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‘Ireland 2040 - Our Plan, The National Planning Framework’ (NPF) is currently being 

developed to succeed the National Spatial Strategy (NSS), and we recently had 

Rebuilding Ireland. These initiatives look to address planning problems. Irish building 

magazine asked Minister Simon Coveney and industry professionals if we need a 

review of our planning system and a more collaborative approach between industry 

stakeholders: government, contractors and consultants. This question arises after years 

of delays and poor decisions, in housing, transport and other infrastructure projects. 

T
he responses to questions around 
planning raised a number of concerns 

and relevant issues: the need for housing and 
support infrastructure; decisions leading to 
court cases; the need for more planners; the 
need for architects critical input; the need 
for specialised units to deal with planning 
infrastructure; lifecycle of buildings; 
community and stakeholder involvement; 
connecting economic centres with Dublin; 
a standardised approach to planning; the 
need for a quicker planning review than the 
National Planning Framework; sustainable 
infrastructure planning; cynicism about 
development; a call to end the ‘them and us’ 
culture in planning Irelands infrastructure; 
and the Planners professional public status. 

Simon Coveney, Minister for Housing, Planning, 

Community and Local Government 

Minister Simon Coveney is currently working 
on Ireland 2040. Considering the problems 
of the recent past in delivering infrastructure, 
we asked Minister Coveney if now is the 
time for a review of planning and a more 
collaborative approach to planning between 
construction sector stakeholders, including 
consultants, contractors and Government. 
He said, “It may not be the popular view, 
but the planning process in Ireland actually 
compares very favourably with many of our 
European comparator countries. We also have 

to remember that once planning permission is 
granted and projects are implemented, housing 
developments for example, they are effectively 
there forever, there is no going back, so it is 
right and proper that there is a reasonable 
process and timescale around all the relevant 
stakeholders working together to determine 
where we are going into the future. 

Notwithstanding that, I am concerned 
with the degree to which more and more 
of our larger developments, particularly 
infrastructure projects, energy sector 
developments particularly, arc ending up 
in the Courts, particularly on issues to do 
with implementation of ever more complex 
European Union Directives and the European 
Courts interpretation of their requirements. 
Something is not working here, whether it is 
their implementation or that more and more 
people are turning to the Courts as another 
third tier of planning after local authorities and 
An Bord Pleanala, which is something I think 
we all have to reflect carefully on. 

For now, I am focused on making the planning 
process we have now work better, putting in 
place an overall National Planning Framework 
to better guide the process, by the end of this 
year, streamlining consideration of housing 
proposals through An Bord Pleanala, bringing 
in on-line planning application and appeal 

processes. 
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I do accept however, that the forthcoming NPF 
may well propose ideas and actions that will 
need our planning processes to be changed 
and developed to meet the challenges in our 
future and that is why we are committed to 
conducting a deeper and longer run assessment 
of what our planning systems strengths and 
weaknesses are after the immediate work on 
the NPF is concluded.” 

Minister Coveney believes the focus at present 
should be Ireland 2040 and after this, there 
might be a need for a broad consultation with 
experts and stakeholders. The Minister said, 
“The first thing I believe we need to do is to 
complete the work in hand in developing 
Ireland 2040 - Our Plan, The National 
Planning Framework. Then we will assess the 
recommendations and proposals in the NPF. 
After that, there is merit in composing a very 
focused panel of experts who are familiar with 
the planning process and the importance of 
good outcomes from it and perhaps like was 
successfully concluded in Scotland recently, 
conducting a number of sessions with as broad 
a range of interests as possible to inform the 
process.” 

“I am determined that the 

Ireland 2040 process is 

as open as possible to 
anyone that can help us 

build a really good and 

lasting strategy.” 

Speaking about the level of input from 
stakeholders into the National Spatial Strategy, 
and the upcoming replacement - Ireland 
2040, he said, “There was a huge amount 
of consultation on the NSS and perhaps 
there could have been more input from a 
construction perspective but for now I am 
determined that the Ireland 2040 process is 
as open as possible to anyone that can help us 
build a really good and lasting strategy.” 

The pace of delivery of infrastructure has 
been a major concern in planning. At the 
CIF conference, the Minister talked about 
fast-tracking housing projects. Concluding 
our questions, we asked if this can be done 
for other infrastructure projects. He said, 
“This is already provided for in the Strategic 
Infrastructure Division of An Bord Pleanala 
which can turn around major infrastructure 
projects quite quickly, even though the 
larger and more complex ones can take more 
time because of the issues I have outlined 
elsewhere.” 

Tom Parlon, Director General of the 

Construction Industry Federation 

For the future of planning, Irish building 
magazine asked Tom Parlon how the CIF 
recommend infrastructure be delivered 
through collaboration between industry 
stakeholders. He said, “The CIF believes that 
the National Planning Framework provides 
a huge opportunity to set out sensible and 

sustainable infrastructure deployment over 
the next 20 years. This framework should set 
out the optimum number of economic clusters 
based on the unique strengths of Irish regions. 
Regardless of where these are, we must put in 
place world class infrastructure connecting 
clusters to the economic engine of Dublin. 
Dublin needs strong regions and the regions 
need a strong Dublin. It's that simple. Overall, 
we need to take a view of Ireland from a global 
perspective so it can compete internationally 
and attract FDI and talent, whilst at the local 
level provide the opportunity for Irish people 
to live a healthy, prosperous life in strong 
vibrant rural, urban or city communities.” 

“So with the NPF acting as a masterplan for 
complimentary development of Ireland's 
cities, regions, town and villages, it’s vital 
that the public capital programme directs the 
deployment of capital expenditure accordingly. 
If in the NPF, Cork, Galway and Limerick 
are identified as an economic corridor or 
cluster, then public capital expenditure 
must be allocated to deliver the connective 
infrastructure to make this happen; in this 
case the M20 motorway between Cork and 
Limerick. If Waterford is designed as an 
economic cluster due to the fact it has a lot of 
existing infrastructure that could be leveraged 
to drive regional growth, then it must be joined 
up to both Cork and Dublin. Without this 
joined up approach, it's likely that the capital 
will continue to grow in an unplanned way 
until externalities such as traffic, pollution, 
sprawl and housing supply take Dublin out 
of the competition with other global cities 
such as London. The Greater Dublin Area 
now accounts for about 50% of Irish GDP. 
This leaves the Irish economy susceptible to 
a collapse in the Dublin economy but also 
anaemic economic growth and a lack of 
opportunity outside the capital.” 

“At current levels of Government expenditure 
on infrastructure, Ireland will not be able 
to deliver the infrastructure to realise Irish 
economic potential. Only 2% of GDP is 
invested in infrastructure since the recession 
and as a result, we are now experiencing 
housing shortages and critical infrastructure 
gaps. Because investment has been neglected, 
emergencies such as housing, and wages 
claims are impacting on the budget to deliver 
critical infrastructure. Without infrastructure 
to connect cities and regions to each other 
and the capital, people will continue to 
migrate towards Dublin... so efforts to build 
housing outside the Greater Dublin Area 
could be undermined in the longer-term. The 
Government must continue to seek a relaxation 
on fiscal constraints so that Ireland can invest 
in necessary productive infrastructure. In 
addition, the CIF is exploring a range of 
innovative models of funding of infrastructure. 
At the moment, Ireland is behind the curve 
in terms of accessing funding available at EU 
level; the Junker Fund. Money has never been 
cheaper and we are missing a huge opportunity 
to use this funding to deliver the sorts of 
infrastructure that drives economic growth for 
decades.” 

“So with these steps in place, the Government 
should then establish an infrastructure delivery 
unit to implement the principles of the NPF. 
Stakeholders such as the construction industry, 
engineers, and planners will have to deliver 
the activity so they should be part of this 
delivery unit. We should consider strongly an 
independent commission model as they have 
in the UK. This has the advantage of insulating 
long-term infrastructure deployment 
and planning from short-term political 
machinations.” 

Housing has been a major topic for the CIF. 
We asked with regards housing and Rebuilding 
Ireland, what changes are needed to increase 
the supply of housing. “The Government has 
taken a number of important steps in freeing 
up supply. Simply put, there is inadequate 
finance available to drive the rapid increase in 
delivery of housing required for our growing 
population. Again, a lot of legacy is at play here 
as there has been a decade of underinvestment 
in the housing sector. The Government's 'help 
to buy' initiative is aimed at generating supply 
for first-time buyers and there are signs it's 
working in the recent mortgage approval 
figures. Before the initiative, first-time buyers 
who could afford mortgages couldn't access 
them and as a result, there was effectively no 
market for starter homes - so banks weren't 
providing finance to builders to building these 
sorts of homes. Now banks see that there 
is a viable market for first-time buyers and 
are granting finance so supply should come 
on line in the coming years. These sorts of 
sensible and sustainable measures make a huge 
difference and the Government is moving on 
to the next area of blockage in housing supply. 
The CIF believes that more should be done 
to reduce the cost of construction - the SCSI 
have identified that nearly half the cost of 
constructing a home are soft non-construction 
costs. This means that house-building outside 
Dublin is not economically viable - as existing 
homes will always sell for below the cost 
of building a new home. This relates to the 
previous question on infrastructure, if house 
building isn't viable outside the Greater Dublin 
Area, people, particularly young people will 
continue to move to Dublin to live. This is not 
a sustainable path for Ireland's economy or 
society.” 
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“The Government should be commended on 
the allocation of infrastructure funding to 
make a number of sites suitable for housing 
and urban development. This €200 million 
fund (and it's oversubscription by a factor of 
4) is proof that housebuilders want to build. 
Previously, the cost of infrastructure e.g. water, 
waste, access roads, lighting were all covered 
by housebuilders through development levies. 
These can equate to thousands per housing 
unit and essentially made the development 
of many sites and hence housing delivery 
unviable for many housebuilders. This sort of 
funding is now critical to the delivery of the 
thousands of homes envisaged in Rebuilding 
Ireland.” 

“In tandem, the Government's Housing 
Delivery Unit is vital in working to unblock 
stoppages in the planning process. It's no secret 
that particular local authorities have different 
attitudes, experiences and abilities in terms of 
working through major housing delivery. This 
unit will play a key role in helping facilitate the 
delivery of estates over 100 houses across the 
country.” 

Tom concluded saying how planning can 
help provide a more sustainable construction 
sector. “The National Planning Framework 
and a renewed public capital programme will 
provide certainty to construction companies 
in delivering housing and infrastructure. 
This certainty allows companies to plan, raise 
finance and invest in skills and technology in 
the first instance. Secondly, if the NPF includes 
considerations on sustainability and climate 
change, then this will act as an incentive for 
construction companies to continue to invest 
in modern construction practices such as BIM, 
Lean and Green construction. This will overall 
increase the competitiveness of the industry 
and put it in a good position to deliver value 
for money in public sector construction and to 
compete here and abroad against international 
competitors.” 

Kathryn Meghen, CEO of the Royal Institute of 

the Architects of Ireland 

j ^ j Kathryn Meghen 

Speaking about what a more collaborative 
approach between construction industry 
stakeholders would bring, RIAI CEO Kathryn 
Meghen said, “Collaboration between all of 
the key stakeholders in planning for the built 
environment will ensure that there are requisite 

skills, capacity and funding in place to deliver 
required infrastructure.” Kathryn went on to 
tell us about the critical need for architects 
input in planning and design. “Architects are 
the only construction professionals whose 
training is focussed on incorporating design 
into every construction project and their role 
in the delivery of a quality built environment 
cannot be understated. Architects bring an 
understanding of the needs of users and the 
long-term benefit of quality design. Architects 
should be engaged early on in the process to 
add their experience to overcome challenges 
and ensure a high-quality outcome across all 
building types. Quality of design and efficient 
delivery must be at the heart of the national 
policy. Design teams need adequate resources 
to properly research the brief, and identify 
and adopt best practice to guarantee the 
longevity of publicly funded projects. It is a 
goal of the RIAI that every local authority in 
Ireland should have a well-resourced architects’ 
department to support the development of 
communities from the ground up.” 

“Funding should be put 
in place to secure the 
improvement of existing 
building stock and 
bring derelict or under-
used buildings into full 
occupation.” 

Asked how the RIAI recommends 
infrastructure be delivered more efficiently 
through collaboration with industry and 
government, Kathryn said, “The RIAI have 
been calling for a long-term vision for Ireland's 
built environment, as outlined in the RIAIs 
National Infrastructure Strategy, published 
in November 2016. It is vital that the lifecycle 
of new and existing buildings is maximised. 
Therefore, funding should be put in place to 
secure the improvement of existing building 
stock and bring derelict or under-used 
buildings into full occupation.” 

With regards housing and Rebuilding Ireland, 
we asked what changes are needed to increase 
the supply of housing. She said, “The RIAI 
recommends the creation of a national 
infrastructure delivery agency, to monitor 
data to inform changes to population density, 
economic growth and the stock of existing 
infrastructure and thereby provide an optimal 
level of investment and ensure that investment 
is efficiently delivered. 

The fall in housing completions over the early 
part of this decade was unprecedented. This 
has had a knock-on effect of driving significant 
numbers of trained construction professionals 
across all disciplines including architecture 
to move overseas in search of work. We 
need strategic initiatives from government 
to encourage these individuals to bring 
those skills back to Ireland where there is a 
significant need. 

Government could combine key evidence 
and long-term strategic decision making to 
align housing growth with other areas of the 
public capita] programme and work with local 
authorities, regional authorities and planners 
to ensure that projects are sequenced properly.” 
Kathryn referenced specific RIAI Proposals 
from the RIAI Housing Policy. 

Irish building magazine asked what have been 
the major mistakes of planning in the past 20 
years. “The Government must plan to deliver 
infrastructure - homes, hospitals, schools 
and transport - to meet changing population 
needs. We must avoid the boom-bust cycles 
of construction investment, which have led 
to the current situation whereby a decimated 
construction industry is being asked to deliver 
at pre-recession levels. Housing can’t be 
looked at in isolation, it’s about sustainable 
development and delivering a quality built 
environment. It is not sufficient to simply 
increase the volume of housing output. The 
state and the private sector must work together 
to ensure that public infrastructure is available 
for the community. Building housing without 
regard to the occupants’ social, leisure and 
economic life is a mistake which we must 
strive to avoid making.” 

Deirdre Fallon, President of the Irish Planning 

Institute 

Irish building magazine asked Deirdre 
Fallon, Irish Planning Institute President, 
how planning has changed over the last two 
decades. “Over the last 20 years there has been 
a move towards a more strategic and plan led 
system. The Planning and Development Act 
2000 introduced a hierarchy of planning policy 
documents which ranged from Ministerial 
Guidelines to regional planning guidelines, 
county and city development plans and local 
area plans for towns or development areas. 
The National Spatial Strategy was also legally 
recognised in the Planning and Development 
(Amendment) Act 2010. There is also a greater 
emphasis now on evidence-based planning 
policy and practice, for example, through 
the introduction of legislation in 2010 which 
required core strategies to be produced for 
city and county development plans to outline 
the requirement and rationale for residential 
zonings.” 


