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The matters to be addressed as part of the revision of the NPF are set out in section 20C (2) of the Planning and Development Act. This confirms the review should consider nationally strategic developments that have occurred since the last NPF was published in 2018.  

Specifically, this includes future population and employment requirements, infrastructural priorities, environmental conservation, coordination with marine planning and the promotion of sustainable settlement and transportation regarding climate change.

			_____________________________

In the area of rural development, the key documents that have issued since the NPF was published include the Programme for Government – Our Shared Future and the Government’s rural policy for 2021- 2025 Our Rural Future  and Our Living Islands: National Islands Policy 2023-2033. The Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD) welcomes the inclusion of references to both these policies in the Draft Revised NPF.


1) The National Planning Framework and Rural/Regional Development
The NPF is central to the work of DRCD, whose mission is to promote rural and community development and to support vibrant, inclusive and sustainable communities throughout Ireland.

The implementation of strong, cohesive and fully-considered spatial development and planning policy is a fundamental to achieving this mission. The NPF sets out the blueprint through which a whole-of-Government policies such as Our Rural Future[footnoteRef:2] and Our Living Islands can deliver positive outcomes for rural Ireland in respect of infrastructure, investment, and social and environmental development.  [2:  Our Rural Future 2021 – 2025 Government’s 5 year policy for rural development ] 


It also directly guides and enables the work of DRCD’s Rural Development Investment Programme, notably in the areas of the Rural Regeneration and Development Fund, Town Centre First, town and village regeneration via the town and village renewal scheme, and investment in outdoor amenities.

The NPF envisages an increase of 1 million in Ireland’s population by 2040.  50% of this increase is predicted to take place outside of our main cities.  If this is achieved, it will help to support balanced regional development. The NPF objectives include an increase in employment opportunities in the regions, to diversify rural economies, and to build an infrastructure to support remote working and improve balanced regional development and the sustainability of rural areas.  

The CSO Urban and Rural Classifications Rules contains 6 categories;

				Type
Urban Areas		Cities
				Satellite Urban Towns
				Independent Urban Towns
	
Rural Areas		Rural Areas with High Urban Influence
				Rural Areas with Moderate Urban Influence
				Highly Rural/Remote areas
 
Catering for population growth in rural areas will require the development of housing in our towns, villages and peri-urban areas.  The NPF includes policies on strengthening Ireland’s rural fabric and supporting the communities who live there, as well as planning for the future growth and development of rural areas through:

· protecting areas that are under strong urban influence from unsustainable over-development, and  
· encouraging population to be sustained in more structurally weak areas that have experienced low growth or decline in recent decades, while sustaining vibrant rural communities.

The NPF also recognises the role that our towns and villages play in the future of sustaining rural areas and places a major new policy emphasis on renewing and developing existing settlements, rather than continual expansion and sprawl of cities and towns at the expense of town centres and smaller villages. Increasing the residential population of towns and villages is central to restoring their vibrancy and in enabling these settlements to fulfil their role and function as economic and social hubs for their surrounding rural areas.  Maintaining the population of offshore islands is key to their future social and economic viability.  


2) The Programme for Government – Our Shared Future and Rural/Regional Development
The Programme for Government commits to ensuring that policy and planning across Government, in relation to the future provision of services and infrastructure, will be fully aligned with the NPF to ensure balanced and sustainable development in Ireland over the next 20 years.

Whilst not exhaustive, the following PFG commitments and objectives in the area of rural and regional development that should form part of considerations in the NPF review include;

· Page 20 - Promoting balanced regional development and support for the rural economy.
· PFG page 12 – Using the NPF as our template we will implement a strategic approach to town centre regeneration by utilising existing buildings and unused lands for new development and we will promote residential occupancy in our rural towns and villages. 
· Page 14 - Prioritise public transport projects that enhance regional and rural connectivity, in line with the National Planning Framework.
· Page 62 - Ensure sufficient investment in the local and regional road network to maintain roads to a proper standard, deal with road safety challenges, and improve regional accessibility.
· Page 60 - The State has a crucial role to play in achieving balanced regional development that benefits the entire country. This Government will invest in key infrastructure that will facilitate new working opportunities and foster enterprises in rural Ireland.
· Page 60 – We believe that progressive actions should be taken to support livelihoods and enhance the rural environment. We will ensure that our regional towns and villages act as hubs of sustainable development to serve a thriving hinterland
· Page 60 – We will invest in infrastructure, including broadband and waste and wastewater infrastructure, to support the development of rural towns and villages.
· Page 60 - Drive an informed and proactive engagement approach in the planning system. We will involve communities at an early stage and instil the concept of community gain. 


3) Our Rural Future and Rural/Regional Development

Our Rural Future 2021-2025 is fully consistent with the commitments detailed under the NPF and PFG (as detailed above). The original policy contained 152 actions intended to support delivery on these actions.  It is a policy to realise the objective of balanced regional and rural development and maximising the development of all parts of the country. With regards to the NPF, actions within ORF centre on;

· Continued rollout of the National Broadband Plan and remote working opportunities;
· Revitalise Rural Towns and villages and a Towns Centre First approach;
· Invest in key infrastructure via the NDP to enable balanced regional development and support job creation;
· Improve service provision to rural areas; and
· Support rural communities in transitioning to a climate neutral economy.

In addition, the publication of the 10-year policy for island development was a key commitment in ORF.  Our Living Islands: National Islands Policy 2023-2033 was launched in June 2023 and aligns with the strategic approach to rural development adopted in ORF.  



4)	Matters Relating to Rural and Regional Development Requiring Particular Attention Under the NPF Review
Government has confirmed that the review of the NPF will further underpin a commitment to rural communities and regional development.

All identified Strategic Outcomes and Priorities of the NPF are either directly or indirectly material to rural areas.  However, a number are particularly important namely;

· Strengthened Rural Economies and Communities. 
· Priority Enhanced Regional Accessibility and Sustainable Mobility

Plan to Achieve Improved Regional Balance – Data indicates that NPO Objective 1, 2 (a and b), 8, 9, to achieve effective regional development (including the key NPF 50:50 target of regionally balanced growth and addressing regional disparities, is not being met.  The review process should consider latest available data on the extent to which this is the case, the reasons contributing to that situation, and identify where possible potential corrective actions that may be taken.

In line with National Policy Objective (NPO) 1 of the NPF (to deliver better balanced regional development) the review should identify what is required to encourage the growth targeted for the South and North West Regions (which include substantial rural populations) and establish proposals that will lead to achievement of that objective.  This would not in itself contradict any higher target for compact growth targets in urban centres.

It is noted that the European Parliament’s Committee on Regional Development independently categorised the North West region as a ‘lagging’ region.  This classification is based on an analysis of the following indicators 1) Institutional strength, (2) Macroeconomic stability, (3) Infrastructure, (4) Health and (5) Basic education.  The lagging status for the North West is largely influenced by Parliament’s assessment of the NW’s infrastructure pillar which sees the region placed 218th out of 234 EU regions.  ‘Infrastructure’ in this context refers to the quality, connectivity and accessibility via roads, rail and air. While NW region is highlighted  on p35 of the draft revision, the European Parliament’s designation should be noted as part of the justification fo the focus on the region.

City and Regional Growth – NPO Objectives 3 and 6 centre on achieving compact growth and NPO targets 16, 17, 18 target rural regeneration and the reversal of rural decline in the core of small towns and villages.  Again, the targeted NPF growth patterns of 50% of growth in the 5 cities and 5 regional growth centres is not being achieved in the manner targeted, with an overconcentration on the Dublin area.  This then limits the capacity of other urban centres to improve their sustainability of their wider region (including those workers who may commute to towns from rural and peri-urban areas).  Presuming the previous targets hold true, the review should consider what needs to be done to limit any unintended rural depopulation which in turn compromises the wider economic and social sustainability of these areas. This consideration should reference more recent data, using Census 2022 and particularly the focus on utilising the CSO’s six-way Urban/Rural Classification split.

DRCD welcomes the insertion of references to the Rural Regeneration and Development Fund (RRDF) and Town Centre First Policy as important levers for investing in medium and large-scale projects which will deliver on key Our Rural Future objectives and Programme for Government commitments, delivering the necessary facilities and infrastructure which will play a part in making rural areas attractive places to live and work

Other Matters Which Should be Considered
In terms of rural and regional development, and based on policy detailed in the PFG, NPF, Our Rural Future and Our Living Islands, DRCD would point to a number of key strategic priorities which should be considered as part of the review of the NPF. These include:

· Balanced Regional Development and sustaining Rural Communities
· The NPF correctly identifies the need for  urban growth to be weighted away from Dublin and towards the cities of Cork, Galway, Limerick and Waterford. However, the other larger towns identified as regional centres of growth (Athlone, Letterkenny, Dundalk/Drogheda and Sligo) should be prioritised and supplemented further with the inclusion of other towns with populations greater than 25,000 which play important roles as drivers of activity in the regions. Focusing on economic growth and social development in these towns acknowledges the interdependence of rural areas with their nearest urban centres. It is key to increasing the overall quality of life in all rural settlements in proximity to these urban cities and towns.
· Ensuring the requisite supports are in place to facilitate the growth of rural communities, including island communities, such as public transport, housing, water services, recreational and cultural amenities, educational opportunity and necessary public realm enhancements.
· Continued focus on attracting enterprise investment into rural areas and supporting entrepreneurship and innovation from within rural communities to provide employment opportunities to those wishing to live outside Ireland’s five main cities. This has been identified by the OECD as a key area for renewed focus when policymaking for rural areas. 
· Maintaining equality of income and opportunity in all regions is fundamental to the long-term prosperity and viability of rural communities. 

· Island development - Maintaining and developing infrastructural and other supports for island communities in line with Our Living Islands and infrastructural commitments under the NDP. Island economies could be referenced in more detail in the text associated with NPOs 49 and 50. 
· Remote working and digital connectivity
· Advances in technology and improvements in connectivity including the rollout of the National Broadband Plan and the Broadband Connection Point network, particularly in rural areas, have helped changed the way many live and work, opening up new opportunities through enhanced access to education, goods and services, and the digitalisation of rural businesses.  The review should consider if the NPF allows us to fully exploit the potential for regional growth and for more sustainable development of rural areas and the regions in light of these advances.  
· Acknowledgement of benefits of vertical policy alignment	 
· The draft recognises the benefits of clear vertical alignment in policymaking (pg 26), but could be clearer that this principle should also be adopted  in the implementation of more focused policies such as ORF, into regional and local authority strategies, RSES and  Local Economic Community Plans, right down to town and village-level local development plans. For example, under page 15 ‘Irelands Rural Fabric’, it is suggested material could be added to highlight the role of Regional Assemblies and their RSES given the integrated way they are developed alongside LA RDPs and LECPs as well as the interrelationship between regional and rural policy at that level.
· Rural development and Regeneration Schemes
· DRCD notes that a number of Government investment schemes are referenced in relation to rural development and regeneration under ‘Rural Investment Co-ordination’ (page 82/83). However, the section could be refined further to provide a greater order in the scale of the schemes and to include other significant measures not currently referenced (e.g. Outdoor Recreation Infrastructure Scheme (ORIS), Local Improvement Scheme (LIS), Community Recognition Fund (CRF), SICAP, Community Services Programme (CSP)).  DRCD is happy to provide additional text for this post publication of the consultation document and for the final copy.

· Atlantic Economic Corridor
· The Case Study included in the draft policy for the AEC initiative (page 38) makes reference to out-of-date material. It would be important for this to be updated in line with the following text provided by DRCD earlier this year:

	Atlantic Economic Corridor 
The Atlantic Economic Corridor (AEC) is the term applied to the linear network along the Western seaboard, stretching from Kerry to Donegal. The overarching objective of the AEC initiative is to maximise assets along the western seaboard in order to attract investment, support job creation and contribute to an improved quality of life for those who live there. The initiative has the potential to act as a key enabler for the regional growth objectives of the National Planning Framework. 

The Western Development Commission (WDC)[footnoteRef:3] supports the delivery of Government policy towards balanced regional development across a wide variety of sectors, including its work on the AEC initiative. The AEC initiative has to date enabled a number of projects to be developed, notably the AEC Hub Network project, which has since  progressed to a national initiative in the form of Connected Hubs[footnoteRef:4]. The Connected Hubs Network has enabled the creation of an ecosystem where all remote working hubs can share knowledge, best practice, solve problems and engage their collective voices to benefit each other, the sector and the wider communities they serve. It has brought together rural hub teams, who previously worked alone and unsupported.  Connected Hubs has grown substantially since its launch and now has c.340 hubs live on its online booking platform (www.connectedhubs.ie). The WDC is currently developing a dedicated strategy document for the AEC initiative.  [3:  A statutory body set up to promote both social and economic development in the Western Region]  [4:  Launched in May 2021, Connected Hubs is a Government of Ireland initiative; it is a single network of remote working facilities which are located across the country. 
] 







Rural Proofing

The NPF Review Expert Group report confirms that for spatial planning to be genuinely effective at the national scale, the strategic role of all settlements and places and the relationships between them should be well understood and articulated. The report further confirms that spatial coherence should extend to networks of places right across the country encompassing smaller settlements and rural locations.

To this end, recommendation 6 of the NPF Review Expert Group proposes that the revision of the NPF should consider ways in which the concept of Spatial Equity proofing could be brought forward for strategic planning in Ireland.  

DRCD sees merit in this recommendation of the Expert Group and sees a consistency with the agreement to ‘Rural Proof’ the NPF review process. 

The Expert Group specifically identified the importance of ‘place’ for people and communities in Ireland and recognised how good ‘place-quality’ is also sought by investors, civic leaders and those who are interested in how regions and city-regions compare with one another internationally.  

Rural proofing if aligned with spatial proofing can help ensure that the strategies for balanced regional development fully consider the needs and perspectives of rural Ireland and the impact on the quality of life for those living there.   Government policies should consider these impacts so that the potential negative consequences can be mitigated and also to ensure the opportunities of rural areas can contribute to the achievement of Government objectives and support regional development.  DRCD will work with the DHLGH bi-laterally to undertake the rural proofing process as follows;


(1) Consideration of the Characteristics of Rural Areas 

In considering potential changes to the NPF, the review should consider how the characteristics of rural areas might result in any changes to the NPF impacting differently on people in rural areas.  

a) Rural Characteristics
Rural characteristics include: geography/location, a more dispersed population with an older age profile, less provision of public and private services locally, more limited employment and career opportunities, limited availability and poorer quality of housing stock in some areas, high rates of vacancy and dereliction in town centres; limitations on the extent of new housing construction in outlying areas.

b) Impacts 
Other potential impacts to consider may include: access to both public and private services, enterprise, employment and career opportunities, availability and cost of transport, any disproportionate impact of climate adaptation measures on rural areas and/or the potential of rural areas to contribute to climate action or other key policy objectives. 

c) Identifying Opportunities
Rural areas have many positive attributes which could contribute to meeting the objectives of national priorities such as climate change, regional development and food security.  Considering the contribution that rural areas can make to achieving Government objectives should also lead to better outcomes for people who live in rural areas. 

The positive attributes include: enterprise and employment opportunities including emerging sectors such as the Bioeconomy, Circular Economy and Renewable Energy, a pool of skilled and talented workers whose accessibility has been improved through remote working facilities, and the potential for the green economy.   

d) Mitigation 
[bookmark: _Hlk103494000]Where a likely moderate or high negative impact on rural communities is indicated, every effort should be made to adjust the proposal to mitigate or avoid such an impact and deliver positive outcomes for rural areas. 


(2) Consideration of Positive Attributes of Rural Areas 
The rural proofing process could use a ‘potentials model’ to consider the positive attributes of rural areas and how they might strengthen the NPF in addressing the rural development and regionally balanced growth. This may include;

· Significant enterprise and employment opportunities in sectors such as Tourism, Hospitality and Agri-food, as well as emerging sectors such as the Bioeconomy, Circular Economy and Renewable Energy.
· An untapped pool of skilled and talented workers whose availability and accessibility to employers has been improved through remote working facilities throughout the country.
· Regional-based industry clusters in sectors such as Lifesciences, Pharma, Financial Services, Agri-tech, and Creative Industries. 
· Huge potential for renewable energy generation through wind, solar, marine and anaerobic digestion. 
· Potential for carbon sequestration, for example, through afforestation, re-wetting of bogs and Smart Agriculture.
· Cultural, heritage and natural assets which distinguish Ireland as a destination for overseas and domestic visitors. 
· Quality of life and a sense of place which are important elements in attracting high-level mobile talent. 
· Active community enterprises and social enterprises which can often deliver services (e.g. childcare, eldercare, recycling, retail) in areas where it is not commercially or economically viable to do so. 
· Greater potential for effective community organisation.
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