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Healthy Ireland, the national framework for health and wellbeing, aims for an Ireland where everyone can enjoy physical and mental health and wellbeing to their full potential, where wellbeing is valued and supported at every level of society and is everyone’s responsibility.[footnoteRef:1] Achieving this requires an approach that harnesses the creativity and expertise of everyone across all of government and all sectors of society whose work can promote health and wellbeing.1  [1:  Healthy Ireland. Healthy Ireland Survey 2023 [Internet]. 2023 [cited 2024 August 11]. Available from: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/73c9d-healthy-ireland-survey-2023/ ] 

The Draft Revision to the National Planning Framework aims to achieve the National Strategic Outcomes which include sustainable growth in compact cities, towns and villages, strengthened rural economies and communities, sustainable mobility, transition to a low carbon and climate resilient society and a strong economy. The 2023 Report of the Expert Group for the First Revision of the National Planning Framework 2023 stated that the concepts of ‘well-designed places, healthy cities, access to facilities, quality of life for all, transport choice and protection of environmental assets’ can ‘influence new ways of thinking about sustainable development’ and are ‘very powerful in terms of achieving buy-in and for building momentum towards delivery’.[footnoteRef:2] They recommended that there should be greater coordination at a whole of government level across all projects and new efforts made to generate broader support for national spatial planning across all of society. [2:  Department of Housing Local Government and Heritage. Report of Expert Group for the First Revision of the National Planning Framework 2023 [Internet]. 2023 [cited 2024 August 26]. Available from: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1924f-report-of-expert-group-for-the-first-revision-of-the-national-planning-framework/ ] 

Both Healthy Ireland and the National Planning Framework seek to achieve a healthier, more sustainable and more equitable society that can sustain a strong economy to serve the wellbeing of all. However, both the health sector and planning sector are dependent on each other and other sectors to achieve this. Specific National Policy Objectives (NPOs) to establish a framework for whole of government and whole of society approaches to achieve the aims of the National Planning Framework are absent from the current draft. The importance of having these firmly established in the National Planning Framework can be illustrated by research I have conducted.
Using data from Growing Up in Ireland[footnoteRef:3], a national longitudinal study of children, I found that although most parents thought their neighbourhoods were good or even excellent places to raise children, parents in more highly urbanised areas in Ireland more frequently thought their neighbourhoods were not.[footnoteRef:4] Parents living in more highly urbanised areas in Ireland reported their neighbourhoods as being less safe, less socially cohesive and more disordered compared with parents in less urbanised areas. Overall, living in a more highly urbanised area in Ireland between ages 5 and 9 was longitudinally associated with greater mental health problems at age 9. Over one third of this relationship was explained by the differences in neighbourhood safety, cohesion and disorder. Furthermore, the analyses indicated that where the built environment was better, the relationships between neighbourhood safety, cohesion and disorder and child mental health problems all improved. This research builds on a recent research study which found that neighbourhood safety, cohesion and disorder also explained up to nearly a quarter of the differences in child mental health problems between different socioeconomic backgrounds in Ireland.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Growing Up in Ireland, https://www.growingup.gov.ie/ ]  [4:  O’Connell J. It takes a village: neighbourhoods, growing up and mental health promotion [research report]. 2024. Awaiting publication. ]  [5:  Putra I, McInerney AM, Robinson E, Deschênes SS. Neighbourhood characteristics and socioeconomic inequalities in child mental health: Cross-sectional and longitudinal findings from the Growing Up in Ireland study. Health Place. 2024(1873-2054 (Electronic)).] 

For the mental health of everyone growing up in Ireland these findings are important because it is well established that poor experiences during childhood can alter the trajectory of one’s health throughout life.[footnoteRef:6] If we want to achieve a healthy Ireland, one where everyone can enjoy mental health to their full potential, then spatial planning must ensure it creates safe, cohesive and ordered neighbourhoods that enable positive mental health from early in life. However, equally, if we want to generate broader support for more compact, more densely populated and more sustainably developed cities, towns and villages, then they must be more liveable healthy places for families, safe, cohesive and ordered places where parents choose to raise their children. Achieving this, requires all sectors, including the health sector. Indeed, there are numerous National Policy Objectives (NPOs) in the Draft Revision to the National Planning Framework that are dependent on health and other sectors (Table 1).  [6:  Nelson CA, Bhutta ZA, Burke Harris N, Danese A, Samara M. Adversity in childhood is linked to mental and physical health throughout life. BMJ. 2020;371:m3048.] 

In conclusion, the Draft Revision to the National Planning Framework requires specific (NPOs) to establish a framework for a whole of government and whole of society approach if it is to be an effective framework for a healthier, more sustainable and more equitable society that can sustain a strong economy to serve the wellbeing of all. To achieve this I recommend:
1. A specific NPO should be drafted that aims to strengthen the involvement of health and other sectors at all levels of planning policy in Ireland, including in the National Planning Framework, the Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies, local authority development plans, local authority economic and community plans and local area plans. 
2. A specific NPO should be drafted that aims to strengthen the assessment of health impacts in strategic environmental assessment and environmental impact assessment in line with best practice.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Pyper R, Cave B, Purdy J, McAvoy H. Health impact assessment guidance: A manual. Standalone health impact assessment and health in environmental assessment. Institute of Public Health [Internet]. 2022 [Cited 2024 Feb 26]. Available from: https://www.publichealth.ie/hia] 

3. The process of how we understand what people need from their neighbourhood is important to make them more liveable healthy places where they can enjoy physical and mental health to their full potential. To this end, a specific NPO should be drafted that aims to strengthen community participation in spatial planning through statutory and non-statutory pathways.  
4. A specific NPO should be drafted that aims to create a cross-sectoral approach to guideline development for place-making to create attractive, liveable health-enabling neighbourhoods. 
5. A specific NPO should be drafted that aims to evaluate the National Planning Framework in terms of its impact on health and wellbeing to generate broader support for national spatial planning across all of society.
6. A specific NPO should be drafted that aims for the economic value of spatial planning success to be reframed from not just being monetary but also about health and wellbeing, environmental sustainability, and social equity to generate broader support for national spatial planning across all of society.
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Yours Sincerely,

Dr James O’Connell, MSc, MPH, MD, Dip. Plan.& Env. Law.
Population Health Practitioner
[Redacted-personal information]
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	Table 1: Non-Exhaustive List of Draft Revision to the National Planning Framework National Policy Objectives that are Health Sector Dependent

	NPO 12. Ensure the creation of attractive, liveable, well designed, high quality urban places, that are home to diverse and integrated, communities that enjoy a high quality of life and well-being.

	NPO 13. Develop cities and towns of sufficient scale and quality to compete internationally and to be drivers of national and regional growth, investment and prosperity.

	NPO 14. Regenerate and rejuvenate cities, towns and villages of all types and scale as environmental assets that can accommodate changing roles and functions, increased residential population and employment activity, enhanced levels of amenity and design and placemaking quality, in order to sustainably influence and support their surrounding area to ensure progress toward national achievement of the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

	NPO 37. Support the objectives of public health policy including the Healthy Ireland Framework and the National Physical Activity Plan, though integrating such policies, where appropriate and at the applicable scale, with planning policy.

	NPO 38. Ensure the integration of safe and convenient alternatives to the car into the design of our communities, by prioritising walking and cycling accessibility to both existing and proposed developments, and integrating physical activity facilities for all ages.

	NPO 39. Plan for a more diverse and socially inclusive society that targets equality of opportunity and a better quality of life for all citizens, through improved integration and greater accessibility in the delivery of sustainable communities and the provision of associated services.

	NPO 41. Local planning, housing, health facilities and services, transport/ accessibility and leisure policies will be developed with a focus on meeting the needs and opportunities of an ageing population along with the inclusion of specific projections, supported by clear proposals in respect of ageing communities as part of the core strategy of city and county development plans.

	NPO 46. Increase residential density in settlements, through a range of measures including reductions in vacancy, re-use of existing buildings, infill development schemes, area or site-based regeneration, increased building height and more compact forms of development.

	NPO 47. Continue to develop methodologies and data sources to improve the evidence base, effectiveness and consistency of the planning process for housing provision at regional, metropolitan and local authority levels. This will include standardised requirements for the recording of planning and housing data by the local authorities in order to provide a consistent and robust evidence base for housing policy formulation.

	NPO 89. Ensure the alignment of planned growth with the efficient and sustainable use and development of water resources and water services infrastructure, in order to manage and conserve water resources in a manner that supports a healthy society, economic development requirements and a cleaner environment.

	NPO 90. Improve air quality and help prevent people being exposed to unacceptable levels of pollution in our urban and rural areas through integrated land use and spatial planning that supports public transport, walking and cycling as more favourable modes of transport to the private car, the promotion of energy efficient buildings and homes, heating systems with zero local emissions, green and blue infrastructure planning and innovative design solutions.

	NPO 91. Promote the pro-active management of noise where it is likely to have significant adverse impacts on health and quality of life and support the aims of the Environmental Noise Regulations through Strategic Noise Maps, Noise Action Plans and national planning guidance.



