turn will create an international profile.  The SDZ for 

Ireland West Airport Knock will provide a medium and long term view for the future 

development of the Airport and designated lands in a logical and coherent manner.   
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The strategy for the development of our Rural and Urban areas is not intended as a one size 

fits all, nor is it intended as a complete suite of actions.  Instead what has been determined, 

through the consultation engagement is that the strategy for our region shall consider how 

best to deliver for this region six distinct growth ambitions and those ambitions shall 

transcend both rural and urban areas, as appropriate. The Growth Ambitions are set out in 

subsequent sections and are: 

 

1. Growth Ambition 1: Natural Region - To protect, conserve and sustainably manage our 

natural assets; 

2. Growth Ambition 2: Connected Region - To maximise the regions connectivity; 

3. Growth Ambition 3: Vibrant Region - To provide a vibrant regional economy; and 

4. Growth Ambition 4:  Inclusive Place – Great Place to Live 

5. Growth Ambition 5:  Smart Region - To develop a Smart Region, integrating digital 

trends. 

 

 

 

 

 


