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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

The Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD) commissioned Outdoor Recreation NI 

and Cogent Management Consulting LLP in July 2020, to undertake a review of the Walks Scheme. The 

Review was to evaluate the delivery and strategic development of the Walks Scheme (WS) and to assess 

the role and resourcing of Rural Recreation Officers (RROs) in contributing to the delivery of the Walk 

Scheme and the development of the outdoor recreation sector generally. 

Methodology 

An extensive comprehensive consultation process was undertaken with a wide range of 

representatives from local and national organisations.  This was conducted by video and telephone 

consultations and well as through on-line surveys.  Consultees included Rural Recreation Officers, 

local community groups, landowners, local development companies (LDCs), local authorities, 

members of Comhairle na Tuaithe and DRCD staff.  In addition, a review was carried out of all 

available desk-based information provided by DRCD, LDCs and RROs. 

The Walks Scheme 

The Walks Scheme was launched in 2008 as a national scheme, funded by the Department of Rural 

and Community Development.  Participating landholders receive a payment for the maintenance of 

National Waymarked Ways and priority trails that pass through their land. 

By 2019, the Walks Scheme was operating on 39 trails supported by 1,970 landowners and managed 

by 16 Local Development Companies around the country, 12 of whom employed Rural Recreation 

Officers to manage the scheme.  DRCD announced the addition of a further 10 trails in December 

2019, the Walks Scheme’s first expansion since its introduction.  The geographic spread of Walks 

Scheme trails and Rural Recreation Officers is illustrated on the map. 
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DRCD plans to grow the Scheme further to meet the Programme for Government (June 2020) target 

to “expand the Walks Scheme to achieve a target of 80 trails”.  

Recommendations 

It is the view of the Review Team that the Walks Scheme and the Rural Recreation Officers have been 

effective and had a positive impact on rural recreation in Ireland.  There are opportunities to improve 

the current operation in the following areas: 

Rural Recreation Officer 

• Some RROs have a heavy workload and it is recommended that adequate administrative support 

is provided. 

• RROs have cited inappropriately low salary as a key factor in their decision to leave the role.  

Based on benchmarking carried out as part of this Review, the RRO salary may need to be 

increased. 



 

 

• There is an opportunity to reinvigorate the Quarterly Dept/RRO meetings so that engagement 

and communication is improved between DRCD and the RROs. 

• When trails come onto the Walks Scheme, it can raise several issues for community groups 

including a confusion in roles and responsibilities, liability and funding.  A written template to 

clarify roles and responsibilities between the LDC and the local community group is an immediate 

action that could ease the issue, however more fundamental consideration as to the role of 

community groups in development, maintenance and management of trails is required.   

Delivery of the Walks Scheme 

• The Walks Scheme administration is onerous due to outdated systems and an unnecessary level 

of oversight in some areas.  It is recommended that internal processes and interfaces with RROs 

are reviewed and improved. 

• There are several issues with the Scheme for some landowners such as the fear of a loss of 

earnings for farmers from the Basic Payment Scheme.  It is recommended that these issues are 

teased out in the context of the Walks Scheme and resolution sought. 

• Divergent aims and objectives between stakeholders are hampering the effectiveness of the 

Walks Scheme and role of the RRO.  As part of the development of a National Outdoor Recreation 

Strategy, it is recommended that county plans and structures are developed as well as a 

subsequent review of the role and responsibilities of local stakeholders in terms of their 

contribution to outdoor recreation and the Walks Scheme. 

Management of the Walks Scheme 

• There is room for improvement of Scheme-level reporting.  It is recommended that DRCD set up a 

simple management report for Scheme-level activity and expenditure. 

• The reporting and review mechanism for Operational Plans have not been fully implemented.  It is 

recommended that DRCD reinstate the reporting and review mechanism for Operational Plans. 

• A more proactive approach by DRCD to the understanding and ownership of the Walks Scheme 

would ensure greater effectiveness of the Scheme and therefore it is recommended that DRCD 

engage fully with RROs to develop a greater understanding of the Walks Scheme and role of the 

RRO. 

• Several improvements were raised relating to the SLA between DRCD and the LDCs. It is 

recommended that the SLA is reviewed, following the development of NORS, to ensure the 

LDC/RRO are most effectively meeting the needs of outdoor recreation. 

Funding Model 



 

5 

 

• The payments to LDCs do not fully cover the costs associated with their Walks Scheme related 

costs and overheads and therefore it is recommended that payments to the LDCs are enhanced. 

• Whilst the actual payment received by Scheme participants is small, it is deemed adequate. It is 

recommended that landowner payments are retained at the current rate.  

• The materials budget is based on the number of workplans in a given area, which does not 

necessarily relate to the quantum of maintenance (and subsequent materials) necessary.  It is 

recommended that the budget is calculated based on the distance (kms) of Walks Scheme trails 

on participant land. 

Scheme Development 

• Given the positive impact of the Walks Scheme to date, the number of walks on the Walk Scheme 

should continue to grow. This should be carried out in a strategic manner and it is therefore 

recommended that the vision of the Walks Scheme is articulated as part of NORS or as an 

outcome of NORS.  In addition, it is recommended that a transparent criteria and assessment 

process is developed for the Walks Scheme with strategic partners.  

• To support the expansion of the Walks Scheme, as well as to respond to the increase in 

investment, importance and demand for outdoor recreation more generally in Ireland, the 

Review Team suggests that human resource levels should increase.  This includes an increase in 

the number of RROs to achieve all-Ireland coverage and the potential introduction of a Strategic 

Coordinator role in some counties due to the strategic importance and demand for outdoor 

recreation in those counties. It is also recommended that the holistic organisational structure of 

outdoor recreation is reviewed at county level, informed by the National Outdoor Recreation 

Strategy.   

• The current budget does not provide sufficient capital budget for Walk Scheme trails, as many of 

these trails still require capital works to become high-quality trails. It is recommended the 

allocation of additional capital budget or restructuring existing capital budgets (including ORIS) is 

considered to carry out the required works on Walks Scheme trails. 

In addition, given the precedence of the Walks Scheme, it is appropriate that private landowners in 

upland areas receive payments.  It is recommended that a payment scheme is scoped out further and 

developed within the already-established MAP framework.  

National Considerations 

There are several factors that have been identified which have a direct impact on the effectiveness of 

the Scheme and the role of the RRO but are not specific to the Walks Scheme.  These factors concern 



 

 

trails and outdoor recreation in Ireland more generally but if they were addressed would have a 

transformative effect on the Walks Scheme and the role of the RRO.  It is recommended that these 

should be addressed in the context of outdoor recreation in Ireland at a national level.  The key 

factors are: 

• Development of a clear vision for the Walk Scheme, in the context of the National Outdoor 

Recreation Strategy due for publication in 2021, prior to any future expansion. 

• A more strategic, coordinated approach for outdoor recreation (locally and nationally), with clear 

definition of stakeholders’ responsibilities and appropriate resourcing. 

• Resolution of longstanding outdoor recreation issues such as the resourcing of Mountain Access 

Projects, trail standards and role of Community Groups. 
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FOREWORD 

This report is an independent assessment of the Walks Scheme carried out by Outdoor Recreation NI 

and Cogent Management Consulting on behalf of The Department of Rural and Community 

Development. 

Outdoor Recreation NI and Cogent Management Consulting are not affiliated with The Department of 

Rural and Community Development or any of the stakeholders involved in this study. 

The findings in this report are based on information gathered specifically for this project through 

desktop research and consultation and analysed in the context of good practice models and over 20 

years’ knowledge and experience working in the outdoor recreation sector. 

The recommendations made in this report are the independent, professional opinion of Outdoor 

Recreation NI and Cogent Management Consulting alone and represent what we deem to be the best 

way forward for the future of the Walks Scheme in the context of outdoor recreation. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

In July 2020, the Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD) commissioned Outdoor 

Recreation NI (ORNI) and Cogent Management Consulting LLP (Cogent), collectively referred to as the 

‘Review Team’, to undertake a review of the delivery, funding and strategic development of the Walks 

Scheme. 

 Vision 

The investment by DRCD in the Walks Scheme and the RROs is considered to have contributed to 

delivering high-quality trails throughout Ireland.  Given this, and in the context of a greater appetite 

for walking in the current climate, DRCD is committed to increasing the number of walks included in 

the Walks Scheme and expanding the network of RROs. 

 Project Objective  

The Department of Rural & Community Development’s stated objective was “to undertake a review of 

the delivery and strategic development of the Walks Scheme and to assess the role and resourcing of 

Rural Recreation Officers in contributing to the delivery of the Walk Scheme and the development of 

the outdoor recreation sector generally”. 

It is anticipated that the expansion of the Scheme will, in the main, be informed by this review of the 

delivery of the scheme to date, the role played by the RROs, the funding model applied and any other 

relevant factors. It is considered that there is now an opportunity to review and, if necessary, refine the 

existing delivery of the Walks Scheme and the role played by the RROs as appropriate, while expanding 

the scheme in a manner that delivers maximum added value for the public investment involved.  

The terms of reference for the review are as follows: 

Delivery of Walk 

Scheme 

• Consider the impact of the Walks Scheme to date in terms of its contribution to 
the development of the outdoor recreation sector in Ireland. 

• Review the efficiency and effectiveness of the current administrative systems in 
place to support the implementation of the Walks Scheme, both at a local and 
national level. 

• Identify best practice approaches to delivering the Scheme at a local level and 
explore how the learning can be transferred across existing and new trails 
delivered under the Walks Scheme. 

• Highlight any factors that could impact positively or negatively on the future 
operation and delivery of the Scheme. 



 

 

Role of Rural 

Recreation Officers 

(RROs) 

• Examine and document the general work of the RROs, and particularly their role 
in the delivery of the Walks Scheme and other outdoor recreation priorities, and 
the key skillset required for the role. 

• Consider if and how the differences in the scale of “Walks Scheme” trails under 
the remit of each RRO impacts on their roles. 

• Consider the degree of collaboration between RROs across the country and how 
this collaboration is facilitated. 

• Identify the key deliverables from the existing network of RROs and assess the 
added value, if any, it has provided. 

• Explore the linkages between the work of the RROs and other stakeholders at a 
local level, including the Local Authorities and state agencies.  

• Based on the above analysis, conclude on the effectiveness of the current 
network of RROs and offer suggestions on any course of action or improvements 
that need to be made in the context of the proposed expansion of the scheme. 

Strategic Expansion 

of the Walks 

Scheme 

• Consider the geographic distribution and strategic impact of the trails currently 
on the Walks Scheme. 

• Identify or suggest priority locations for the future strategic expansion of the 
Walks Scheme, taking into account the quality and spread of the trails, linkages 
with other outdoor recreation infrastructure and other strategic opportunities as 
appropriate. 

• Consider the role the RROs, Sport Ireland, LDCs, Local Authorities, State Agencies 
and other stakeholders can play in the expansion of the Walks Scheme and how 
the addition of new trails to the scheme should be delivered and managed. 

• Explore the potential to apply a Walks Scheme model for landowners in upland 
areas who allow access to their lands for recreation. 

Funding 
• Examine and conclude on the funding model in place for landholders participating 

in the scheme. 

• Examine and conclude on the funding model in place for the Local Development 
Companies administering the scheme. 

Recommendations 
• Make any recommendations, as appropriate, arising from the above analysis 

Table 1: Project Terms of Reference 

 

 Methodology 

This study was carried out during lockdown/minimum contact period of the Covid-19 pandemic (July 

2020 to January 2021).  As a result, any planned face-to-face consultation and workshops were 

replaced with extensive one-to-one telephone and video consultation.  

The methodology is detailed in full in Appendix A, however several of the primary actions are listed 

below: 

• one-to-one in-depth video and telephone consultations with a wide range of stakeholders (a full list 

is detailed in Appendix B) including 12 Rural Recreation Officers; 5 CEOs of Local Development 
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Companies; 5 Representatives of Walk Committees/Community Groups; Other key stakeholders 

including; Sport Ireland Outdoors, Local Authorities, Coillte etc. 

• an online survey (via SurveyMonkey) sent to all participating and non-participating LDCs and 

participating landowners. 

• creation of GIS maps illustrating trails on the Walks Scheme and the geographical reach of the RROs. 

• 2 meetings of the Stakeholder Discussion Group made up of a cross-section of stakeholders, to gain 

input on key topics. 

• review of all available desk-based information provided by DRCD, LDCs and RROs including 

payments spreadsheets; forms and process documents; Service Level Agreements with LDCs; 

Operational Plans. 

• review of 2 previous reports on the Walks Scheme: 

o Report on the Role of the LDCs in Rural Recreation, Irish Leisure Consultants, 2013 

o Review of the Role and Functions of Rural Recreation Officers, Department of Environment, 

Community, and Local Government, August 2011 

• All members of CNT were invited to take part in consultation.  14 consultees representing 

stakeholders on CNT were consulted through video/telephone consultation. 

• Extensive video and telephone consultations were also carried out with specific stakeholders with 

knowledge and expertise on the Uplands, such as Mountaineering Ireland, Mountain Access Projects 

and The Irish Uplands Forum.   

• A review of relevant national and regional policies, including PfG  

A full list of project consultees is detailed in Appendix B.  



 

 

 BACKGROUND TO THE WALKS SCHEME 

This section of the report sets out the background to the development of the Walks Scheme and its 

development since its inception. 

 Role of Comhairle na Tuaithe 

Comhairle na Tuaithe (The Countryside Council) was established in 2004 by the then Minister for 

Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs following the publication of the Report of the Consultation 

Group on Access to Waymarked Ways to address three issues: 

1. Access to the Countryside; 

2. Development of a countryside code; and 

3. Development of a National Countryside Recreation Strategy (NCRS). 

The membership of Comhairle na Tuaithe (CNT) encompasses representatives of each of the main 

farming organisations, tourism marketing bodies, Sport Ireland Outdoors, the Heritage Council, 

Mountaineering Ireland and representatives of other agencies and bodies with an interest in the 

countryside and rural recreation both land and water based. The Department of Rural and 

Community Development acts as the secretariat for CNT. 

Its vision for countryside recreation was “a countryside, which welcomes all visitors who practise 

responsible use of the resource, and where the rights and responsibilities of both landowners and 

recreational users are respected”. 

In advance of its establishment and dating back to the 1990s, it is understood that there had been 

increasing difficulties at key walking destinations, particularly around the issue of access to trails, 

many of which traversed private lands. However, securing, developing and promoting access to the 

resource base for activity tourism and recreation was considered critical to its future development1. 

Subsequently, following its establishment, CNT published (during 2006) the National Countryside 

Recreation Strategy which sought to address relevant countryside access and development issues. 

The Strategic Objectives set out in the Strategy were: 

• To achieve sustainable and responsible recreation in the countryside (an action under this 

objective was to ensure the implementation of the agreed National Trails Strategy, which 

seeks to complement and contribute to the National Countryside Recreation Strategy); 

 

1 Abridged from the Review of the Role and Functions of Rural Recreation Officers, Department of Environment, 
Community, and Local Government August 2011 
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• To promote caring recreational use of the countryside. 

• To develop a national framework that promotes the rights and responsibilities of both owners 

and users. Under this objective, the group recommended that on managed infrastructure e.g. 

waymarked ways and walks managed by local action groups that landowners should be given 

the opportunity to benefit financially from participation in providing countryside recreation.  

• To develop a suitable structure to deliver a national countryside recreation service in a 

strategic and coordinated way. Under this objective, an action included ensuring the provision 

of appropriate staff and resources at the local action group level and local authority level to 

develop countryside recreation. 

• To secure a package of funding mechanisms to deliver on the objectives of the Strategy. 

The National Countryside Recreation Strategy (NCRS) therefore sought to encourage farmers and 

landowners to provide outdoor recreation.  The principles underpinning the strategic objectives of the 

National Countryside Recreation Strategy are outlined in Table 2. 

• Recognition of the value of countryside recreation in terms of improving quality of life, and 
delivering economic, social and health benefits.  

• Protection of the natural, cultural and built heritage of our countryside and the natural 
environment, including wildlife habitats. 

• Full cognisance of the legal rights and concerns of landowners, who are predominantly the 
farming community and state agencies. 

• Acceptance of the need for recreational users to have reasonable access to the countryside and 
uplands. 

• Provision of education and awareness programmes to promote the responsible use of the 
countryside for recreational purposes. 

• Encouragement of farmers and other landowners to provide for outdoor recreation and to 
develop rural enterprises based on outdoor recreation, thereby providing them with the 
opportunity to benefit financially. 

• Development and maintenance of infrastructure both general and specific to the activities 
themselves, to provide for countryside recreation. 

• The centrality of quality to the provision of outdoor recreation, whereby outdoor recreational 
areas and related facilities are planned, designed and managed according to best international 
practices, including those relating to ‘access for all’ principles. 

Table 2: Principles of the NCRS 

As reflected in Table 2, CNT sought to ensure the sustainable development of the outdoor recreation 

sector and deal with conflicts where they existed, bringing about a satisfactory resolution and 

agreeing a countryside code between recreational users and landowners. A key recommendation to 

support that development was the creation of the Walks Scheme.  



 

 

In June 2019, a new mandate was given to Comhairle na Tuaithe by the Minister for Rural and 

Community Development which aims to reinforce and strengthen its advisory role in relation to the 

sustainable development of the outdoor recreation sector in Ireland.  The revised vision is to 

‘To be an effective collaborative body which supports the development of outdoor recreation 

activities for social, health and economic benefits, and which promotes sustainable and responsible 

use of the outdoors where the rights and responsibilities of both landowners and recreational users 

are recognised and respected.’ 

The Review Team notes that Comhairle na Tuaithe has commenced the development of a new 

National Outdoor Recreation Strategy to provide a vision and framework for the growth of the sector. 

Comhairle will also identify opportunities to develop rural enterprises based on outdoor recreation 

activity. 

 Introduction of the Walks Scheme 

The Walks Scheme was launched on 4th March 2008 as a national scheme. The Walks Scheme is 

funded by the Rural Programmes and Policies Unit of the Department of Rural and Community 

Development.  By 2019, the Walks Scheme was operating on 39 trails supported by 1,970 landowners 

and managed by 16 Local Development Companies (LDCs) around the country, 12 of whom employed 

Rural Recreation Officers (RROs) to manage the scheme. 

DRCD announced the addition of 10 trails in December 2019, the Walks Scheme’s first expansion 

since its introduction.  It is envisaged that, as a result of this expansion, approximately 285 

participants will be brought on to the scheme over the course of 2021. The approval and recruitment 

of one additional RRO was also made at this time. It is anticipated that further phases of expansion of 

the Scheme will be made in line with the recommendations of this Review.  These additional 10 trails 

constitute the first phase of an expansion.  It is anticipated that the Walks Scheme will double in size 

to approximately 80 trails when all phases of the expansion are complete. 

 Walks Scheme Stakeholders 

The Walks Scheme has a number of key stakeholders. 

 Participants  

Participating landholders receive a payment for the maintenance of National Waymarked Ways and 

priority trails that pass through their land. The Scheme operates on designated walks in geographic 

areas where there is an agreement with private landowners along the entire walk. The payment is for 

private landowners and is based on a detailed work plan and a five-year contract.  
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 Local Development Companies 

The Walks Scheme is administered by 16 Local Development Companies (LDCs) under a Service Level 

Agreement (SLA) with DRCD. Arising from this agreement, each LDC undertakes to deliver a range of 

recreation services on behalf of DRCD including the implementation of the Walks Scheme and 

relevant objectives of the NCRS. 

 Community Group Involvement 

There is a long history of community-based walking initiatives in Ireland, where community groups 

have led the development and management of many walking trails, often in conjunction with land-

holding State Agencies.  Of note, many of the trails that have been accepted onto the Walks Scheme 

had originally been developed by community groups and often the group continue to be the named 

responsible body for the trail and have varying degrees of responsibility in the management and 

maintenance of the trails in partnership with the relevant LDC. 

 Rural Recreation Officers 

The RROs played a key role in the rollout of the Walks Scheme, in partnership with community groups. 

They led a significant body of work in initially identifying the c1800 landholders on the trails and then 

negotiating with each of them to secure five-year permissive access contracts. 

Whilst effectively administering the Walks Scheme, the RROs also undertook a range of additional 

countryside recreation responsibilities.    

 Fáilte Ireland 

Funding to support the Walks Scheme is also provided by Fáilte Ireland, who provide €5,000 directly 

to those LDCs that employ RROs. In return for this investment a number of requirements have been 

inserted into the SLAs of the relevant LDCs to assist Fáilte Ireland in the development, marketing and 

promotion of trails and key walking destinations, including media and trade visits. 

 Sport Ireland Outdoors 

Sport Ireland Outdoors (previously known as the National Trails Office) holds an insurance policy 

which indemnifies Walks Scheme Participants with respect to their legal liability arising out of their 

work in connection with the Scheme.  

The trails which are included on the Walks Scheme must be inspected and accredited by Sport Ireland 

Outdoors and are included on the National Trails Register maintained by that body. Upon request, 

Sport Ireland Outdoors will carry out a Trail Registration Inspection to assess a trail against the 



 

 

criteria. This involves a system whereby trails are scored against the criteria. If the trail achieves a 

minimum score it will become registered and therefore listed on the National Trails Register. 

 Public Landowners 

Trails in the Walks Scheme often traverse sections of public land.  Whilst these are ineligible for Walks 

Scheme payments, it is expected that the public bodies such as NPWS and Coillte maintain their 

section of the trail to ensure the quality of the Walks Scheme trail in its entirety. 

There is currently a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) and associated funding between the 

Department of Rural and Community Development and Coillte to enhance recreational infrastructure 

and facilities, including walking trails, on Coillte land. Many Walks Scheme trails have sections on 

Coillte land.  

 Other Stakeholders 

Of importance, the Walks Scheme does not operate in isolation from other trail development and 

outdoor recreation activity in Ireland.  The Review Team’s consultations with stakeholders indicate 

that there is a complex matrix of organisations involved as illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Stakeholders in Recreational Trail Development in Ireland2 

 

2 Provided by Sport Ireland Outdoors 

•Community Groups

•Local Dev Companies

•Coillte, NPWS, BNM, WI

•Local Authorities

•Walks Scheme 

•Rural Social Scheme (RSS)

•Sport Ireland Outdoors

•Local Development 
Companies/ RROs

•Trail Maintenance Schemes

•Leave No Trace

•Voluntary Community Groups

•Local Dev Companies

•State Agencies

•Coillte, NPWS, BNM, WI

•Local Authorities

•Government Depts

•DRCD

•Failte Ireland

•Others

Funders Developers

Maintainers
Supporting

Bodies
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Given the volume of organisations involved in trail development, management, and maintenance in 

Ireland, it is imperative that there is a coordinated approach and clear allocation of responsibilities.  

The Review Team notes that CNT plans to develop and publish a National Outdoor Recreation 

Strategy in 2021 which will support a strategic and coordinated approach.   

 

  



 

 

 STRATEGIC CONTEXT 

 Introduction 

This section provides a succinct summary of the key strategies that the Review Team considers 

relevant to the Walks Scheme.   

 Project Ireland 2040 

Project Ireland 2040 is the government’s long-term overarching strategy to make Ireland a better 

country for all its people. The Strategy changes how investment is made in public infrastructure in 

Ireland, moving away from the approach of the past, which saw public investment spread too thinly 

and investment decisions that did not align with a well-thought-out and defined strategy. Alongside 

the development of physical infrastructure, Project Ireland 2040 supports business and communities 

across all of Ireland in realising their potential. The National Development Plan and the National 

Planning Framework combine to form Project Ireland 2040. 

The National Planning Framework (NPF) sets the vision and strategy for the development of Ireland to 

2040 and the National Development Plan (NDP) provides enabling investment to implement the 

strategy. 

Amongst other anticipated National Strategic Outcomes featured in the National Planning Framework 

are ‘Strengthened Rural Economies and Communities’ and ‘Enhanced Amenities and Heritage’. The 

Framework recognises that rural areas play a key role in defining Ireland’s identity, in driving its 

economy and high-quality environment and must be a major part of Ireland’s strategic development 

to 2040. It anticipates that this will require investment in amenities in rural areas, such as national 

and forest parks, activity-based tourism and trails such as greenways, blueways and peatways, linked 

to and integrated with built, cultural and natural heritage, which has intrinsic value in defining the 

character of urban and rural areas and adding to their attractiveness and sense of place. 

Associated policy objectives include: 

• National Policy Objective 14: 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. 

• National Policy Objective 15: Support the sustainable development of rural areas by 

encouraging growth and arresting decline in areas that have experienced low population 

growth or decline in recent decades and by managing the growth of areas that are under the 



 

27 

 

strong urban influence to avoid over-development, while sustaining vibrant rural 

communities. 

• National Policy Objective 22: Facilitate tourism development and in particular a National 

Greenways, Blueways and Peatways Strategy, which prioritises projects based on achieving 

maximum impact and connectivity at a national and regional level. 

The Framework recognises that tourism and agriculture are inextricably linked in rural areas, given 

that agriculture, in many places, creates and maintains the landscapes upon which tourism trades. It 

notes that the maintenance of access to landscapes and the creation of new access are dependent on 

maintaining good links with the agricultural sector. Likewise, the built, cultural and natural assets 

which constitute the ‘raw material’ of the tourism industry are also essential to the ‘production 

capability’ of the sector. Tourism can, directly and indirectly, sustain communities, create 

employment and deliver real social benefits for rural Ireland.  

The development of greenways, blueways and peatways offer a unique alternative means for tourists 

and visitors to access and enjoy rural Ireland. It is anticipated that the development of a strategic 

national network of these trails is a priority and will support the development of rural communities 

and job creation in the rural economy, as well as the protection and promotion of natural assets and 

biodiversity. Due to the cross-sectoral nature, extensive reach and elements of land take associated 

with a national greenway, blueway and peatway strategy, the support and buy-in of local 

communities, landowners, local authorities and State agencies is critical to successful 

implementation, which must also be supported by an investment and co-ordination plan. Such a 

network would allow for greater access to more remote parts of the country and presents 

opportunities for associated tourism development to take place in rural areas. 

 Programme for Government - Our Shared Future 

The Programme for Government (June 2020) establishes that the Government’s overriding focus is to 

improve the wellbeing of the Irish people and society. In achieving this, the immediate challenge is to 

recover and rebuild in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the impact that it has brought to 

the lives of people and the social and economic security of families. 

The PfG establishes a vision for an Ireland in which people can reconnect with nature, spend more 

time with their families and friends and enjoy full and equal participation in Irish social, political and 

cultural life. 

To this end, the PfG recognises that tourism is one of Ireland’s most important economic sectors and 

its significance as a source of local employment and regional development. However, COVID-19 has 



 

 

had a devastating impact on tourism. Nonetheless, the Government recognises that the sector is 

uniquely positioned to contribute strongly to its overall target of creating 200,000 jobs by 2025 and 

reversing unemployment in communities throughout the country. It believes that tourism can recover 

strongly, just as it did after the last recession. 

The PfG notes that the success of the Wild Atlantic Way has demonstrated the potential for marketing 

Ireland as a clean, green holiday destination. Given this, the Government intends to build on this and 

develop and strengthen Ireland’s image as an outdoor activity holiday destination to the domestic and 

international markets.  Table 3 outlines actions that the Government will undertake that may have a 

bearing on the Walks Scheme. 

• Develop a new National Outdoor Recreation Strategy.  

• Expand the Walks Scheme to achieve a target of 80 trails.3 

• Further develop the Wild Atlantic Way, Ireland’s Hidden Heartlands, and Ireland’s Ancient East to 
bring further sustainable benefits to rural communities.  

• Initiate a consultation process with communities along the entire Wild Atlantic Way, to create a 
continuous walking route from Malin Head to Kinsale 

• Initiate a consultation process with communities along the coastline from Carlingford Lough to 
Cobh, to create a new tourism trail, the Irish Sea Way, along the east and south-east coast to boost 
tourism.  

• Work with the Northern Irish Executive to create a coastal tourist trail, linking the Wild Atlantic 
Way, the Causeway Coastal Route, and the area along our eastern and southern coast.  

• Work with local authorities and appropriate agencies to continue developing an integrated national 
network of greenways to be used by commuters, students, leisure cyclists and tourists.  

• Support cross-border greenway projects, such as the Sligo-Enniskillen Greenway, and continue to 
fund longer-term projects across the country, such as the Galway to Dublin Greenway, Fingal 
Coastal Way, also extending the Waterford Greenway into the city centre.  

• Invest and promote blueways and recreational trails for the benefit of local communities and 
tourists alike. 

Table 3: PfG Actions relevant to the Walks Scheme 

 Our Rural Future, 2021-2025 

Our Rural Future, Rural Development Policy 2021-2025 (published March 2021) sets out a long-term 

vision for a vibrant and sustainable rural Ireland. The policy takes a strategic, ambitious and holistic 

approach to investing in and maximising opportunities for rural areas, particularly given the 

unprecedented opportunity for Rural Development post COVID-19. 

 

3 It is understood that in line with these commitments, funding for the scheme was doubled in Budgets 2019 and 
2020 from €2 million to €4 million. 
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The key action in relation to outdoor recreation which will be delivered through the strategy is: 

‘Introduce a new National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, backed up by increased investment in trails, 

greenways, cycleways, blueways, angling and other rural amenities to capitalise on the increased 

demand for adventure tourism and bring economic benefits to rural towns and villages.’ 

 Tourism Recovery Plan 2020 - 2023 

The Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media’s Tourism Recovery Taskforce 

(TRT) was established in May 2020 to develop a recovery plan for the tourism industry from 2020-

2023 in recognition that this vital sector of the economy has been hardest hit by the Covid-19 

pandemic. In setting out to develop a framework for recovery over 2020-2023, the TRT has focused 

on how best the Irish tourism sector can adapt and recover in the changing tourism environment as a 

result of the Covid-19 crisis. This plan identifies priority aims, key enablers and market opportunities 

and outlines the most cost-effective measures to support the sector and deliver the best return on 

investment. 

Amongst the key actions that the TRT has identified as being necessary include ‘Increasing Investment 

in Tourism Product’. It identifies that Ireland’s built and natural heritage is the bedrock upon which 

Irish tourism has been developed. These are drivers of international demand and vital to Ireland’s 

visitor experience. It advises that it is imperative that sufficient investment is made in these core 

assets and a coordination body is established to oversee a consistent approach to the operation, 

management and marketing practices are applied to maximise their potential.  

However, doing more of the same will not be sufficient. Consumer research across Ireland’s core 

international markets indicates that consumers in a post-Covid-19 environment will require a 

different experience and one that Ireland is well-positioned to take advantage of. According to the 

TRT, this will require additional investment in product development including in outdoor activities and 

enabling access and better use of our vast open spaces, thus enhancing Ireland’s position of being a 

green, clean and sustainable destination. The Plan’s recommendations include: 

• Undertake a comprehensive review of Ireland’s tourism product to identify strengths, gaps, 

opportunities and impediments to inform future investment in the development of the visitor 

offering.  

• Focus Government investment in tourism capital projects on improving product quality and 

innovation, and the development and enhancement of cultural and heritage experiences to 

attract a wide range of visitors to Ireland.  



 

 

• As part of the development of the proposed National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, the 

Government should introduce new measures to facilitate access to public and private lands. 

Of importance, the Plan notes that the outdoors has played a key role in the health and wellbeing of 

people throughout the world during the current pandemic. Early evidence suggests that new habits 

are being formed and that engagement in outdoor activity will be a key part of our lives in the post-

Covid-19 world. This affords Ireland an opportunity for a competitive edge in the future. In line with 

the Programme for Government, the TRT states that Ireland needs to develop a new National 

Outdoor Recreation Strategy to strengthen Ireland’s image as an outdoor activity holiday destination 

in the domestic and international markets. It notes that key areas of focus should include:  

• Expansion of the existing incentive schemes or alternative models to encourage landowners 

to open up their lands to walking trails; 

• Introduction of a National Indemnity Scheme for Walking and Activities as enjoyed in other 

jurisdictions; 

• Increased funding and co-ordinated development of Greenways, Blueways, Trails and 

supporting infrastructure across the country as per the Programme for Government. 

 Tourism Development & Innovation 2016-2022 

Tourism is Ireland's largest indigenous industry-employing 230,000 people, nationally. Growing this 

industry is a key priority, as outlined in Fáilte Ireland’s Tourism Development and Innovation: A 

Strategy for Investment 2016-2022. 

The Strategy’s ambitions include increasing the economic contribution of tourism across local 

communities. It also seeks to achieve and prioritise several specific outcomes including a number that 

relate to engaging with the Outdoors. These include Access to the landscape: Through its investment 

strategy, Fáilte Ireland will support, directly or indirectly, projects which sustainably create or improve 

access to, or enhance the visitor experience of the brand propositions. This may include development 

or enhancement of outdoor amenity infrastructure such as pathways to improve accessibility and 

manage erosion, wildlife viewing points, coastal paths etc. Alongside this investment, Fáilte Ireland 

will encourage local authorities and project promoters to adopt international best practice in 

providing sustainable and sensitive access to the landscape and the coast. 

 Sport Ireland Policy on Sport And Physical Activity in the Outdoors 

The importance of outdoor recreation from a health and wellbeing perspective is identified in the 

National Sports Policy, which targets the development of opportunities for participation in sport and 

physical activity in the outdoors including running, walking, cycling and outdoor adventure pursuits. 
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Given this recognition, during late September 2020, Sport Ireland published its Policy on Sport and 

Physical Activity in the Outdoors, with a vision to create opportunities for everyone to participate in 

and enjoy sport and physical activity in the outdoors.  

The goals of the policy are built around four target areas: 

• Provision of Leadership; 

• Building Capacity; 

• Supporting Infrastructure Development; 

• Creating Opportunities. 

Under its theme of ‘Supporting Infrastructure Development’ Sport Ireland has established the 

following policy goals (amongst others): 

• Support the strategic development of quality outdoor infrastructure in rural and urban 

settings to enable increased participation in sport and physical activity; and 

• Continue to support the development of recreational trails in Ireland by promoting quality 

criteria and best practice and maintain a National Trails Register. 

• Under its theme of ‘Creating Opportunities’ Sport Ireland has established the following policy 

goal (amongst others): 

• Activate and promote existing and new outdoor recreation infrastructure in the State 

including Trails, Greenways, Parks, Forest Recreation Sites, Mountain Bike Trails and 

Blueways. 

Sport Ireland recognises and acknowledges that there are many partner agencies and organisations, 

both at a national and local level, that have an important role to play in achieving the outcomes of this 

policy and advises that it will work creatively with all stakeholders and play a strong leadership role in 

this sector over the coming years. 

 Get Ireland Active! National Physical Activity Plan for Ireland 

Healthy Ireland, A Framework for Improved Health and Wellbeing 2013-2025 (DH, 2013) is the 

national framework for the whole of Government to improve the health and wellbeing of people 

living in Ireland. It sets out four central goals and outlines actions under six thematic areas, in which 

society can participate to achieve these goals. The Framework identifies several broad inter-sectoral 

actions, one of which committed to the development of a plan to promote increased physical activity 

levels. 



 

 

Subsequently, a cross-sectoral working group, co-chaired by the Department of Health and the 

Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, was established to develop the National Physical 

Activity Plan to increase population levels of physical activity which would lead to health, economic 

and social benefits. Of relevance to the Walks Scheme, the National Physical Activity Plan contains the 

following actions: 

• Prioritise the planning and development of walking and cycling and general recreational 

/physical activity infrastructure; 

• Develop and promote walking and cycling strategies in each Local Authority area. 

 Summary Conclusions 

The Walks Scheme offers the potential to contribute to a number of national and regional strategies, 

including: 

• Strengthening the role that rural areas play in defining Ireland’s identity, in driving its 

economy and high-quality environment. 

• Facilitating the support and buy-in of local communities, landowners, local authorities and 

State agencies to achieve the successful implementation of tourism activities in more remote 

parts of the country. 

• Facilitating tourism development and recovery (in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic) 

and supporting connectivity at a national and regional level. 

• Supporting the strategic development of quality outdoor infrastructure across the country. 

• Supporting the development of coastal trails and trails in the Wild Atlantic Way, Ireland’s 

Hidden Heartlands, and Ireland’s Ancient East tourism destinations to bring further 

sustainable benefits to rural communities. 

• Providing sustainable and sensitive access to the landscape, and thereby managing some of 

the detrimental impacts of visitor activity such as erosion. 

• Supporting participation in sport and physical activity. 

• Playing a key role in the proposed new National Outdoor Recreation Strategy. 
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 CURRENT STATUS OF WALKS SCHEME 

 Counties Covered & LDCs Involved 

Table 4 provides a summary of the LDCs that are currently involved in the Walks Scheme, the counties 

that they cover concerning the Scheme and whether they employ an RRO. 

County Local Development Company (LDC) RRO 

Cork Comhar na n-Oilean Teoranta 

No Cork IRD Duhallow Ltd 

Louth Louth Leader Partnership 

Leitrim Leitrim Integrated Dev Co Ltd Yes (2020) 

Clare Clare LDC Ltd 

Yes (since 
Scheme 
inception) 

Cork West Cork Development Partnership Ltd 

Donegal Donegal LDC Ltd 

Galway Forum Connemara 

Kerry South Kerry Development Partnership 

Kilkenny/Carlow Co Kilkenny Leader Partnership Co Ltd 

Laois / Offaly Laois Partnership Co. 

Mayo South West Mayo Dev Co Ltd 

Roscommon/Longford Roscommon Integrated Development Co Ltd 

Sligo County Sligo Leader Partnership Co Ltd 

Tipperary South Tipperary Development Co Ltd 

Wicklow County Wicklow Community Partnership 

Table 4: Overview of LDCs involved 

As illustrated, some LDCs provide coverage for more than one county. For example, Kilkenny Leader 

Partnership is responsible for the Walks Scheme and outdoor recreation activities in counties Carlow 

and Kilkenny.  In other cases, a LDC only covers one county.  However, in practice in some areas, the 

RRO only operates in part of the county.  For example, the Review Team was advised that the South 

Kerry Development Partnership covers only outdoor recreation in the south of the county. 

Figure 2 provides a summary of: 

• The location of current Walks Scheme trails; 

• The location of the trails that were accepted onto the Walks Scheme during December 2019; 

and 



 

 

• An overview of the counties (or parts of counties e.g. in the case of County Kerry) where 

there is RRO representation. 
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Figure 2: Overview of Existing Walks Scheme Trails 

As illustrated, the Walks Scheme has predominantly supported trails to date in the west of the 

country. 

 Trails and participants in the Walks Scheme 

Table 5 provides a detailed overview of the scale of the trails covered by each LDC, the ownership of 

those trails and the number of landowners (participants) on the trails.  



 

 

LDC Walk 
No. 

Walk Length of the trail (metres) that is owned by Participant Numbers of Landowners that 
are… 

Participants 'Commonage' Sub-Total 
Participants 
& 
Commonages 

Other 
Participants 

Sub-Total – 
All 
Participants 

Public 
bodies 

Total on 
Walks 
Scheme 

Individuals 
Participants 

Commonage 
Only 
Participants 
(on scheme) 

Total 
Participants 

Clare LDC 
Limited 

1 Burren Way 38,689 1,355 40,044 - 40,044 82,956 123,000 45 4 49 

2 Wood Loop Ballyvaughan 1,885 - 1,885 - 1,885 - 1,885 3 0 3 

3 Black Head Loop 10,647 1,360 12,007 - 12,007 13,993 26,000 8 3 11 

4 Doolin to Liscannor (Cliffs 
of Moher)   

11,087 1,257 12,344 - 12,344 7,656 20,000 33 6 39 

Sub-total 62,308 3,972 66,280 - 66,280 104,605 170,885 89 13 102 

West Cork 
Development 
Co. 

5 Sheeps Head Way 76,532 59,080 135,612 - 135,612 - 135,612 123 128 251 

6 Beara Way Cork 46,171 56,181 102,352 - 102,352 - 102,352 103 221 324 

Sub-total 122,703 115,261 237,964 - 237,964 - 237,964 226 349 575 

Comhar na 
nOilean 

7 Beara Islands (Beara Way 
Walks) 

5,713 21,220 26,933  26,933 60 26,993 12 56 68 

8 Whiddy Island 
Walk/Sheeps Head Way 

1,586 - 1,586 - 1,586 - 1,586 4 0 4 

Sub-total 7,299 21,220 28,519 - 28,519 60 28,579 16 56 72 

IRD Duhallow 9 Duhallow Way 17,497 2,299 19,796 - 19,796 23,204 43,000 15 10 25 

Sub-total 17,497 2,299 19,796 - 19,796 23,204 43,000 15 10 25 

Donegal LDC 
Ltd 

10 Bluestack Way 26,218 1,372 27,590 - 27,590 36,410 64,000 53 1 54 

11 Sliabh Liag - 1,900 1,900 - 1,900 2,000 3,900 0 26 26 

Sub-total 26,218 3,272 29,490 - 29,490 38,410 67,900 53 27 80 

Forum 
Connemara  

12 Slí Chonamara 3,719 - 3,719 - 3,719 5,281 9,000 35 0 35 

13 Western Way 14,062 3,712 17,774 - 17,774 37,226 55,000 10 9 19 

Sub-total 17,781 3,712 21,493 - 21,493 42,507 64,000 45 9 54 

South Kerry 
Development 
Partnership 

14 Kerry Way 110,777 25,292 136,069 - 136,069 - 136,069 196 56 252 

15 Beara Kerry 16,500 6,590 23,090 - 23,090 1,100 24,190 27 12 39 

16 Cosán Cuas na nEighe 1,690 - 1,690 - 1,690 - 1,690 3 0 3 

17 Hag's Glen/Carrountoohill 1,437 5,190 6,627 - 6,627 - 6,627 1 12 13 

Sub-total 130,404 37,072 167,476 - 167,476 1,100 168,576 227 80 307 

Co Kilkenny 
Leader 
Partnership 

18 Nore Valley 18,500 
 

18,500 - 18,500 - 18,500 23 0 23 

19 Freshford loop 3,563 - 3,563 - 3,563 4,437 8,000 3 0 3 

20 O Gormans Lane 829 - 829 - 829 3,171 4,000 2 0 2 

Sub-total 22,892 - 22,892 - 22,892 7,608 30,500 28 - 28 

Laois 
Partnership 
Co.  

21 Slieve Bloom Way 5,742 - 5,742 2,615 8,357 64,758 70,500 13 0 13 

22 Offaly Way 7,027 - 7,027 423 7,450 20 7,047 26 0 26 

Sub-total 12,769 - 12,769 3,038 15,807 62,143 77,950 39 - 39 

Leitrim 
Integrated 

23 Miners Way Leitrim 1,839 - 1,839 - 1,839 - 1,839 3 0 3 

Sub-total 1,839 - 1,839 - 1,839 - 1,839 3 - 3 

Louth LP 24 The Táin  1,314 6,459 7,773 - 7,773 32,227 40,000 5 55 60 

Sub-total 1,314 6,459 7,773 - 7,773 32,227 40,000 5 55 60 

South West 
Mayo Dev 
Co. Ltd 

25 Western Way Mayo 6,225 9,110 15,335 - 15,335 - 15,335 10 44 54 

26 Clogher Loop 1,280 - 1,280 - 1,280 - 1,280 6 0 6 

27 Burrishoole Loop 1 - 7,050 7,050 - 7,050 - 7,050 0 54 54 

28 Burrishoole Loop 2 - 9,900 9,900  9,900 400 10,300 0 73 73 
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LDC Walk 
No. 

Walk Length of the trail (metres) that is owned by Participant Numbers of Landowners that 
are… 

Participants 'Commonage' Sub-Total 
Participants 
& 
Commonages 

Other 
Participants 

Sub-Total – 
All 
Participants 

Public 
bodies 

Total on 
Walks 
Scheme 

Individuals 
Participants 

Commonage 
Only 
Participants 
(on scheme) 

Total 
Participants 

29 Croagh Patrick Heritage 
Trail  

7,980 5,425 13,405 - 13,405 47,595 61,000 21 22 43 

Sub-total 15,485 31,485 46,970 - 46,970 47,995 94,965 37 193 230 

Roscommon 
Integrated 
Dev. Co. Ltd  

30 Suck Valley Way 32,886 - 32,886 2,544- 35,430 69,570 105,000 80 0 80 

31 Rinn Duinn 4,440 - 4,440 - 4,440 1,060 5,500 2 0 2 

32 Miners Way Roscommon 18,249 2,227- 20,476 - 20,476 39,524 60,000 72 8 91 

Sub-total 55,575 2,227 60,346 - 60,346 110,154 170,500 154 8 162 

Co. Sligo 
Leadership 
Partnership 
Co. Ltd  

33 Sligo Way  9,640 - 9,640 1,909 11,549 70,360 80,000 15 0 15 

34 Miners Way Sligo  18,960 1,200 20,160 3,193- 23,353 94,647 118,000 45 8 53 

Sub-total 28,600 1,200 29,800 5,102 34,902 163,098 198,000 60 8 68 

South 
Tipperary 
Dev Co. Ltd 

35 Eamon a 'Chnoic 9,364 - 9,364 112 9,476 112 9,476 23 0 23 

36 Birchhill 5,781 - 5,781 52 5,833 52 5,833 11 - 11 

37 Knockalough (Red Hugh) 6,404 - 6,404 - 6,404 - 6,404 5 0 5 

38 Slieve Felin Way 529 - 529 - 529 - 529 3 0 3 

39 East Munster Way - 1,600 1,600 - 1,600 - 1,600 0 13 13 

40 Lough Derg Way 11,273 - 11,273 - 11,273 - 11,273 24 0 24 

41 Tipperary Heritage Way  17,900 - 17,900 - 17,900 - 17,900 29 0 29 

42 Devils Bit 430 - 430  430 - 430 1 0 1 

43 Kilcommon Pilgrim Trail 2,263 - 2,263 - 2,263 - 2,263 6 0 6 

Sub-total 53,944 1,600 55,544 164 55,708 - 55,708 102 13 115 

Co. Wicklow 
Community 
Partnership 

44 Wicklow Trails 17,305 6,491 23,796 - 23,796 - 23,796 36 23 59 

Sub-total 17,305 6,491 23,796 - 23,796 - 23,796 36 23 59 

Total 
 

  593,933 236,270 830,203 10,848 840,628 633,111 1,474,162 1,135 855 1,990 

Table 5: Trails and number of participants in Walks Scheme 

Consideration of the detail in the table indicates that there is considerable variability in the scale of the trails and number of participants that the LDCs 

manage through the Walks Scheme. Key points to note include: 

• The Walks Scheme covered 1,474km of trails. However, of that only 841km (57%) is owned by private landowners (including individual participants, owners 

of commonages and land maintained by RSS participants). The remaining 633km is owned by public bodies (eg Coillte) including on-road sections of the trails. 

• There are c.1,990 private landowners that receive payments directly through the Walks Scheme. 



 

 

 THE ROLE OF THE RRO 

 Introduction 

This section of the report examines the general work of the RROs, and particularly their role in the 

delivery of the Walks Scheme and other outdoor recreation priorities. 

However, before considering the present situation, the Review Team has considered the findings 

from two previous studies, many of which continue to provide a suitable context for the prevailing 

position. 

 Key Findings from Previous Studies 

The Review Team is aware of two previous studies that have considered explicitly or in part the role of 

the RROs: 

• Review of the Role and Functions of Rural Recreation Officers, Department of Environment, 

Community, and Local Government August 2011; and 

• Report on the Role of the LDCs in Rural Recreation, Irish Leisure Consultants, 2013. 

Pertinent findings drawn from both reports are summarised in this section. 

 The 2011 Report of the Role and Functions of RROs 

During August 2011, DRCD’s Rural Recreation Section completed a review of the Role and Functions 

of the Rural Recreation Officers (RROs) that were employed by 12 LDCs4. Its key findings included: 

• The RROs had played a key role in the rollout of the Walks Scheme, which had seen (at that time) 

the development and enhancement of 40 trails including Fáilte Ireland Looped Walks. Key outputs 

had included the negotiation and management of maintenance contracts with over 1,800 

landowners.  

• The RROs were fundamental to the process of brokering support for access, facilitating product 

development and unlocking the known social and economic potential of rural recreation and 

activity tourism.  

• As a result of their efforts, it was reported that both Tourism Ireland and Fáilte Ireland had 

increased confidence in marketing Irish walking and activity holidays abroad. 

 

4 Appendix F provides a summary of the stated roles and responsibilities of the RROs at that time. 
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• In addition to their tourism role, the report noted that increasing awareness of the health and 

wellbeing benefits of an active lifestyle had increasingly fuelled demand from local communities 

for the trails that the RROs managed under the Walks Scheme. 

• Beyond the existing trails on the Walks Scheme, the RROs were reported to have been involved in 

additional activities  

o Supporting CNT in implementing aspects of the NCRS;  

o Developing pilot Mountain Access Projects in partnership with LDCs, Local Authorities, Local 

Communities and other stakeholders; 

o Supporting the development of disused railways and other rural recreation projects; 

o Working with partners on the National Trails Advisory Committee and seeking to implement 

the agenda set out in the Review of the National Waymarked Ways. 

• Furthermore, it was considered that the cohort of RROs represented a unique resource locally for 

providing best practice in trail maintenance, management, marketing and the development of a 

broad range of rural recreation and activity tourism products.  

Of note, the report states that “in submissions, respondents have consistently referenced the need for 

a full national coverage by RROs, the critical role played by them in both the roll-out and 

implementation of the Walks Scheme and that the RRO role is critical to the future development of the 

rural recreation product in Ireland”.  

Whilst it was noted that because of funding constraints, DRCD was not in a position to consider any 

additional appointments, it was proposed to broaden the geographic coverage of the existing cohort 

of RROs, which was anticipated to go some way towards addressing the national coverage deficit. 

The recommendations in DRCD’s 2011 report are outlined in Table 6. 

2011 Report Recommendations 

 

1. Continue to fund the RROs positions as they were considered essential to ensure the continued 
delivery of the NCRS objectives and the implementation and management of the Walks 
Scheme; 

2. Business plans and monitoring arrangements setting out targets, objectives and milestones 
should be further developed in respect of RROs to ensure economy, effectiveness, efficiency 
and value for money concerning services delivered; 

3. LDC contracts should provide for the remit of RROs to be extended both functionally and 
geographically. Amongst other recommendations, the review recommended the following: 

 



 

 

• The scope of LDC contracts to allow for RROs to adopt an enhanced role relating to the 
development of a broader range of rural recreation projects as envisaged under the NCRS, 
including assisting in the development of Integrated County or Regional Outdoor 
Recreation Strategies; 

• For RROs to continue working in co-operation with Fáilte Ireland staff to assist in the 
development of iconic rural recreational projects and to work on improving the visitor 
experience; 

• The scope of LDC contracts to provide RROs with a wider geographic remit and allow RROs 
to work outside their assigned areas on one-off projects enabling a wider implementation 
of actions under the NCRS; 

• Concerning the implementation of the NCRS, for RROs to have a role in facilitating greater 
inter-agency co-operation to ensure the alignment of recreation objectives, the pooling of 
resources and the co-ordinated delivery of rural recreation infrastructure. 

4. The achievements of the RROs in implementing the Walks Scheme should be consolidated and 
expanded with a particular focus on the development, management and promotion of National 
Waymarked Ways, subject to the availability of funding;  

5. The potential of upland access and hill walking through the Mountain Access Scheme and the 
development of appropriate state property for recreational purposes be pursued in 
conjunction with relevant partners by the RROs; 

6. The development of Integrated County or Regional Outdoor Recreation Strategies should be 
encouraged and supported by RROs to ensure the alignment of recreation objectives, the 
pooling of resources and the co-ordinated delivery of outdoor recreation at a county and 
regional level. 

7. The networking capability of the RROs be exploited to better effect in enhancing the capacity of 
rural communities to access advice, funding and support for additional recreational projects; 

8. Within an enhanced remit, RROs should continue to work with Fáilte Ireland to assist in the 
development and marketing of capital projects in key tourism destinations and assist in 
improving the visitor experience. LDCs and DRCD should also continue to work in partnership 
with Fáilte Ireland concerning the training requirements for RROs. 

Table 6: Department’s 2011 report recommendations 

 

 Report on the Role of the LDCs in Rural Recreation, Irish Leisure Consultants, 2013 

During 2013, Irish Leisure Consultants (ILC) was commissioned by the LDCs to evaluate the 

achievements and the future strategy of the Rural Recreation Officers. The subsequent report’s key 

findings included: 

• While the Walks Scheme was a key stimulus in the creation of the RRO position, the role and 

relevance of the RRO had extended beyond the Walks Scheme and activity. 

• In their administration of the Walks Scheme, the RRO operated in partnership with a variety of 

host communities, landowners, agencies and other stakeholders. The RRO acted as a facilitator, 

honest broker, the “boots on the ground” for a variety of agencies and as an advocate for 

landowners and host communities. 
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• The impact of the RROs was considered to have been significant. The RROs had become the “go-

to” person for a variety of rural development, tourism promotion, sports participation and 

community development stakeholders. Also, the RROs were perceived as operating outside of the 

national and Local Authority structure, and as such, they had no legacy issues.  

• Whilst effectively administering the Walks Scheme, the RROs had also undertaken a range of 

additional countryside recreation responsibilities. However, the evolution away from a narrow 

remit to a more encompassing one had ironically had the effect of blurring the RROs’ role.  

• It was noted that the networks and resources of the LDC (including access to programmes such as 

the Rural Social Scheme) significantly aided the work of the RRO and correspondingly, the RRO is 

a source of detailed local knowledge and expertise, which added value to the LDC activities. 

• The RRO was typically responsible for coordinating the Tús and RSS trail maintenance resources. 

The report advised that, at that time, an average of 4,500 hours (Tús, RSS or similar walks scheme 

staff), was allocated to the maintenance of trails in each RRO County. This amounted to 54,522 

hours per annum across all RRO Counties and a resultant combined leveraging of €749,756 in 

salaries. 

  

 The RRO role 

Discussion with the RROs and their LDCs indicates that the role is both complex and varied.  Feedback 

indicates that the RROs are generally involved in the types of work outlined in Table 7 . 

Walks Scheme • Trail inspection work.  The Review Team notes that an obligation of the Walks 
Scheme is for trails to be fully inspected twice per year. This must be completed 
to allow participant payments to be approved. Records of trails inspections are 

maintained to comply with insurance requirements. 

• Contacting participants (and on occasion other stakeholders such as Coillte) who 
may not have maintained their section of trail to the necessary standard and 
negotiate with them so that this is achieved. 

• Transporting supplies for maintenance work on the trails to the place where they 
are required. 

• Completing records for any maintenance work that has been completed that day. 

• Planning the maintenance work for the following days and weeks so the 
necessary materials for the work are sourced and ready for use. This includes 
planning the work of RSS participants to ensure that the totality of trail 
maintenance work is completed to the satisfaction of the Community Groups. 

• Organising contractors to complete necessary works on trails. 

• Ensuring that all Health and safety guidelines are complied with by all workers 
and contractors who work on the trail. 



 

 

• Liaising with community groups and walking clubs who have an active interest in 
the trail and/or use the trail.  

• Liaising with Sports Ireland concerning accreditation of the trail and periodic 
inspections, and implementing corrective actions where they are required, 

ensuring insurance cover can be maintained; 

• Preparing claims and associated paperwork for WS payments;  

• Ensuring trail ownership records are up-to-date and accurate; 

• Negotiating with existing and prospective participants to improve existing Walks 
Scheme route. For example, by taking additional sections of the trail off-road. 

Other Trails or 
Outdoor 
Recreation 
related activity 

• Preparing funding applications (such as ORIS) for work that might be necessary 
on the Walks Scheme trails and other trails and ensuring successful drawdown of 

funding. 

• Implementing project procurement for successful projects 

• Site visits to assess works undertaken, and taking associated actions where 
required; 

• Supporting related initiatives and schemes as required by DRCD and or 
management of LDCs. 

Miscellaneous 
activity  

In many cases, the Review Team was advised that RROs had become the ‘go-to’ 
person in a county for matters relating to outdoor recreation. In practice, this has 

meant: 

• Liaising with community groups to help develop local walks and walking festivals. 

• Supporting local tourism officers to compile details for PR opportunities, 
brochures etc. 

• Supporting bodies such as Fáilte Ireland concerning consultation on long-distance 
trails and other trail matters. 

Table 7:RRO Tasks 

Some RROs advised that the nature of the role meant that they had to be available at all times of the 

day and evening to address trail related issues as they arose. 

The Review Team noted that some RROs were working in a notably proactive and strategic manner.  A 

notable example is the activity of one RRO in leading the development of a digital Trail Management 

System in partnership with the Burren Geopark and NPWS.  The objective of the system, the 

development of which was supported by DRCD funding, was to improve the monitoring and 

management of trails so that it was more efficient and effective.  The system is made up of an app to 

record trail issues, invasive species, directional sign issues and survey trail users. The backend is a 

cloud-based website which stores all the trail monitoring reports and allows the RRO to manage the 

job of reporting them to RSS work teams, contractors etc. The system allows the RRO to design 

custom reports from their monitoring findings.  It is noted that the app is currently in the testing 

phase in several Walks Scheme counties. 
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Figure 3: Trail Management System App 

 

Discussion with the RROs, their LDCs and other Walks Scheme Stakeholders indicates that the key 

skillset required for the RRO role includes: 

• An ability to engage with and understand the perspective of prospective and actual participants, 

whose active commitment to and goodwill towards the Walks Scheme is necessary for its success; 

• Sensitivity to multiple stakeholders (e.g. local authorities, community stakeholders, tourism 

bodies), each of whom has an interest in the Scheme or individual trails. 

• Strong communication skills; 

• An understanding of several disparate fields of study including community development, rural 

recreation, agriculture, tourism and engineering. 

 Breakdown of RRO role 

The Review Team sought to ascertain the proportion of each RRO’s time spent annually on the Walks 

Scheme and other activities. Table 8 provides, on an anonymised basis, a summary of the RROs’ 

feedback. 

RRO Walks Scheme/Trails Prospective WS trails or 
other walking trails 

Other Rural Recreation 
activity 

1 100% 0% 0% 

2 40% 25% 35% 

3 50% 50% 0% 

4 50% 40% 10% 

5 60% 30% 10% 

6 50% 30% 20% 

7 60% 30% 10% 



 

 

8 50% 40% 10% 

9 20% 0% 80% 

10 30% 40% 30% 

11 70% 30% 0% 

Table 8: Typical Proportion of RROs’ Time Spent on Walks Scheme (Per Annum) 

As illustrated, the proportion of time spent by RROs on the Walks Scheme is not consistent. This, 

however, should be expected given the scale of ‘Walks Scheme trails’ and the associated number of 

participants under the purview of individual RROs, as illustrated further in Figure 4 . 

 

Figure 4: Number of Participants by LDC/RRO 

* Leitrim is new to the Walks Scheme and is in the process of developing participants’ workplans. 

As evident, there is considerable disparity between the number of participants (and associated 

workplans) that RROs manage.  Where the number of participants is high (most notably in Cork and 

Kerry), the RROs’ efforts are almost entirely dedicated to the administration and management of the 

Walks Scheme. 

It is also noted that there is no threshold whereby an agreed level of participants on the WS is 

deemed to warrant the funding of an RRO. 

The Review Team’s experience of outdoor recreation, discussion with Walks Scheme stakeholders and 

a review of available Scheme materials shows that some RROs are dealing with a considerable 

workload. For some, this means that there is considerable work to be completed outside their normal 

work commitment, and in effect, they are working above 100% of their contracted work hours. In 

some cases, where there is a clear and substantial demand on the RRO’s time, feedback indicates that 
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because of capacity constraints, some aspects of the overall management of the Walks Scheme in a 

particular area are not implemented as strategically, as might otherwise be the case and other rural 

recreation demands are not being attended to.  This is considered further in section 5.4.1. 

 Effectiveness 

Whilst all of the RROs and their associated LDCs indicated that rural recreation activities (including the 

Walks Scheme) take up 100% of their available capacity, a lack of both reporting and monitoring 

mean that the Review Team cannot determine the extent to which each RRO can be considered fully 

effective. This is not to say that an individual is not conducting important activity, rather it cannot be 

determined, at present, in an objective manner whether there is scope for the individual’s time to be 

used more effectively.  Currently there are several areas where improvements in reporting and 

monitoring are required: 

1. Annual operational plans are not routinely being produced; 

2. Many of the operational plans that are produced are presented at a high-level, featuring only 

‘generic’ activities and limited context within which to assess the potential efficiency of the activities 

proposed for a given year. That is, it is not possible to ascertain whether a proposed activity might 

take a day, week or month to complete; 

3. Some of the proposed activities presented are anticipated to be implemented in partnership with 

other bodies. However, it is not possible, in most cases, to determine the materiality or additionality 

of the RRO’s role.  

4. Most do not feature SMART objectives or objectives that fully adhere to SMART criteria; 

5. Some RROs report that feedback is not received from DRCD staff once an Operational Plan is 

submitted; 

6. Little information was made available to the Review Team to indicate that any substantive 

monitoring of the annual (where they exist) Operational Plan takes place. 

 RRO Resourcing 

Notwithstanding the lack of information available, there are several RRO resourcing matters to be 

addressed that are having an impact on the effectiveness of the Walks Scheme and rural recreation 

more generally.  These include administrative support, strategic outdoor recreation needs, all-Ireland 

coverage and RRO salaries. 



 

 

 Administrative Support 

It is the view of the Review Team that greater support is required for the RRO in the administration of 

the Scheme to overcome the capacity constraints.  Currently each LDC receives a payment of €50 per 

year per work plan to cover the cost associated with their ‘administration’.  The payment is currently 

used by LDC to cover LDC overheads such as rent/rates, heating/lighting, ICT, other staff costs (eg. the 

CEO or other senior management representative is often involved in Walks Scheme) as well as some 

administrative assistance to the RRO.  However, in many cases, the administrative assistance provided 

to the RRO is not sufficient.  If the ‘administrative’ funding provided by DRCD was dedicated solely to 

provide support for the RRO in administering the scheme, then the Review Team deems this to be an 

adequate level of funding.  The budgetary implications of this are considered further in section 8.3. 

 RRO Salaries 

There is considerable variation in the level of renumeration of RROs with salaries ranging from 

€30,000 pa to more than €40,000 pa, although it is noted many RROs receive €37,000. Where an RRO 

is employed, it is a matter for the LDC to determine the salary offered. However, from the outset of 

the Scheme, a contribution of €32,000 per annum has nominally been allocated to each RRO’s salary 

by DRCD and a further €5000 by Fáilte Ireland.  It is noted that some RROs are getting paid less than 

what is allocated by DRCD for their salary. 

Many LDCs and other stakeholders considered that many RROs are insufficiently rewarded for the 

role and responsibility they carry, and in some cases, for the experience they bring to the role. The 

LDCs note that the budget allocated to the RRO’s salary has not increased since the Scheme was 

introduced. 

Several longstanding RROs noted that their salary had not increased since they took up the position of 

RRO, and some receive no further employment benefits, such as pension contribution etc. 

Furthermore, several noted that the role and responsibility of the RRO have expanded over time in 

terms of a greater remit for outdoor recreation in their locality outwith the Walks Scheme, and yet 

the salary offered has not increased. 

It is understood that there are considerable inconsistencies relating to RROs’ pay and conditions in 

comparison with their LDC colleagues that manage other Schemes, and who have a similar level of 

responsibility and experience. Stakeholders also advised that RROs appear to be under-rewarded 

compared to individuals employed by state agencies but with similar levels of responsibility and 

experience, noting that there is not an agreed pay scale for the RRO position. In particular, the Review 
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Team was advised that a number of RROs operate at a particularly strategic level concerning many 

matters relating to outdoor recreation in their locality. 

A concern amongst stakeholders was that because of the RROs’ salary, there is a high turnover of RRO 

personnel and a resulting loss of valuable expertise in a specialist area.  During the review period, two 

RROs left their role citing reasons including low level of salary, a high level of responsibility with little 

recognition and significant workload including out-of-hours working. 

To better understand the level of salary and its appropriateness for the role, the Review Team carried 

out a benchmarking exercise. 

5.4.2.1 Benchmarking 

The Review Team considered several prospective benchmark positions that stakeholders advised 

might be considered comparable to the role and responsibility of an RRO. These included the SICAP 

Project Workers and The Local Authority Waters Programme’s Community Water Officers. 

5.4.2.2 SICAP 

The Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP) is funded by the Department of 

Rural and Community Development. The Programme is managed locally by 33 LCDCs with support 

from Local Authorities.  Pobal acts as the agent of DRCD with respect to national management and 

oversight of the programme.   

The Review Team discussed the role of the RRO with Pobal, who considered that the role of a SICAP 

Project Worker had similarity with the role of the RRO in terms of the extent of responsibility. The 

SICAP Project Worker salary scale is summarised in Table 9. 

Point on Scale Salary Scale Salary 

1 EO-1 €32,182 

2 EO-2 €34,527 

3 EO-3 €36,335 

4 EO-4 €38,083 

5 EO-5 €39,825 

6 EO-6 €41,531 

7 EO-7 €43,254 

8 EO-8 €44,931 

9 EO-9 €46,658 

10 EO-10 €47,802 

11 HEO-1 €49,007 

12 HEO-2 €50,495 

13 HEO-3 €51,980 

14 HEO-4 €53,464 

15 HEO-5 €54,952 

16 HEO-6 €56,438 



 

 

17 HEO-7 €57,923 

18 HEO 1st LSI (after 3 years on HEO-7) €60,069 

19 HEO 2nd LSI (after 3 years on HEO 1st LSI) €62,210 

Table 9: SICAP Partnership Project Worker Salary Scale 

 

The role of the RRO is benchmarked at the EO salary scale.  The point on the scale is determined by a 

number of factors such as performance and longevity in the role. 

5.4.2.3 LAWPRO 

The Local Authority Waters Programme (LAWPRO) is a national shared service, funded by the 

Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government.  LAWPRO is leading a ‘new approach’ which 

includes extensive stakeholder and community engagement on local water matters. 

LAWPRO is managed jointly by Kilkenny and Tipperary County Councils with staff working out of 13 

Local Authority centres.  Amongst other staff, there are 13 Community Water Officers (CWO) at Staff 

Officer Grade, each covering several council areas.  They actively engage with the public in water 

matters and assist landowners, communities and groups to develop local area water management 

plans in partnership with stakeholders.  The roles and responsibilities of the RRO has some 

commonality with that of a LAWPRO Community Water Officer given the direct engagement with 

landowners and community groups. The latest Local authority Grade 5 – Staff Officer pay scale is 

outlined in Table 10.5 

Point on Scale Salary € 

1 43,633 

2 45,020 

3 46,409 

4 47,798 

5 49,185 

6 – LSI 1 50,794 

7 – LSI 2 52,401 

Table 10: Local authority Grade 5 Staff Officer pay scale 

The point on the scale for the salary is determined by a number of factors such as performance and 

longevity in role. 

 

5 https://www.forsa.ie/about-forsa/divisions/local-government/local-government-salary-scales/. Revision of 
salaries with effect from 1st October 2020 
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The Review Team notes that, if either benchmark is considered comparable to the role and 

responsibility associated with an RRO, then it is reasonable to consider that the RRO salary may need 

to be increased. 

 Linkages with Stakeholders 

This section considers the relationship between RROs; between the RRO and DRCD; between the RRO 

and community groups and with other stakeholders. 

 Collaboration amongst RROs 

Whilst largely anecdotal, feedback from consultees indicates that there is ongoing collaboration 

between RROs in terms of sharing knowledge e.g. concerning advice or guidance as to how best to 

address issues that arise on trails or with participants. Much of this knowledge sharing is informal and 

ad hoc conducted by phone, e-mail or messaging software such as WhatsApp. 

The RROs report that they meet, with DRCD, on four occasions per year, which they consider plays a 

vital role in the sharing of knowledge both between RROs and between the RROs and DRCD. The 

frequency of these meetings had reduced to two per annum but for 2021 this has been reinstated to 

four.  

A variety of reasons were suggested as to why it had been reduced to two per annum, including a 

suggestion that several LDCs had actively discouraged their RROs from attending such meetings, with 

it further suggested that the rationale for this was that the senior management of some LDCs 

considered that they were potentially being excluded from a decision-making forum. Whilst the 

Review Team cannot confirm the accuracy of such suggestions, it seems evident that there are 

communication issues that must be addressed.  

Going forward it is suggested that these meetings are more effective through: 

• Increased collaboration with RROs and other stakeholders on the meeting objectives and 

proposed input from various stakeholders. 

• Introduction of meeting objectives as well as distribution of minutes and actions. 

• Greater involvement of RROs and other stakeholders in delivering parts of the session (such as 

sharing of best practice) where appropriate. 

• Site visits to demonstrate good practice or issues. 

• Requirement for all RROs to attend the meetings as an integral part of their role. 

• RROs engage with eachother and collectively develop their roles 



 

 

 Role of Community Groups 

The evolution of the Walks Scheme and its trails is not one that has happened in isolation between 

DRCD and the LDCs.  Most of the Walks Scheme trails pre-existed the Scheme’s launch and most were 

created and managed by local community groups up to that point.  Once a trail is approved onto the 

Walks Scheme, the dynamic as regards to trail management changes.  The Review Team notes that 

this approval is universally welcomed given that landowners receive payment and there is support for 

the trail from the RRO.  In many cases there is a very positive relationship between the RRO and the 

local community group, however several issues have been raised by several stakeholders and are 

considered in this section. 

5.5.2.1 Confusion of roles and responsibilities 

Prior to a trail becoming part of the Walks Scheme, a community group/Trail Management group is 

responsible for all aspects of the trail.  However, the roles and responsibilities become blurred and 

confused when a walk comes onto the Scheme. 

Many community groups welcome the involvement of the LDCs/RROs as it relieves them of some of 

the tasks and responsibilities relating to the trail.  However, for others, it causes confusion and upset 

as they lose control over the trail they have worked hard to develop.  Feedback from several 

stakeholders indicated that several LDCs/RROs have had little regard for the local community group.  

Given that the budgetary control and administration of landowner payments rests with the RRO/LDC, 

the community group has sometimes been forced to take a ‘back seat’ role regardless of their wishes.  

To minimise this issue going forward the Review Team considers that, in order for a LDC/RRO to apply 

for a trail to come onto the Walks Scheme, a written agreement between the LDC and the local 

community group/trail management organisation agreeing their roles and responsibilities should be 

supplied as part of the criteria. It is suggested that DRCD develop a template form that the LDC must 

submit with an application to the Walks Scheme covering a full list of the roles and responsibilities of 

managing, enhancing and maintaining WS walks.  An example of some roles and responsibilities are 

listed below: 

• Monitoring of trail 4 times per annum  

• Applying for funding outside Walks Scheme (eg LEADER) 

• Developing annual maintenance plan 

• Briefing of RSS workers 

• Maintenance of trail on on-road sections 

• Point of contact for landowners on Scheme 
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This would ensure clarity and agreement on roles and responsibilities.  It is also recommended that 

this mechanism is employed retrospectively for any Walks Scheme trails where there is disagreement 

between the parties on request from the Dept to assist dispute resolution.  If the local community 

group was the named Trail Management group in the insurance policy, then as a minimum they 

should have an agreed role concerning trail monitoring. 

5.5.2.2 Liability 

Sport Ireland Outdoors holds an insurance policy which indemnifies Trail Management Organisations. 

A condition of this policy is that trails are maintained and monitored and that records are retained by 

the Trail Management Organisations.  As detailed in Appendix E, it is often the local community group 

who is listed as the Trail Management Organisation and therefore is liable for non-compliance with 

the policy. However, it is generally the RRO who takes responsibility for the monitoring and 

maintenance of Walks Scheme trails sometimes with little or no involvement of the Trail Management 

Organisation.  This presents a legal issue in terms of which body is responsible and potentially liable 

for any claims on Walks Scheme trails.   

Given the legal responsibility carried by the Trail Management Organisations, it must be a 

requirement that the RROs consult and agree with them on trail development and trail work.  This 

should include informing the community group of funding that has been received to support the 

trail’s development. 

5.5.2.3 Funding 

A small annual budget for trail maintenance for Walks Scheme trails is allocated to the RRO from 

DRCD.  Trail Management Organisations do not have access to any funding for trail maintenance even 

though they are often very active in carrying out maintenance on Walks Scheme trails.  Currently the 

RRO is unable to give any part of their budget to the community group to enable them to carry out 

maintenance on the trail.  It is recommended that the RRO/LDC is given greater flexibility by DRCD in 

using part of the budget to support local community groups in carrying out this work.  This could 

include covering expenses incurred whilst carrying out the trail maintenance. 

5.5.2.4 Recognition and Communication 

Another aspect that is reported to have fed into the feeling of being disenfranchised was the lack of 

recognition and communication afforded to the community groups.  It was suggested that community 

groups would welcome a small annual event/workshop where DRCD, Fáilte Ireland, the local council 



 

 

or other key stakeholders would acknowledge their significant voluntary contribution and present 

their plans for the Walks Scheme and/or individual trails. 

 Linkages with Other Stakeholders 

The section considers the RROs’ link with other stakeholders.   

5.5.3.1 Walks Scheme participants 

The most important relationship held by an RRO is that with their Walks Scheme participants. Almost 

all consultees agreed that, without the engagement of participants, the Walks Scheme could not 

operate successfully. The Review Team considers that there is substantial effort required to first 

engage with potential participants, and then negotiate with landowners to secure an agreement for 

permissive access for walkers and their ongoing commitment to maintain their section of a trail. All 

evidence provided to the Review Team and feedback from stakeholders (outside of the RROs) 

indicates that the RROs have had considerable success in each of those tasks. Indeed, some of the 

RROs are also part-time farmers, which may have provided them with a useful insight into the 

participants’ perspective.  

Whilst not universal, many stakeholders considered the fact that the RRO is employed by an LDC, 

rather than a local authority or state agency to be a benefit to the Scheme, allowing RROs to engage 

with landowners/participants without any legacy issues (for example, the previous refusal of planning 

permission). 

5.5.3.2 Comhairle na Tuaithe 

Many diverse stakeholders have voiced concerns that the knowledge and experience of RROs is being 

lost within the national context.  Given that the RROs are at the ‘sharp end’, many have a clear 

understanding of the developments and issues at play in outdoor recreation in Ireland.  However, 

there is no mechanism or conduit to capture the learnings and feed into CNT, other than the Local 

Development Companies who are represented.  

5.5.3.3 RSS (within the LDC) 

As outlined in section 6.3.1, a key relationship held by many of the RROs is with their own LDC 

colleagues that are involved with the Rural Social Scheme (RSS) and its participants. The importance 

of the RSS to the successful operation of the Walks Scheme should not be understated, and whilst it 

has not been possible to quantify its contribution to the Scheme, the feedback received from RROs 

and LDCs suggests that it is considerable. 
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5.5.3.4 Sport Ireland Outdoors 

Stakeholders reported a positive relationship with SIO although many highlighted that there are few 

opportunities for the parties to engage other than at a very operational level such as during a Trail 

Inspection.   Both SIO and the RROs have expressed a desire for greater collaboration going forward. 

There are several matters regarding ‘trail quality’ as outlined in Section 6.4 that impact the role of the 

RRO.  The Review Team notes that, whilst a number of these areas do relate to the remit of SIO, they 

should be considered and addressed in a holistic manner at national level.   

5.5.3.5 Fáilte Ireland 

Whilst it is understood that Fáilte Ireland makes an annual financial contribution to the role of the 

RRO, discussion with both Fáilte Ireland and the LDCs/RROs indicates that the extent of engagement 

between the two is variable with contact often taking place when Fáilte Ireland has specific project 

requirements at a specific point in time. It is understood that Fáilte Ireland considers the RROs to 

provide valuable input into many aspects of outdoor recreation in their localities.  Fáilte proposes to 

increase the level of engagement on a more regular basis including attendance at RRO group 

meetings and suggested the potential of an annual conference.  It is also hoped by Fáilte Ireland that 

their local destination teams could play a role as part of any potential county stakeholder group. 

5.5.3.6 Coillte 

Many sections of Walks Scheme trails are in state ownership, of which Coillte is often the most 

significant.  The RROs report a positive working relationship with Coillte regionally and nationally.   

Whilst the accuracy of the feedback cannot be ascertained by the Review Team, it is noted that a 

number of stakeholders were disappointed by the level of maintenance on sections of Walks Scheme 

trails on some (but not all) Coillte land, with it suggested that in some areas it becomes the 

responsibility of the RRO and RSS workers to maintain those sections of the trails, as it impacts on the 

wider Walks Scheme trail. 

5.5.3.7 Local Authorities 

Stakeholders report largely a positive relationship between RROs and their local authorities, although 

it was reported that in several local authority areas that there is room for improvement between the 

LDC and local authority (not specific to outdoor recreation).  However, the Review Team also notes 

that in some geographical areas, the Local Authority and the LDC are not working in collaboration to 

deliver outdoor recreation initiatives and projects. 



 

 

In some areas the RRO worked very closely with the local authority on outdoor recreation across the 

county, even to the extent where the RRO prepared many ORIS applications on behalf of the local 

authority.  In other areas, it was reported by some RROs that their local authority took a largely 

‘hands-off’ position when it came to trails or wider rural recreation issues in their area, preferring to 

leave these matters entirely in the hands of the RRO.  

 Key Findings and Recommendations 

As outlined in this chapter, the role of the RRO is both complex and varied.  Table 11 summarises the 

key findings and recommendations. 

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

Role of RRO Significant contribution to outdoor 
recreation; difficult to measure 
effectiveness  

Reinstate reporting and review mechanism for 
Operational Plans. 

Administration Some RROs have a very considerable 
workload due to the number of 
participants in their area 

Dedicate the ‘administration’ funding solely to 
providing support for the RRO in administering 
the scheme 

RRO Salary There is significant variation in salary 
between RROs.  RROs have cited 
inappropriately low salary as a key 
factor in their decision to leave the role. 

Based on benchmarking, the RRO salary may 
need to be increased 

Collaboration 
amongst RROs 

There is ongoing informal collaboration 
between RROs primarily to share 
knowledge and provide support. 
There is an opportunity for the quarterly 
RRO/DRCD meetings to be more 
effective.  Some RROs have not been 
able to attend. 

Reinvigorate the Quarterly Dept/RRO meetings 
so that these are more effective; requiring the 
attendance and full participation of all RROs 
 

Role of 
Community 
Groups 

Trails in Ireland have largely been 
developed, managed, and maintained 
by local community groups.  When trails 
come onto the Walks Scheme, it raises 
several issues for community groups 
including a confusion in roles and 
responsibilities, liability and funding. 

Develop a written template to clarify roles and 
responsibilities between the LDC and the local 
community group (form part of the WS 
eligibility criteria). 
 
Consider at a national level the role of 
community groups in the development, 
maintenance and management of trails. 

Other 
Stakeholders 

RROs have contact with a wide range of 
stakeholders largely at a very 
operational level and on an ad hoc basis 

As part of the development of a National 
Outdoor Recreation Strategy, consider the 
mechanism to allow for the RRO to have 
greater involvement in national discussion. 
 
Consider hosting an annual trails conference. 

Table 11: Key findings and recommendations – Role of RRO  
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 DELIVERY OF THE WALKS SCHEME 

There are many factors that currently affect the efficient and effective operation and delivery of the 

Walks Scheme.  This chapter examines each of those factors and seeks to understand how any 

improvements could be implemented in the future. 

The Review Team notes that several outdoor recreation issues raised in this section pertain to 

outdoor recreation generally and not the Walks Scheme specifically.  However, it is the view of the 

Review Team that these should be included within this Review as they have a direct impact on the 

Scheme.  It does not suggest that these issues are necessarily the responsibility of DRCD, but 

resolution should be pursued through the appropriate structures such as CNT.  

  Scheme Administration 

Many stakeholders reported that the administration associated with the WS was very onerous, for 

example due to outdated systems and an unnecessary level of oversight in some areas. The Review 

Team’s examination of paperwork and systems associated with the Scheme would lead us to concur 

with those sentiments. 

Several RROs also voiced concern that they struggled to manage the administration of the Walks 

Scheme effectively. This was a combination of ‘admin-heavy’ processes and insufficient resource. 

 Landowner claims data 

The administration of the WS involves LDC staff, the RRO and DRCD staff. At present, much of the 

system is ‘paper-based’ and fragmented.  This results in a very labour-intensive system and, at times, 

inconsistencies in the data. Examples of some specific inconsistencies are described in Table 12.  

• There were numerous discrepancies between the summary Participant payment request 
sheets and their associated excels relating to aspects such as the number of workplans and/or 
trail lengths. 

• Within the same excels, there were differences in interpretation as to whether the ‘Total 
Length of Trail’ referred to the absolute total length of the trail or the length of the trail that 
was owned by participants/commonages. 

• There are inconsistencies in the naming of specific trails between documents received. 

• The Review Team considers that a more detailed summary Participant Payment Request 
sheet that aligns with the individual headings featured in the individual excel documents may 
address some of these issues. This could include disaggregating the number of workplans by 
types of ownership e.g. individual participants and commonages. 

Table 12: Data inconsistencies 



 

 

Several stakeholders queried whether, given that most participants and workplans are consistent 

from one year to the next, much of the administration could move to an online database/platform, 

and made more routine. It was further suggested that a less ‘paper-based’ system might offer a 

stronger approach to potential data protection issues. 

 Contract Renewal system 

The administration of the contract renewal process also represents an area for improvement. As 

there is no on-line system or streamlined approach, this can lead to a complex trail of emails which  

can be time-consuming and burdensome for both DRCD staff and the RROs. 

 Procurement 

A further area where LDCs/RROs were of the view that there is inefficiency relates to the 

procurement processes relating to small expenditures associated with trail maintenance. The Review 

Team was advised by several stakeholders that having to obtain three written quotations hinders the 

RROs’ ability to secure contractors to address trail issues. Associated with this, the Review Team was 

advised that the level of reporting associated with small expenditures does not represent 

commensurate effort and suggested that the reporting requirements compare unfavourably to other 

programmes that the LDCs are involved in, such as LEADER.  An outline of the threshold requirements 

is set out in Appendix C. 

The Review Team considers that it would be reasonable for DRCD to reconsider its Walks Scheme 

procurement/reporting requirements for smaller maintenance projects, albeit ensuring any 

procurement complies with National Public Procurement Guidelines where applicable. This does not 

negate the necessity for each LDC to retain robust records of all Walks Scheme expenditure. DRCD 

could instead consider a system of audit (choosing a random sample each year from each LDC) and 

verify the authenticity of the claim.  Should any irregularities be found, DRCD should have the capacity 

to implement sanctions 

 Operation of Walks Scheme 

 Workplan development 

Payments to participants are calculated based on the number of agreed hours per annum as specified 

in the work plan. DRCD in partnership with Sport Ireland have developed guidance for workplan 

development.  This was developed in 2020, superseding the original 2008 guide. 

The original guide to workplan development outlined that the RRO, in association with the local 

walking management committee (LWMC), would agree a work plan detailing the number of hours 
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deemed necessary for the work to be carried out.  The workplans developed at the outset of the 

scheme were developed under the guidance of SIO and approved by SIO.  Since then, few new trails 

or trail sections have been admitted onto the scheme and SIO have not been involved in the 

development of or approval of these workplans.  Instead RROs have developed the workplans which 

are submitted to DRCD for approval. 

Following the announcement of the inclusion of new trails in 2019, DRCD held a workshop with RROs 

to give updated guidance on the development of workplans and an accompanying guide was 

developed.  

The Review Team notes that during 2020, DRCD commissioned Sport Ireland Outdoors to audit a 

percentage of new workplans to assess their reasonableness and consistency.  Feedback from SIO 

indicates that there is considerable variation in the approach taken by RROs to the development of 

workplans.  Clearer guidance has now been issued by DRCD which it is hoped will bring a more 

consistent approach.  The Review Team notes that these issues have decelerated the pace of the roll-

out of the new Walk Scheme workplans.  The Team notes that COVID-19 related restrictions have also 

hampered efforts.  

In addition, one stakeholder highlighted that the allocation of hours for maintenance for landowners 

should include several additional factors, such as visitor numbers.  The work required to maintain a 

trail that attracts a high volume of visitors is usually much greater than the work required to maintain 

a trail that attracts a low volume of walkers.  Whilst the Review Team acknowledges that there are a 

small number of trails where there is a large volume of visitors accessing the trail (eg Cliffs of Moher), 

it is recommended that these exceptional cases are considered outside of the Walk Scheme.  If the 

development of workplans were to include additional factors such as visitor numbers, this could 

create a more burden-some process and be subject to subjectivity, given that visitor numbers are not 

accurately measured in most Walk Scheme trails. 

 Insurance 

Sport Ireland provides Trails Public Liability Insurance cover which is funded by DRCD, Sport Ireland 

and local authorities.  The policy indemnifies Walks Scheme Participants and Trail Management 

Organisations in respect of their legal liability arising out of their work in connection with the Scheme.  

Appendix D details the insurance policy and Appendix E lists the Trail Management Organisations 

covered under the policy. 

Whilst the insurance policy is clearly welcome and provides a level of reassurance, there are a number 

of aspects that have been highlighted by stakeholders. 



 

 

6.2.2.1 Liability and Responsibility 

The policy indemnifies Trail Management Organisations requiring that each trail has in place ‘a system 

for ongoing maintenance and monitoring of the trail managed locally by the Trail Management 

Organisation.  Any safety issues found or reported must be prioritised and addressed accordingly.’ 

As detailed in Appendix E, it is often the local community group who is listed as the Trail Management 

Organisation and therefore is liable for non-compliance with the policy. Before the trails insurance 

policy is renewed annually, trail management organisations are required to declare (via an online 

form) that they are maintaining and monitoring their trail and keeping records.  

However, this gives rise to apprehension and concern by some Trail Management Organisations 

regarding their liability given that it is often the RRO who takes responsibility for the monitoring and 

maintenance of Walk Scheme trails, sometimes with little involvement of the Trail Management 

Organisation.  

6.2.2.2 Record-keeping 

A recent requirement of the trails policy is that documented records of all monitoring or work carried 

out on the trail must be retained.  This new requirement by Sport Ireland Outdoors has added 

considerably to the record-keeping requirements of RRO and has become an onerous task for many.  

In addition, there is confusion relating to the level of detail required to be documented with a huge 

variation of approaches by different RROs. 

6.2.2.3 Excess 

Consultees understand that there is an excess on the insurance policy. Stakeholders from a variety of 

groupings (farmers/community groups/RROs) consider that it is unclear who is liable for this excess 

should it be invoked.  However, DRCD have communicated with the CEOs of the LDCs on this matter 

by email and confirmed the position, including that the excess would be covered by Sport Ireland.  

Therefore, the issue is a communication matter as this message has not cascaded to the primary 

interested parties. 

6.2.2.4 Insurance providers 

Consultees suggest that a number of insurance providers are responsible for different aspects of trails 

(e.g. sections on public roads, sections owned by state agencies, sections owned by participants etc.). 

Consequently, there is an apprehension as to the implications of this, with stakeholders advising that 

the impact might not be known until a claim is made. 
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The Review Team considers that the matters highlighted above should be further teased out in the 

context of Ireland’s approach to liability and perceptions around claims. 

 Basic Payment Scheme 

As well as landowners’ concerns relating to insurance, they fear a loss of earnings from Basic Payment 

Scheme payments through dedicating a portion of land for recreational use (eg fencing a path to 

protect walkers from livestock). 

Ensuring alignment between different Departments’ guidance would ensure greater success for the 

overall operation of the Walks Scheme and a greater willingness by farmers to open their land for 

recreational trails.  It is important to advance these issues at a national level to gain resolution. 

 Condition of Trails on Walks Scheme 

A key objective of the Walks Scheme is to have high-quality trails, maintained with the support of 

landowner workplans and the materials budget available to RROs. 

The Review Team is mindful that feedback from stakeholders indicates that many existing trails on the 

Walks Scheme require capital works (and in some situation considerable capital works) to become 

high-quality trails.  Many of the existing trails are not at the point where they can be routinely 

maintained through the work of participants (through the workplans) and a small budget of capital 

funding for each Walk Scheme trail (the Materials Budget and the Walks Scheme Support Scheme).   

The funding for significant capital works that can be accessed by RROs has been variable over the last 

number of years.  The impact of having no certainty of funding (or indeed at times no source of 

significant capital funding) for those trails which still require capital works, has led to a reactive 

approach to trail improvement and maintenance.    

Some stakeholders suggested that where trails are a priority or strategically important (which should 

align with the trails included in the Walk Scheme) that this could be solved with the creation of a 

dedicated annual capital fund for repair works and enhancement of the trail. 

The Review Team also notes that, whilst all trails on the Walks Scheme are on the SIO Trail Register, 

many still have significant sections on road, some of which are on trafficked roads.  Many RROs stated 

that it would be very desirable for these sections to be taken ‘off-road’.  However, currently, there is 

no clear source of funding to enable them to do this and no clear mechanism or timeframe to gain 

advance approval from DRCD to authorise the additional landowner payments. 



 

 

The options and budgetary factors to support the development and maintenance of high-quality Walk 

Scheme trails are considered in Section 10.2. 

 RSS  

Discussion with both RROs and LDCs indicates that the Walks Scheme leverages significant support 

from Rural Social Scheme (RSS) participants to maintain the quality of the Walk Scheme trails.  Details 

of RSS are detailed in Table 13. 

• The Rural Social Scheme (RSS) is aimed at low-income farmers and fishermen/women. To 
qualify for the RSS, an individual must be getting a social welfare payment. In return, people 
participating in the RSS provide services that benefit rural communities. 

• The Department of Social Protection (DSP) has overall responsibility for policy concerning the 
Rural Social Scheme, including eligibility criteria. At a local level, the Scheme is managed by 
implementing bodies such as the LDCs and in the Gaeltacht areas, by Údarás na Gaeltachta. 

• The type of work carried out by RSS participants includes maintaining and enhancing various 
walking routes (that is, waymarked ways, agreed walks) and bog roads, and other forms of 
community-based projects. 

• RSS participants work 19.5 hours per week. These hours are based on a farmer/fisher-friendly 
schedule. This is to ensure participation on the scheme does not affect a participant’s 
farming/fishing activities. The local management decides on applications to the Scheme. Since 
1 February 2017, the time limit for participation for new entrants to the scheme will not exceed 
6 years. 

• The rates of payment for new participants on the RSS depends on their qualifying Department 
of Social Protection (DSP) payment. The minimum weekly payment increased to €225.50 from 
March 2019. 

Table 13: Rural Social Scheme 

RSS participants are routinely involved in the ongoing maintenance of Walk Scheme trails which often 

includes public land such as Coillte and NPWS where these organisations have not carried out the 

required maintenance.  The RROs typically set the schedule of works for the RSS participants through 

liaison with the RSS Supervisor and directly with RSS participants. 

There was general agreement from stakeholders that the RSS plays a key role in the Scheme’s 

operation. Unfortunately, the specific quantum of input from RSS participants to Walks Scheme 

maintenance activities is not routinely recorded by individual LDCs, and therefore the economic 

contribution cannot be valued.  A small number of examples were provided by an LDC as follows: 

• Six RSS workers provide regular maintenance support on The Miners Way. It is understood 

that these workers spend about one-third of their hours working on the Miners way and 

associated looped walks. The Review Team was advised that this equates to circa 330 hours 

for each worker or about 2,000 hours in total per annum. 
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• Four RSS workers provide regular maintenance support on The Suck Valley Way and the other 

looped walks in South and West Roscommon. It is understood that they provide about 3,500 

hours of support per annum to these trails. 

Whilst the contribution of the RSS scheme to the success of the Walks Scheme is recognised, there 

are several factors that affect the effectiveness of the RSS participants’ current and future 

involvement: 

• In some geographical locations, there is minimal availability of RSS workers 

• Given the demographic profile of RSS participants, the future availability of this workforce 

could be in doubt 

• RRO/LDC do not have the budget to support the work of RSS.  For example, if the RSS has to 

travel to do trail maintenance, there is no budget or mechanism to compensate for the travel 

costs incurred   

 Trail Quality 

There are several areas pertaining to trail quality and standards that have an impact on the quality of 

Walk Scheme trails and the effectiveness of the Walks Scheme including: 

• Trail standards 

• Trail inspections 

• Trail expertise 

 Trail Standards 

Whilst not specifically within the remit of the Walks Scheme, several stakeholders were of the view 

that there is room for improvement in ‘trail standards’.   

The Review Team acknowledges that SIO have recently published a revised trail criteria document6, 

however many stakeholders noted that the current trail criteria only provided a minimum standard.  

For example, there is no minimum criteria for a certain proportion of the trail to be off-road.  Given 

that Walk Scheme trails are ‘national’ and ‘priority’ trails, it was suggested by many that a more 

advanced approach was required.  Stakeholders offered various potential solutions to improve this.  

One suggestion was that a segmented approach to trail standards for ‘international’, ‘national’ and 

‘community’ trails should be adopted. 

 

6 Walking Trails Criteria for Ireland 2020 



 

 

 Trail Inspections 

SIO carry out Trail Inspections to ensure that a given trail continues to meet the minimum criteria to 

remain on the National Trail Register.  Over the last number of years, the frequency (previously trails 

were inspected annually, but this reduced to every four years on average), and level of detail of these 

reports have diminished, impacting the Walks Scheme.  Previously the Trail Inspection report was 

used as a key mechanism by the RROs to ‘encourage’ those Walk Scheme participants who had not 

complied with the agreed maintenance in their workplan to carry out the works required.  In addition, 

it was the key tool used by the RRO to formulate the trail maintenance plan for each Walk Scheme 

trail and evidence the need for trail maintenance funding.  The independent and detailed nature of 

the SIO report was pivotal for both. 

The Review Team notes that SIO indicated these changes were required to meet the significant 

increase in the number of trails on the Register in recent years and were unaware of the impact these 

changes might have on WS processes.   

SIO have confirmed that they have commenced (2021) a new digital inspection system which will be 

more detailed.  SIO also hope that the system will be more time-efficient, potentially enabling the 

frequency of inspections to increase in the future.  This is a very welcome development and will 

support the role and work of the RRO. 

 Trail Expertise 

Several stakeholders commented that there is a lack of knowledge, expertise and support, locally and 

nationally, on best practice relating to trail development and maintenance.  

• Several RROs noted there is no point of contact for technical matters relating to trail 

maintenance and/or design, for example, the most appropriate materials to use on different 

types of surface or the best drainage solutions to use in more difficult terrain. 

• Some consultees were of the view that current training courses available in Ireland did not 

match the needs of many RROs and community groups for the management and maintenance 

of Walk Scheme trails, as well as for other trail types such as trail development and 

maintenance in upland areas 

The Review Team notes that the trail quality matters that have arisen in this review are broader than 

the Walks Scheme and relate to all trails in Ireland.   

It is noted that whilst several areas highlighted relate to the work areas of SIO, to date they have only 

been tasked and resourced to directly support the Walks Scheme and RROs at its conception and 
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again in 2020/21.  The Review Team also notes that SIO has a clear understanding of the matters at 

play in the development and maintenance of high-quality trails in Ireland.  It is suggested that there is 

a need for all relevant stakeholders at a national level to jointly review the highlighted issues, agree 

the best solution and resource accordingly. SIO have expressed a desire for closer collaboration with 

the RROs, which will be important to the drive improvements in this area. 

 Scheme Eligibility and Selection 

In order for a trail to be considered for the Walks Scheme, Expressions of Interest (EOIs) are 

submitted to DRCD. The minimum qualifying criteria of a trail to be eligible for the Walks Scheme is 

that it should: 

• Be fully available to the public; 

• Be of a suitable standard to be included in Sport Ireland’s trail register (score of over 70%); and, 

• Have the agreement of all private landowners along the entire route to join the scheme and to 

permit access to the public 

The Review Team was advised that whilst many stakeholders were aware of the minimum criteria, 

they were unclear as to the process and procedures that were followed to select the additional trails 

that were approved during December 2019 or the requirements to achieve support for an RRO.  A 

concern for some was that trails (or aspects of trails) selected were not on the National Trails Register 

(which the consultees suggested should have made them ineligible for the Walks Scheme), despite 

other (unsuccessful) applicants having a seemingly stronger case with trails featured on the National 

Trails Register for 5 years or more.   

Ultimately, stakeholders were of the view that there should be no ambiguity (whether real or 

perceived) surrounding which trails/area received Walks Scheme/RRO support, and that the selection 

process should be fully transparent, with clear communication as to Walks Scheme priorities.   

DRCD informed the Review Team that there were a number of factors that they took into 

consideration when selecting walks for the Walks Scheme.  These included: 

• standard of the trail – report submitted and standard of 70% achieved; 

• strategic importance of the trail e.g. is it part of a multi-day trail such as the Beara Breifne Way; 

• justification provided in the EOI; 

• spread of trails throughout the country; 

• time required to bring the trail into the scheme; trails in areas already delivering the Walk 

Scheme would be implemented at a faster rate than new areas;  



 

 

• capacity of existing RROs to incorporate additional trails 

It should also be noted that the EOIs submitted for some trails were not always accurate or sufficient 

creating complications and delays in assessing the trail’s potential suitability to join the WS. 

On a separate note, some stakeholders highlighted that even though their trails were considered 

‘strategically important’, for example on the Beara Briefne Way, they were not able to apply for the 

Walks Scheme as they didn’t reach the standard required by SIO to be included on the National Trail 

Register.  In one case, a local community group with a Beara Briefne Way trail section did not have a 

RRO in their area to support the development of the trail product (including moving sections of trail 

off-road) to pass the inspection and be included on the Register.  This presents a difficulty as they 

need support to get on the Walks Scheme but are unable to access support as the trail is not included 

in the Walks Scheme. 

DRCD may wish to consider how strategically important trails are supported to improve trail quality, 

with the aim of being included on the Register following an SIO inspection.  

 Stakeholder Coordination 

One of the key reoccurring themes raised by stakeholders was the apparent divergent aims and 

objectives amongst and between organisations at both a local and national level.  At a local level, 

these stakeholders often included local authorities, local community groups, LDCs, Coillte, Fáilte 

Ireland, NPWS, local tourism groups, user groups and others. 

As outdoor recreation is now considered of significant importance for both residents of a county and 

visitors, the space has become increasingly crowded and has attracted substantial levels of 

investment.  The Review Team notes that many stakeholders were of the view that the closer the 

Walks Scheme and the work of the RRO are integrated into a coordinated approach or plan for 

outdoor recreation for the county, the more effective this would be.  That is to say, the more strategic 

the approach that is implemented, the less duplication of activity generated, and the greater synergy 

of development achieved.  As such, it was suggested that county-wide structures and stakeholder 

bodies offered the greatest potential for its successful development. 

Stakeholders involved in the Walks Scheme shared their experiences of how stakeholders worked 

together in a coordinated manner at county level.  The experiences varied considerably: 

• One example held out by many stakeholders throughout Ireland as an example of good 

practice was the Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Committee (WORC). WORC utilises a formal 

arrangement whereby all key stakeholders have developed and agreed a county strategy and 
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meet regularly to ensure its effective implementation by all stakeholders.  This is further 

detailed in Table 14. 

• Other stakeholders reported that some counties had less formal arrangements, but 

nonetheless, a number of the key stakeholders worked well together with a shared 

understanding, although a plan as such was not in place  

• In some cases, there was considerable room for improvement in the relationships between 

stakeholders.  This can be detrimental to the development and management of outdoor 

recreation in the given location.   

 

The Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Committee 

Following the publication of the National Countryside Recreation Strategy in Autumn 2006 by 

Comhairle na Tuaithe a consultation process began in Wicklow to produce a countyside recreation 

strategy for Wicklow. The Wicklow Countryside Recreation Strategy was developed through a local 

partnership led by County Wicklow Partnership and including Coillte, Fáilte Ireland, Irish Sports 

Council, the National Parks & Wildlife Service, Wicklow County Council, Wicklow IFA and Wicklow 

Uplands Council. The project was coordinated by the then Access Officer for the Wicklow Uplands 

Council.  

The Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Committee (WORC) was established to oversee implementation of 

the Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Strategy.  Actions to achieve these objectives were agreed by the 

project partners and implementation of the strategy is ongoing.  

In practice, WORC meets regularly to discuss, review and address the development and issues across 

the county.  As a result of the Committee, stakeholders revise and adapt their work programmes to 

best achieve the objectives of the Strategy and for the benefit of outdoor recreation in Wicklow.  

Indeed, it was noted that the work programme and priorities of the RRO was largely determined by 

the WORC.  This was viewed by the LDC and RRO as vital in ensuring the effectiveness of the RRO with 

regards their Walks Scheme role and their wider outdoor recreation role. 

One Committee member commented that a productive, collaborative approach existed where 

stakeholders held each other to account in the best interests of outdoor recreation in Wicklow. 

The first County Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Strategy is reported to have had a very positive impact 

on the development and management of outdoor recreation in the county.  It is understood that the 

Committee has recently developed a new Outdoor Recreation Strategy for the period to 2024.  

Table 14: Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Committee Case Study 



 

 

 

It is recommended that as part of the development of a National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, 

consideration is given to the development of county plans and structures.  Following the development 

of the NORS, the role and responsibilities of local stakeholders should be reviewed in relation to their 

contribution to outdoor recreation and the Walks Scheme. 
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 Key Findings and Recommendations 

As outlined in this chapter, there are many factors that affect the current, and potentially future, 

efficient and effective operation and delivery of the Walks Scheme.  Table 15 summarises the key 

findings and recommendations. 

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

Scheme 
Administration 

Walks Scheme administration is onerous 
due to outdated systems and an 
unnecessary level of oversight in some 
areas 

Review and improve internal processes and 
interfaces with RROs  

Scheme 
Operation 

There are a number of issues resulting 
from/highlighted by the insurance policy 
and the communication around this. 
Some landowners fear a loss of earnings 
from Basic Payment Scheme payments 
through dedicating a portion of land for 
recreational use. 

Further tease out issues in the context of Walks 
Scheme and seek resolution. 
Aim to seek alignment between Departments. 

Condition of 
Trails on WS 

Many WS trails still require significant 
capital works to bring them up to a high 
quality 

Resource the improvement of Walks Scheme 
trails including taking more sections off-road.  

Trail Quality There are a number of matters regarding 
‘trail quality’ that impact negatively on 
the Walks Scheme 

Relevant stakeholders at a national level to 
jointly review the highlighted issues 

Scheme 
Eligibility 

There is a lack of clarity as to the 
priorities and selection process for 
additional trails to come onto the Walks 
Scheme 

Develop and communicate a transparent 
selection process.  
Consider how to improve the quality of 
strategically important trails to become eligible 
for the Walks Scheme 

Stakeholder 
Coordination 

Divergent aims and objectives between 
stakeholders are hampering the 
effectiveness of the WS and role of the 
RRO  

As part of the development of a National 
Outdoor Recreation Strategy, consider the 
development of county plans and structures.  
Subsequently review the role and 
responsibilities of local stakeholders in terms of 
contribution to outdoor recreation and the 
Walks Scheme. 

Table 15: Key findings and recommendations -Delivery of the Walks Scheme.   

  



 

 

 MANAGEMENT OF THE WALKS SCHEME 

The Walks Scheme is managed and resourced by the Rural Programmes and Policies Unit of the 

Department of Rural and Community Development.  This chapter considers DRCD’s role in the 

management of the Walks Scheme. 

 DRCD Staff 

The Walks Scheme is largely led by an Assistant Principal Officer, who spends 20% of their time on the 

Scheme, supported by a Higher Executive Officer, who spends 60% of their time on the Scheme.   A 

further three full time staff members (1 x EO and 2 x COs) are responsible for the administration of 

the scheme. Their main areas of responsibility are summarised in Table 16. 

Role 

Processing Walk Scheme Returns and Payments 

Addressing/responding to email correspondence s from RROs and LDCs relating to Walks Issues/ 
Re-routes/Renewing work plans etc. 

Other Walks Scheme-related administration and other business - Expansion of the Walk Scheme, 
Collating data, briefings, PQs etc. 

Table 16: Administrative roles of DRCD Staff 

 Scheme Oversight 

 Management Reporting 

The Review Team notes that there is room for improvement in Scheme-level reporting.  Much of the 

administrative systems for the Walks Scheme is ‘paper-based’ and fragmented, meaning that arriving 

at a Scheme-level overview is complex.   

It is recommended that DRCD seek to set up a simple management report for Scheme-level activity 

and expenditure to review the effectiveness of the Walks Scheme and enable key variable analysis 

such as analyses by LDC or trail. 

 Management Support 

Some stakeholders consider that, whilst DRCD are very supportive of RROs, there are several areas 

that require greater focus. 

• Greater understanding of how the scheme operates  

By way of example, some of the more recently recruited RROs experienced a lack of guidance 

from DRCD on starting their role as an RRO and were instead directed to communicate with 

other RROs.  It was suggested by many stakeholders that the development of an ‘RRO 



 

69 

 

Operating Manual’ would go some way to addressing this and be an invaluable tool for both 

DRCD and new RROs (it is understood at the time of publication that the development of a 

manual has been commissioned). 

• Issue resolution 

The RROs report that there has been a considerable turnover of DRCD staff involved in the 

management of the Scheme, which they consider, rightly or wrongly, has influenced a lack of 

momentum in resolving issues.  Examples cited include trail maintenance/ enhancement 

where the issues are greater than operational-level maintenance.   

Where the issue falls outside the knowledge or experience of DRCD staff, then this should be 

resolved by DRCD with the relevant body, or the RROs empowered to address the issues 

directly. 

A more proactive approach to the understanding and ownership of the Walks Scheme would support 

the Walks Scheme and RROs to be more effective. 

 Service Level Agreement 

The Walks Scheme is administered by 16 LDCS under a Service Level Agreement (SLA) with DRCD. 

Arising from this agreement, each LDC undertakes to deliver a range of recreation services on behalf 

of DRCD including the implementation of the Walks Scheme and relevant objectives of the NCRS as 

outlined in Table 17. 

• Promote and encourage the development, delivery and improvement of recreational projects, 
infrastructure and activities including land, water and air based activities; 

• Develop, improve and promote other outdoor recreational activities including mountain access; 

• Deliver on the relevant objectives of the NCRS, in conjunction with State Agencies, Local/Regional 
authorities and community groups; 

• Co-operate with State Agencies, Local/Regional authorities and community groups to develop, 
deliver and improve a range of outdoor recreational activities; 

• Develop or support any other recreational projects deemed suitable from time to time by DRCD; 
and 

• Develop or support any other activities identified and deemed suitable and consistent with this 
Agreement, by DRCD from time to time. 

Table 17: Highlights of SLA 

 

Several stakeholders commented on aspects of the SLA: 

• Stakeholders commented on the incongruous nature of the Walks Scheme SLA, which is 

renewed every two years, whilst participant contracts are renewed every five years. It was 



 

 

the view of several stakeholders that the two should be aligned, albeit with DRCD retaining 

the right to introduce break clauses, should there be performance or other issues 

• A number of stakeholders suggested that the SLA should be more ‘solid’ to ensure the 

activities of RRO/LDCs align with the requirements of DRCD and in the best interests of 

outdoor recreation.  By way of example, a number of stakeholders reported that one of more 

RROs were not ‘allowed’ to take part in some activities such as attending RRO meetings.  To 

overcome this, it was suggested that the SLA should be more detailed.  This could cover: 

o attendance at training and meetings 

o obligations vis-à-vis Community Groups 

It is recommended that the SLA is reviewed following the development of the NORS, to ensure the 

LDC/RRO in partnership with DRCD, are best meeting the needs of outdoor recreation within the 

county and fully engaging with all stakeholders. 

 Operational Plans 

Table 18 provides a high-level summary of the latest available LDC/RRO Operational Plans (these were 

only available for LDCs with an RRO).  It provides a summary of anticipated RRO activities beyond the 

administration of the Walks Scheme and activities relating to Walks Scheme Trails’ monitoring and 

maintenance. 
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Local Development 
Company (LDC) 

Development of 
cycling routes 
blueways, greenways 
and equestrian trails 

ORIS funded trails 
(which may or 
may not be part 
of WS) 

Improving trail 
accessibility 

Walks festivals Development of 
Master plans/ area 
plans 

Training Promotion of walking or outdoor recreation 

Clare LDC Ltd Cycling 1    Volunteers trails 
wardens 

Promotion of suite of trails in Clare 

West Cork 
Development Pship 
Ltd 

Cycling, blueways, 
greenways and 
equestrian trails 

3    Training to 
develop RRO & 
RSS workers skill 
set. 

Support & Encourage the publication of 
brochures/enhancement materials and the use 
of social media for Cork. Support and assist in the 
development & promotion of Accessible Trail 
Routes 

Donegal LDC Ltd Cycling, greenways 
and equestrian trails 

     Creation of new trail route cards, work on 
promotion of the trails 

Forum Connemara Off-road cycling 6     Marketing and promotion of trails in the area 

South Kerry 
Development 
Partnership 

      Support website development 

Co Kilkenny Leader 
Partnership Co Ltd 

Greenways 6     Creation of online and printed marketing 
materials 

Laois Partnership Co. Greenways 11     Creation of promotional videos, brochures and 
website content 

South West Mayo Dev 
Co Ltd 

Blueways      Creation of printed and online/social media 
marketing materials 

Roscommon 
Integrated 
Development Co Ltd 

Cycling 5     Creation of promotional videos, brochures and 
social media/ online content 

County Sligo Leader 
Partnership Co Ltd 

Cycling, blueways and 
greenways 

2     Involved in Sligo Walks Promotional Committee 

South Tipperary 
Development Co Ltd 

Equestrian, cycling      Creation of printed marketing materials 

County Wicklow 
Community 
Partnership 

Blueways      Supporting FAM trips and publicity requests 

Table 18: Summary of Operational Plans 2020/21



 

 

The Review Team’s review of the LDC/RRO Operational Plans indicates that most RROs are involved in 

many activities outside the specific scope of the Walks Scheme.  This includes: 

• Preparation of, or support to others to prepare, ORIS applications. It is understood that the 

number of applications an RRO might be involved in will vary from year-to-year. For example, 

the Clare RRO advises that whilst their latest annual Operational Plan indicates one 

application, during 2018, they submitted 8 applications to the ORIS. 

• The provision of support to develop walking trails (other than Walks Scheme trails) and other 

types of trails (e.g. cycling) in their locality 

• To promote trails and outdoor recreation in their locality. For example, the Clare RRO 

developed a brand for all the outdoor recreation in County Clare along with a website and a 

suite of brochures covering the long-distance trails and looped walks. 

• The provision of training to other RROs or RSS workers in areas such as trail maintenance, and 

to volunteers, who undertake aspects of trail inspection and monitoring.  

In the Review Team’s opinion, there are several limitations in the Operational Plans presented. These 

limit the Review Team’s ability to objectively assess the effectiveness and efficiency of each RRO and 

relate to the following areas: 

• Annual operational plans have not been routinely produced in some areas; 

• Many of the operational plans that are produced are presented at a high-level, featuring only 

‘generic’ activities. They contain limited context within which to assess the potential 

efficiency of the activities proposed for a given year; 

• Some of the proposed activities presented are anticipated to be implemented in partnership 

with other bodies. However, it is not possible, in most cases, to determine the materiality or 

additionality of the RRO’s role.  

• Most do not feature SMART objectives  

• Some LDCS and RROs report that feedback is not received from DRCD staff once an 

Operational Plan is submitted. 

Compounding these issues, little information was made available to the Review Team to indicate that 

any substantive monitoring of the annual (where they exist) Operational Plan takes place. This 

appears to be contrary to the reporting requirements featured in the LDCs’ SLAs as outlined in Table 

19. 

The Company 
will: 

• Monitor and report annually (by end January of the following year) on 
objectives, targets and outputs specified in the Operational Plan to ensure 
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economic effectiveness and value for money in relation to the services 
being delivered under this contract, 

• Monitor and report biannually on expenditure under the Administration 
budget, including in respect of any unspent funds, 

• Monitor and report biannually on expenditure under the Materials budget, 
including in respect of any unspent funds, 

• Monitor and report biannually on payments to participants in the Walks 
Scheme and provide information regarding participant funds on hand or any 
over or underpayments from previous rounds of funding together with 
explanations of any amounts which remain unpaid, 

• Monitor and report annually in respect of economic impact and job creation 
arising from the delivery of contracted services, 

• Use electronic communications effectively to enhance efficiency in its 
dealings with DRCD. Where relevant “out of office” notices and other 
messaging should be employed. 

DRCD will: • Co-ordinate activities nationally in consultation with Fáilte Ireland and other 
stakeholders, 

• Provide support, advice and training, (in conjunction with Fáilte Ireland 
where applicable), to LDC staff involved in the frontline delivery of Rural 
Recreation Services and the Walks Scheme, 

• Meet on a quarterly basis with the Company employees involved in the 
frontline delivery of Rural Recreation Services and the Walks Scheme to 
provide support, advice, training, networking opportunities and to facilitate 
the sharing of best practice and coordinating activities, 

• Meet annually with the Companies CEOs or designated managers. 

 

Table 19: Walks Scheme SLA – Reporting Requirements 

 

In conclusion, it is evident that the reporting and review requirements for Operational Plans as 

outlined in the SLA have not been fully implemented for some time.  It is recommended that these 

processes are robustly reinstated to ensure that the Walks Scheme is rolled out effectively 

throughout the country. 

 

  



 

 

 Key Findings and Recommendations 

As outlined in this chapter, there are numerous recommended improvements in the management of 

the Walks Scheme.  Table 20 summarises the key findings and recommendations. 

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

Management 
Reporting 

Room for improvement of Scheme-level 
reporting  
 

Set up a simple management report for 
Scheme-level activity and expenditure 

Management 
Support 

A more proactive approach to the 
understanding and ownership of the 

Walks Scheme would support the 
Walks Scheme and RROs to be more 
effective. 

Engage fully to develop a greater 
understanding of the Walks Scheme and role of 
the RRO 
Address issues in a timely manner 

SLA A number of improvements were raised 
relating to the SLA including the 
timeframe of the SLA. 

Review the SLA following the development of 
NORS, to ensure the LDC/RRO are most 
effectively meeting the needs of outdoor 
recreation  

Operational 
Plans 

The reporting and review mechanism 
for Operational Plans have not been 
fully implemented. 

Reinstate reporting and review mechanism for 
Operational Plans 

Table 20: Key findings and recommendations – Management of the Walks Scheme 
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 FUNDING MODEL 

 Introduction 

This section examines the funding model in place for the landholders participating on the scheme and 

the Local Development Companies administering the scheme. 

 Walks Scheme Cost Components 

Costs under the Walks Scheme can be grouped under several key cost categories.  

Category Description 

RRO Salaries Most but not all of the LDCs with the Walks Scheme employ an RRO. Indeed, a 
review of the SLA indicates that it is not necessarily a requirement of the SLA 
for the LDC to employ an RRO. 
Where an RRO is employed, it is a matter for the LDC to determine the salary 
offered. However, from the outset of the Scheme, a contribution of €32,000 
per annum has nominally been allocated to each RRO’s salary by DRCD. 

RRO Ancillary 
Expenses 

From the outset of the Scheme, a contribution of €12,000 per annum has 
nominally been allocated to each LDC that employs an RRO to cover ‘ancillary’ 
costs associated with the employment of an RRO. This includes PRSI payments, 
travel and subsistence expenses etc. 

Administration 
Payments 

From the outset of the Scheme, each LDC has received a payment of €50 per 
year per work plan processed to cover the cost associated with their 
administration. 

Participants 
Payments 

At the outset (2008) of the Scheme, an hourly rate of €14.50 was agreed for 
participants. This was based on the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Food farm improvement “own labour” rate.7 However, as a consequence of 
the economic downturn, at that time, the hourly rate was reduced to €12.50 
during 2010. The rate was later increased to €13.50 during 2019, which has 
been maintained since. 
Payments to participants are calculated based on the number of agreed hours 
per annum as specified in the work plan as described in section 6.2.1 
On entering the scheme, participants receive 50 per cent of the labour cost 
upfront, on an annual basis, with the balance being paid 6 months later. The 
LDC/RRO must ensure that the agreed works are completed to a satisfactory 
standard before final payment is made. 

Materials Payments The LDC/RRO arranges, provides and delivers all materials as specified in the 
agreed workplan for those elements of the walking route that go across private 
farmland i.e. material for the construction of bridges, fencing, stiles etc.  Such 
materials (including temporary electric fencing) remain the property of the LDC 
and in the event of the walking route being terminated or realigned, will be 
removed by arrangement with the Landholder. These materials are funded by 
DRCD, subject to the availability of funding. 

 

7 Source: The Walks Scheme Information Booklet 2008 



 

 

Category Description 

At present, a budget of €100 per workplan is provided. A top-up of the 
materials budget is only paid when the current closing balance falls below 20% 
of the annual entitlement based on the €100 per workplan rule. 

Small Projects 
Grant Fund/ Walks 
Scheme Support 
Scheme 

The Walks Scheme has provided funding to LDCs/RROs under a Small Projects 
Grant fund. This funding has generally been used for small capital projects and 
developing re-routes on Walks Scheme trails. 
During August 2020, DRCD introduced a formal set of criteria for requests for 
assistance under this funding (replacing a previously more ad hoc process), 
which is now referred to as the “Walks Scheme Support Scheme”. The 
following terms and conditions (amongst others) apply to the new Scheme: 

• Consideration will only be given to requests for funding for approved 
Walks Scheme trails. 

• The RRO/LDC must demonstrate the necessity of the works for the 
continued good functioning of the trail.  

• The RRO/LDC must set out in action points the exact nature of the works to 
be undertaken and the cost associated with each action.  

• The works must be completed within 12 months of approval. 
Funding under this element of the Scheme is limited and is subject to 
budgetary availability each year. As such, only those projects with the greatest 
necessity are likely to be successful. The maximum amount available for a 
project is €10,000.  

Trail Insurance DRCD pays an annual contribution towards SIO’s overall trail insurance cost. It 
is understood that, to date, no claim has been made under the policy. 

Table 21: Walks Scheme Cost Components 

 

Beyond the cost components identified in Table 21 that are covered directly by DRCD, it is understood 

that Failte Ireland contributes €5,000 per annum to each Walks Scheme LDC that is a contribution to 

salary of the RRO.  Other costs that are associated with the Walks Scheme relate to: 

• DRCD’s staff resource that provides support to the Scheme; and 

• A portion of the c€2m per annum that might relate to sections of Walks Scheme trails on Coillte-

owned property and that is subject to the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between DRCD 

and Coillte to enhance recreational infrastructure and facilities for public use on lands owned or 

managed by Coillte. 

 

 Walks Scheme Costs 

The following subsections outline the Review Team’s understanding of the costs to implement the 

Walks Scheme on an annual basis.  This analysis excludes the additional costs that will be incurred as a 
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consequence of the new trails that were successful in being accepted onto the Walks Scheme during 

December 2019.  Each subsection also includes relevant findings drawn from consultation. 

 Payments to LDCs under SLA 

Payments to the LDCs under their SLAs are comprised of a contribution to the RRO’s salary and 

associated ancillary costs (€44,000 in total), and a contribution to administration expenses for each 

workplan (€50 per workplan8). Typical costs (pre-2020) associated with the LDCs’ SLAs were €651,150 

per annum, albeit there may have been minor variations associated with the administration of work 

plans payments, as a result of changes to trails (e.g. participants joining/leaving the Scheme). 

 Administration Payments Contribution 
to RRO 
Salary9 

RRO 
Ancillary 
Expenses 

Total  

LDC with RRO No. of 
Work 
Plans10  

 (€)@ €50 
each8 

Clare  109 €5,450 €32,000 €12,000 €49,450 

Donegal  87 €4,350 €32,000 €12,000 €48,350 

Forum Connemara 58 €2,900 €32,000 €12,000 €46,900 

Kilkenny  28 €1,400 €32,000 €12,000 €45,400 

Laois /Offaly 46 €2,300 €32,000 €12,000 €46,300 

Roscommon  193 €9,650 €32,000 €12,000 €53,650 

Sligo  82 €4,100 €32,000 €12,000 €48,100 

South Kerry  370 €18,500 €32,000 €12,000 €62,500 

South Tipperary  118 €5,900 €32,000 €12,000 €49,900 

South West Mayo  410 €20,500 €32,000 €12,000 €64,500 

West Cork  696 €34,800 €32,000 €12,000 €78,800 

Wicklow  65 €3,250 €32,000 €12,000 €47,250 

LDC with RRO sub-total 2,262 €113,100 €384,000 €144,000 €641,100 

Non-RRO LDC      

Comhar na nOileaín 89 €4,450  
 

€4,450 

IRD Duhallow 29 €1,450  
 

€1,450 

Leitrim Development Company 8 €400  
 

€400 

Louth Leader Partnership 75 €3,750  
 

€3,750 

Non RRO LDCs 201 €10,050  
 

€10,050 

Total  2,463 €123,150 €384,000 €144,000 €651,150 

Table 22: Total Annual Payments to LDCs under SLA (€) 

The LDCs note that the budget allocated to the RRO’s salary and ancillary costs (contribution to PRSI, 

mileage etc.) has not increased since the Scheme was introduced and indeed a number advise that 

 

8 Although the original basis for the SLA payment was €50 per work plan, with €32,000 contribution for the RRO salary and 
€12,000 for RRO ancillary expenses, this was capped in 2012 and has not increased since despite increase/decrease in work 
plan numbers 
9 In addition, Failte Ireland contributes €5,000 per annum to the salary of each RRO 
10 Number of workplans fluctuate therefore these figures are indicative 



 

 

aspects of the Walks Scheme are, in effect, being subsidised by revenues received from the LDCs’ 

other activities. None of the LDCs considered that the payments received from DRCD allow them to 

fully deliver on their SLA commitments. 

The Review Team considers that consideration should be given to ensuring that other payments to 

the LDCs are sufficient to cover: 

• RRO salary plus PRSI payments associated with the RRO salary; 

• Travel and subsistence associated with the role of the RRO; 

• Overheads associated with the employment of an RRO (contribution to heat/light, 

insurance, rent/rates etc.) 

• A contribution to an LDC’s senior management role in overseeing the Walks Scheme in 

their area; and 

• Administration costs associated with the Walks Scheme (if this is not considered to be part, 

in full or in part, of the RRO’s role). 

The Review Team recommends that the following changes to the LDC’s payments are considered:  

• Remuneration: the remuneration of the RRO role should be in line with benchmarked roles 

(see Section 5.4.2) 

• RRO Admin Support: the administration funding (€50 per work plan) provided by DRCD should 

be dedicated solely to provide support for the RRO in administering the scheme (see Section 

5.4.1).  Any existing cap on the admin support should be removed. 

• Overhead and other costs: an additional payment should be funded to contribute to the other 

costs an LDC may incur in meeting the SLA commitment, such as overheads.  It is suggested 

this should be in the range of 5 to 10% of total costs paid to the LDC. 

• Travel: it is acknowledged that travel costs for some RROs are significantly higher than others 

due to road networks and distances. It is recommended than DRCD offer the opportunity to 

pilot an ‘actual mileage’ cost approach as opposed to a flat payment.  The outcomes of the 

pilot can be evaluated and rolled out as appropriate at a future time. 

 Materials Budget 

The Scheme currently provides a small budget for the routine maintenance of each trail on the Walks 

Scheme known as the Materials Budget.  The materials payments to each are made up of an 

allocation of €100 per workplan.  
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One area of improvement raised by a large number of stakeholders is that a payment relating to the 

number of workplans does not necessarily relate to the quantum of maintenance (and subsequent 

materials) necessary to maintain a trail at a quality standard. By way of example, the materials 

payment system that is presently used could see a trail section of 1,000m (1km) owned by 5 

participants receive the same materials budget as a trail section of 10,000m (10km) owned by 5 

participants, as both would likely only have 5 workplans each. Whilst the example might be an 

exaggeration, there is undoubtedly considerable differences in the quantum of support that 

LDCs/RROs receive under the materials budget, and stakeholders consider that it has a detrimental 

impact on trails. 

Table 23 illustrates the latest number of workplans received by DRCD for each Walks Scheme Trail and 

the subsequent maximum annual materials budget allowance alongside the length of trail owned by 

participants (individual participants and commonages). As illustrated when this is considered as a ratio 

of Euro per metre of trail, considerable differentials become apparent, ranging from less than €0.05 

per metre on the Rinn Duinn Trail to €2.40 on the Burris 2 Trail, over 53 times as much per metre of 

trail. 

It is recommended that, instead of the number of workplans, the Materials budget is calculated per 

km of Walks Scheme trail on participant land.  It is suggested that the overall materials budget would 

remain largely the same but that the allocation per county would change relative to the number of 

kms on participants’ land.  It is proposed that this would be calculated on the basis of €300 per km of 

trail owned by participants as outlined in the table below. 

LDC Trail 

No. of 
Workplans 
as of last 
WS20 

Maximum 
Entitlement 

Length of 
Trail (m) 

Entitlement 
per Metre 

Proposal -
€300 per 
km 

Clare LDC 

Burren Way 54 € 5,400.00 40,044 0.13 € 12,013.20 

Blackhead Loop 11 € 1,100.00 12,007 0.09 € 3,602.10 

Cliffs Of Moher 41 € 4,100.00 12,344 0.33 € 3,703.20 

Wood Loop 3 € 300.00 1,885 0.16 € 565.50 

Sub-Total 109 € 10,900.00 66,280 0.16 € 19,884.00 

West Cork 
Dev Co 

Sheeps Head Way 302 € 30,200.00 135,612 0.22 € 40,683.60 

Beara Way (Cork) 394 € 39,400.00 102,352 0.38 € 30,705.60 

Sub-Total 696 € 69,600.00 237,964 0.29 € 71,389.20 

Comhar na 
nOilean 

Beara Islands 85 € 8,500.00 26,933 0.32 € 8,079.90 

Whiddy Island Walk / 
Sheeps Head Way 

4 € 400.00 1,586 0.25 € 475.80 

Sub-Total 89 € 8,900.00 28,519 0.31 € 8,555.70 

IRD Duhallow 
Duhallow Way 29 € 2,900.00 19,796 0.15 € 5,938.80 

Sub-Total 29 € 2,900.00 19,796 0.15 € 5,938.80 

Donegal LDC 

Bluestack Way 57 € 5,700.00 27,590 0.21 € 8,277.00 

Sliabh Liag 30 € 3,000.00 1,900 1.58 € 570.00 

Sub-Total 87 € 8,700.00 29,490 0.3 € 8,847.00 

Western Way 22 € 2,200.00 17,774 0.12 € 5,332.20 



 

 

Forum 
Connemara 

Slí Chonamara 36 € 3,600.00 3,719 0.97 € 1,115.70 

Sub-Total 58 € 5,800.00 21,493 0.27 € 6,447.90 

South Kerry 
Dev 

Kerry Way 303 € 30,300.00 136,069 0.22 € 40,820.70 

Beara Way (Kerry) 50 € 5,000.00 23,090 0.22 € 6,927.00 

Carrountoohill/Hags Glen 14 € 1,400.00 6,627 0.21 € 1,988.10 

Cosán Cuas na nEighe 3 € 300.00 1,690 0.18 € 507.00 

Sub-Total 370 € 37,000.00 167,476 0.22 € 50,242.80 

Co Kilkenny 
LP 

Nore Valley Way 23 € 2,300.00 18,500 0.12 € 5,550.00 

O'Gorman's Loop 2 € 200.00 829 0.24 € 248.70 

Freshford Loop 3 € 300.00 3,563 0.08 € 1,068.90 

Sub-Total 28 € 2,800.00 22,892 0.12 € 6,867.60 

Laois Part 
Co. 

Slieve Bloom 18 € 1,800.00 8,357 0.22 € 2,507.10 

Offaly Way 28 € 2,800.00 7,450 0.38 € 2,235.00 

Sub-Total 46 € 4,600.00 15,807 0.29 € 4,742.10 

Leitrim Int 
Miners Way Leitrim 8 € 800.00 1,839 0.44 € 551.70 

Sub-Total 8 € 800.00 1,839 0.44 € 551.70 

Louth LP 
The Táin 75 € 7,500.00 7,773 0.96 € 2,331.90 

Sub-Total 75 € 7,500.00 7,773 0.96 € 2,331.90 

South West 
Mayo 

Western Way Mayo 54 € 5,400.00 15,335 0.35 € 4,600.50 

Clogher  6 € 600.00 1,280 0.47 € 384.00 

Burris 1  65 € 6,500.00 7,050 0.92 € 2,115.00 

Burris 2 238 € 23,800.00 9,900 2.4 € 2,970.00 

CPHT  47 € 4,700.00 13,405 0.35 € 4,021.50 

Sub-Total 410 € 41,000.00 46,970 0.87 € 14,091.00 

Roscommon 
Int 

Suck Valley 88 € 8,800.00 35,430 0.25 € 10,629.00 

Rinn Duinn 2 € 200.00 4,440 0.05 € 1,332.00 

Miners Way Roscommon 103 € 10,300.00 20,476 0.5 € 6,142.80 

Sub-Total 193 € 19,300.00 60,346 0.32 € 18,103.80 

Co. Sligo LP 

The Miners Way  63 € 6,300.00 23,353 0.27 € 7,005.90 

Sligo Way 19 € 1,900.00 11,549 0.16 € 3,464.70 

Sub-Total 82 € 8,200.00 34,902 0.23 € 10,470.60 

South 
Tipperary 
Dev 

Lough Derg Way 24 € 2,400.00 11,273 0.21 € 3,381.90 

Tipperary Heritage Way 30 € 3,000.00 17,900 0.17 € 5,370.00 

Devil's Bit 1 € 100.00 430 0.23 € 129.00 

Birch Hill 12 € 1,200.00 5,833 0.21 € 1,749.90 

Eamon A'Chnoic 24 € 2,400.00 9,476 0.25 € 2,842.80 

East Munster Way 13 € 1,300.00 1,600 0.81 € 480.00 

Kilcommon 6 € 600.00 2,263 0.27 € 678.90 

Knockalough 5 € 500.00 6,404 0.08 € 1,921.20 

Slieve Feilm 3 € 300.00 529 0.57 € 158.70 

Sub-Total 118 € 11,800.00 55,708 0.21 € 16,712.40 

Co. Wicklow 
Co. 

Wicklow Way 65 € 6,500.00 23,796 0.27 € 7,138.80 

Sub-Total 65 € 6,500.00 23,796 0.27 € 7,138.80 

Total/Average 2463 € 246,300.00 841,051 0.29 € 252,315.30 

Table 23: Annual Materials Budget per Walks Scheme Trail 

DRCD’s records suggest that often an LDC/RRO might not fully spend their annual materials budget, 

yet stakeholders report to DRCD that there are insufficient monies for trail maintenance.  At first 

consideration, this might appear a contradiction, however discussion with stakeholders advise that 

there is a logical reason for this. RROs advise that on many trails on an annual basis ‘emergency’ 

works are required.  The RROs feel obliged to ‘save’ the materials budget to use when such factors 

come into play as this is the only guaranteed source of funding. Stakeholders reported that this is far 

from the ideal situation leading to circumstances such as the following: 
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• Sections of trails not being routinely maintained at a level that they ideally should be, as the 

materials budget is being retained for ‘bigger ticket’ items; 

• The materials budget being used for some ‘bigger ticket’ items, but the works implemented 

representing a short-to-medium term fix, as the materials budget is insufficient to complete the 

works to the standard that is required for a more sustainable solution. 

• Related to both issues, consultees noted that the materials payment can only be replenished once 

a year. They advised that this places considerable risk if they were to spend the materials budget too 

early in a given year on general maintenance, if later in the year a critical issue was to emerge. 

The development of a ‘Strategic Trail Improvement budget’ would overcome these issues with the 

Materials budget and this is further detailed in 10.4.1. 

 Walks Scheme Support Scheme 

To support the Materials budget, DRCD often opens a Walks Scheme Support Scheme (WSSS) at year 

end for small capital projects.  The fund has been an important source of small capital funding for WS 

trails.  However, stakeholders stated that there has been no surety from one year to the next of the 

quantum (if any) funds that might be available, and funding is available often at very short notice.  

Many stakeholders commented that this resulted in monies not being spent in a strategic fashion at 

times.   

The development of a ‘Strategic Trail Improvement budget’ would allow for a more effective 

approach to maintenance, repair and enhancement of Walks Scheme trails and this is further detailed 

in 10.4.1.  Should such a budget be introduced, it is recommended that the WSSS is subsumed within 

this.  In the interim, current access to the WSSS should continue to support trail maintenance and 

repair. 

 Insurance Costs 

DRCD pays an annual contribution towards SIO’s overall trail insurance cost.  

 Participant Payments 

An RRO will seek to agree on an annual workplan with each participant in the Walks Scheme and 

allocate a specific number of hours that the work is expected to take to maintain the participant’s 

section of trail. The participant then receives, at present, €13.50 per workplan hour.  The breakdown 

of participants’ payments is detailed in Table 24. 



 

 

The Review Team notes that over half (56%, N=25) of participants that responded to the Review 

Team’s survey considered that the payment they receive through the Walks Scheme for maintaining 

their section of trail is “an appropriate amount”, whilst the remaining 44% (n=25) considered that the 

payment received was “too little”. Feedback from the cohort of RROs suggested that the participants’ 

payment is set at a reasonable level whilst the Irish Farmers' Association asserted that the payment 

was inadequate. 
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LDC Walk 
No. 11 

Walk Participant Numbers of Landowners 
that are… 

Other 
Landholder 
on Trail 

Workplans Workplans hours Total 
Payments for 
Year Individuals 

Participants 
Commonage 
Only 
Participants 

Total 
Participants 

Individual 
Participants 

Commonage 
Only 
Participants 

Other 
Participants 

Total Individuals 
Participants 

Commonage 
Only 
Participants) 

Total 

Clare LDC 
Limited 

1 Burren Way 45 4 49 - 45 9 
 

54 3,637.00 224.00 3,861.00 €52,123.50 

2 Wood Loop Ballyvaughan 3 0 3 - 3 - - 3 260.00 - 260.00 €3,510.00 

3 Black Head Loop 8 1 9 - 8 1 - 9 721.00 207.00 928.00 €12,527.50 

4 Doolin to Liscannor (Cliffs of 
Moher)   

33 3 36 
 

34 7 - 41 1,581.00 186.00 1,767.00 €23,854.50 

Sub-total 89 8 97 - 90 17 - 107 6,199 617 6,816 €92,015.50 

West Cork 
Development 
Co. 

5 Sheep's Head Way 123 128 251 
 

128 175 - 303 10,966.00 12,844.77 23,810.77 €320,441.72 

6 Beara Way Cork 103 221 324 - 109 285 - 394 7,319.00 17,860.72 25,179.72 €339,926.22 

Sub-total 226 349 575 - 237 460 - 697 18,285 30,705 48,990 €660,367.94 

Comhar na 
nOilean 

7 Beara Islands (Beara Way 
Walks) 

12 56 68 
 

12 73 
 

85 848.00 4,699.00 5,547.00 €74,596.68 

8 Whiddy Island Walk/Sheeps 
Head Way 

4 0 4 - 4 0 - 4 226.00 - 226.00 €3,051.00 

Sub-total 16 56 72 - 16 73 - 89 1,074 4,699 5,773 €77,647.68 

IRD Duhallow 9 Duhallow Way 15 10 25 - 15 14 - 29 1,600.00 531.50 2,131.50 €28,775.25 

  Sub-total 15 10 25 - 15 14 - 29 1,600 532 2,132 €28,775.25 

Donegal LDC 
Ltd 

10 Bluestack Way 53 1 54 
 

55 2 - 57 3,725.00 168.00 3,893.00 €52,555.50 

11 Sliabh Liag 0 26 26 - 0 30 - 30 - 1,980.00 1,980.00 €26,730.00 

Sub-total 53 27 80 - 55 32 - 87 3,725 2,148 5,873 €79,285.50 

Forum 
Connemara 

12 Slí Chonamara 35 0 35 - 36 0 - 36 1,343.00 - 1,343.00 €18,130.50 

13 Western Way 10 9 19 - 10 12 - 22 1,112.00 640.00 1,752.00 €23,652.00 

Sub-total 45 9 54 - 46 12 0 58 2455 640 3095 €41,782.50 

South Kerry 
Development 
Partnership 

14 Kerry Way 196 56 252 
 

211 91 0 302 16,131.00 5,388.52 21,519.52 €290,513.25 

15 Beara Kerry 27 12 39 
 

27 23 - 50 2,063.00 1,158.00 3,221.00 €43,497.00 

16 Cosán Cuas na nEighe 3 0 3 - 3 0 - 3 168.00 - 168.00 €2,268.00 

17 Hag's Glen/Carrauntoohil 1 12 13 - 1 13 - 14 107.00 712.00 819.00 €11,056.50 

Sub-total 227 80 307 - 242 127 
 

369 18,469 7,259 25,728 €347,334.75 

Co Kilkenny 
Leader 
Partnership 
Co. Ltd 

18 Nore Valley 23 0 23 
 

23 - - 23 1,977.00 - 1,977.00 €26,689.50 

19 Freshford loop 3 0 3 - 3 - - 3 385.00 - 385.00 €5,197.50 

20 O Gormans Lane 2 0 2 
 

2 - - 2 137.00 - 137.00 €1,849.50 

Sub-total 28 - 28 - 28 - - 28 2,499 - 2,499 €33,736.50 

Laois 
Partnership 
Co. 

21 Slieve Bloom Way 13 0 13 4 14 - 4 18 865.00 - 865.00 €11,677.50 

22 Offaly Way 26 0 26 2 26 - 2 28 1,551.00 - 1,551.00 €20,938.50 

Sub-total 39 - 39 6 40 - 6 46 2,416 - 2,416 €32,616.00 

 

11 There are 39 walks, however 3 walks are in multiple counties. Beara Way, Miners Way and Western Way 



 

 

LDC Walk 
No. 11 

Walk Participant Numbers of Landowners 
that are… 

Other 
Landholder 
on Trail 

Workplans Workplans hours Total 
Payments for 
Year Individuals 

Participants 
Commonage 
Only 
Participants 

Total 
Participants 

Individual 
Participants 

Commonage 
Only 
Participants 

Other 
Participants 

Total Individuals 
Participants 

Commonage 
Only 
Participants) 

Total 

Leitrim  23 Miners Way Leitrim 3 0 3 - 3 - - 3 153.00 - 153.00 €2,065.50 

Sub-total 3 - 3 - 3 - - 3 153 - 153 €2,065.50 

Louth LPp 24 The Táin  5 55 60 - 5 67 - 72 207.00 2,771.00 2,978.00 €40,202.92 

Sub-total 5 55 60 - 5 67 - 72 207 2,771 2,978 €40,202.92 

South West 
Mayo Dev Co. 
Ltd 

25 Western Way Mayo 10 44 54 
 

10 44 - 54 614.00 2,269.40 2,883.40 €38,925.90 

26 Clogher Loop 6 0 6 - 6 0 - 6 370.00 - 370.00 €4,995.00 

27 Burrishoole Loop 1 0 54 54 - 0 65 - 65 - 2,390.46 2,390.46 €32,307.26 

28 Burrishoole Loop 2 0 73 73 
  

238 
 

238 - 7,236.48 7,236.48 €98,056.44 

29 Croagh Patrick Heritage 
Trail  

21 22 43 
 

21 26 
 

47 1,352.00 1,090.00 2,442.00 €32,967.10 

Sub-total 37 193 230 - 37 373 - 410 2,336 12,986 15,322 €207,251.70 

Roscommon 
Integrated 
Dev. Co. Ltd 

30 Suck Valley Way 80 0 80 4 84 - 4 88 5,988.00 - 5,988.00 €80,838.00 

31 Rinn Duinn 2 0 2 - 2 - - 2 183.00 - 183.00 €2,470.50 

32 Miners Way Roscommon 72 8 80 
 

76 19 
 

95 4,124.00 605.20 4,729.20 €63,844.20 

Sub-total 154 8 162 4 162 19 4 185 10,295 605 10,900 €147,152.70 

Co. Sligo LP 33 Sligo Way  15 0 15 4 15 0 4 19 1,072.00 - 1,072.00 €14,472.00 

34 Miners Way Sligo  45 8 53 6 45 8 6 59 2,344.00 314.00 2,658.00 €35,883.00 

Sub-total 60 8 68 10 60 8 10 78 3,416 314 3,730 €50,355.00 

South 
Tipperary Dev 
Co. Ltd 

35 Eamon a 'Chnoic 23 0 23 1 23 0 1 24 2,052.00 - 2,052.00 €27,702.00 

36 Birchhill 11 - 11 1 11 0 1 12 1,087.00 - 1,087.00 €14,148.00 

37 Knockalough (Red Hugh) 5 0 5 - 5 0 0 5 683.00 - 683.00 €9,220.50 

38 Slieve Felin Way 3 0 3 - 3 0 0 3 125.00 - 125.00 €1,687.50 

39 East Munster Way 0 13 13 - 0 13 0 13 - 546.00 546.00 €7,371.00 

40 Lough Derg Way 24 0 24 - 24 0 0 24 1,711.00 - 1,711.00 €23,098.50 

41 Tipperary Heritage Way  29 0 29 - 29 0 0 29 2,405.00 - 2,405.00 €32,467.50 

42 Devils Bit 1 0 1 - 1 0 0 1 70.00 - 70.00 €945.00 

43 Kilcommon Pilgrim Trail 6 0 6 - 6 0 0 6 380.00 - 380.00 €5,130.00 

Sub-total 102 13 115 2 102 13 2 117 8,513 546 9,059 €121,770.00 

Co. Wicklow 
Co  

44 Wicklow Trails 36 23 59 - 38 23 0 61 2,646.00 1,374.94 4,020.94 €55,349.20 

Sub-total 36 23 59 - 38 23 - 61 2,646 1,375 4,021 €55,349.20 

Total 
 

  1,135 839 1,974 22 1,176 1,238 22 2,436 84,288 65,197 149,485 €2,017,709 

Table 24: Participants’ payments 
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Whilst in many cases the actual payment received by participants is small (averaging €1,022 per 

participant), it was universally considered by stakeholders to be important, not least to give 

recognition to farmers for the work they do to maintain sections of trail. It was also suggested that 

the payment is more important to farmers in areas where land may not be as good for farming as in 

other areas of the county/the country. 

It is the recommendation of the Review Team that the participant payment remains at its current 

level but should be subject to ongoing evaluation. 

 Total Costs  

A summary of the annual (pre-2020) costs associated with the Walks Scheme, alongside a comparison 

with estimated costs for 201112, is provided in Table 25. 

Description 2011 
(estimated) 

2020 Change 

RRO Salaries €384,000 €384,000 €0 

RRO Ancillary Expenses €144,000 €144,000 €0 

Administration Payments €110,050 €123,150 €13,100 

Sub-Total - Payments to LDCs €638,050 €651,150 €13,100 

Participants’ Payments €1,912,149 €2,017,709 €105,560 

Materials Payments €90,200 €246,30013 €156,100 

Small Projects Grant Fund/ Walks Scheme 
Support Scheme 

n/k n/k n/k 

National Trails Office costs  €41,176  
(€25,426) 

Insurance Costs  €15,750 

Total WS and RRO Costs  €2,681,575 €2,930,909 €249,334 

Table 25: Walks Scheme Costs 2011 and 2020 

 

As illustrated, the direct costs associated with the Walks Scheme during 2020 were c. €2.93m. Given 

that ‘Administration payments’ are a function of the number of workplans processed (and as such 

have increased only because of the number of participants and workplans increasing), in real terms 

the monies received by the LDCs have reduced since 2011. 

It is noted that the 2011 Walks Scheme report had reported that, following the recession, 2011 had 

involved a reduction of 40% in the funding allocation for rural recreation. Whilst most costs did not 

 

12 Source: Review of the Role and Functions of Rural Recreation Officers, Department of Environment, 
Community, and Local Government August 2011 
13 NB This is the maximum materials allowance during the year and may not reflect the quantum of monies that 
was actually claimed by the LDCs. 



 

 

vary from those incurred during 2010, the materials budget was reduced from €285,395 to €90,200. 

The 2011 report cautioned that any further reductions in funding would limit the capacity to maintain 

existing trails on the Walks Scheme to the required standard and address priority safety issues that 

might arise post 2011.  

 Key Findings and Recommendations 

As outlined in this chapter, the fundamental funding model works relatively well.  However, several 

modifications are recommended as summarised in Table 26.     

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

LDC Payments Current payments to LDCs are not 
covering all Walks Scheme related costs 
and overheads. 

Enhance payments to the LDCs to cover costs 

Materials 
Budget 

The budget is based on the number of 
workplans, which does not necessarily 
relate to the quantum of maintenance 
(and subsequent materials) necessary  

Calculate the budget based on the distance 
(km) of Walks Scheme trail on participant land. 

Landowner 
payments 

Whilst the actual payment received by 
participants is small, it is deemed 
adequate 

Retain the landowner payments at current rate 
 

Table 26: Key findings and recommendations – Funding Model 

 

Each of these recommendations are considered further in Chapter 10 in the context of the strategic 

expansion of the Walks Scheme. 

  



 

87 

 

 IMPACT OF THE WALKS SCHEME 

The Review Team considers that the Walks Scheme and the RROs have played an important role in 

facilitating the growth of the outdoor recreation sector as well as creating several important social 

and economic benefits.  The primary benefits are highlighted below. 

Economic benefit in rural areas 

Landowners were often excluded from the benefits arising through rural tourism.  The Walks Scheme 

brought income to rural Ireland at a time of deep recession including through payments to 

participants (generating circa £2m per annum).  Whilst the average payment to landowners is 

relatively small (currently averaging €1,022 per participant), it has been an important source of 

income particularly for farmers.  It was also suggested that due to the location of the trails on the 

Walks Scheme, it has been those landowners in areas where land may not be as good for farming as 

in other areas of the county/the country that have benefited the most. 

An additional source of income for some farmers has been generated from farmers participating part-

time in local employment initiatives such as the RSS as they developed and maintained the walks.  

Eased heightened tensions  

A key driver in setting up the Walks Scheme originally was to help address the issues that had arisen 

in parts of the countryside over access for walkers on private land.  The payment to landowners, and 

in particular farmers, has been very important in giving recognition to farmers for the work they do to 

maintain sections of trail.  Although the Scheme does not compensate for access, it has also eased the 

tensions around access. Given the current access legislation in Ireland, this has been very valuable in 

the development and improvement of trails and has encouraged many landowners to give access to 

their land for trails.   

Additional and Improved walking trails  

Through the ongoing labours of the RRO and the maintenance works carried out by the landowner, 

feedback from the key stakeholders highlight that the quality of the trails on the Walks Scheme has 

improved.   In addition, there has been a substantial growth in the trail provision in Ireland which has 

been underpinned by the combination of the Walks Scheme, RRO assistance and funding from 

programmes such as ORIS and the Leader Partnership funding.   

This has been pivotal in providing confidence to tourism bodies to promote Ireland as a walking 

destination. Tourism for outdoor recreation and walking in particular has the potential to contribute 

significantly to the Irish economy. 



 

 

There are many other benefits of the Walks Scheme and the introduction of the RRO which are wide 

and varied.  These include; 

• RRO is the ‘go to’ person for all aspects of outdoor recreation at county level.  This role has 

become invaluable for agencies such as Fáilte Ireland as a point of consultation on key strategic 

projects and for resolving access issues.  In addition, the RRO has often played a coordination role 

in outdoor recreation at county level, bringing together and coordinating the efforts of the many 

local stakeholders. 

• There have been indirect financial benefits arising from the walks scheme for landowners.   The 

maintenance work undertaken as part of the walking trail provision, often benefits the landowner 

through an improvement in fencing, gates and general stock keeping.   

• The RRO operates in partnership with a variety of host communities, landowners, agencies and 

other stakeholders.  The role has been fundamental to the process of brokering support for 

access and facilitating product development.  

 

Assessing the full impact of the Walks Scheme and its RROs is complex, but perhaps the most readily 

available indicator of its success is the exponential growth in the number of overseas visitors 

participating in hiking or cross-country walking, reaching a record of almost 2.7 million in 2018. 

 

 

Figure 5: Overseas tourists participating in walking/hiking 2009-2018 (Fáilte Ireland) 
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In addition, footfall analysis indicates that Walks Scheme trails are well used on an overall basis.  

Appendix 121G provides an overview of the key data that the Review Team has drawn from ‘footfall’ 

reports.  As the footfall data is not calibrated (which would consider a number of factors that impact 

on footfall data including whether the trail is linear or looped, the length of the trail, the positioning of 

the counter), the Review Team have not drawn any specific conclusions from this data other than the 

trails appear to be well utilised. 

To fully understand the full impact of the Walks Scheme and the role of the RRO, further research and 

evaluation is required.  However, based on the information outlined in this chapter, both the Walks 

Scheme and the RRO have undoubtedly brought economic and social benefits to rural Ireland as well 

as eased the tensions around access in many areas. 

  



 

 

 SCHEME DEVELOPMENT 

 Introduction 

This section considers how the Walks Scheme could be developed most effectively in the context of 

the current Programme for Government and beyond.   

It is recommended that the development of the scheme comprises four key elements: 

• additional trails to come onto the Scheme to meet the targets of the current PfG 

• additional human resource to support the Scheme expansion and outdoor recreation more 

generally 

• enhanced mechanisms to address trail quality 

• potential to apply a Walks Scheme model for landowners in upland areas who allow access to 

their lands for recreation 

These four elements are considered in this chapter. 

 Additional Trails 

The Walks Scheme has not been expanded for much of its duration due to budgetary restrictions.  

However, DRCD announced in December 2019, the addition of 10 trails, with 283 participants, to the 

Scheme.  

County Name of Trail No of 
Landowners(approx.) 

Length of Private Land 
(approx.) 

Clare East Clare Way 33 36.5 km 

Galway Hymany Way 40 60 km 

Kilkenny Gathabawn Loop Walk 4 2 km 

Kilkenny Kilmacoliver Loop Walk 3 3 km 

Laois Binninea Walk Cullahill 10 4 km 

Leitrim Leitrim Way 120 24 km 

Sligo Keash Hill Trail 3 1.8 km 

Tipperary Ormond Way 49 31 km 

Tipperary Multeen Way 16 9.4 km 

Wicklow St Kevin's Way 5 2.5 km 

Table 27: New Walks Scheme Trails (Added December 2019) 

The trails listed in Table 27 constitute the first phase of an expansion that is anticipated to see the 

Walks Scheme doubling in size to approximately 80 trails when all phases of the expansion are 

complete.  It was envisaged (before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic) that most of these new 

participants would be brought on to the scheme throughout 2020. The approval of one additional 

RRO (in County Leitrim) was also made at this time bringing the total number of RROs to 13. It is 
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anticipated that further phases of expansion of the Scheme will be made in line with the 

recommendations of this Review. 

 Strategic Framework 

To expand the scheme in a manner that delivers maximum added value for the public investment, it is 

imperative that a clear vision for the Walks Scheme is developed to inform which trails should be 

accepted onto the Scheme.  The vision for the Walks Scheme should cascade from, and align with, a 

broader vision for trails and outdoor recreation in Ireland.  Given that the National Outdoor 

Recreation Strategy (NORS) is currently under development, the Review Team recommends that 

DRCD and CNT articulate the vision for the WS as part of this process or as an outcome of the NORS. 

 Selection Process 

It is further recommended that any addition of walks to the Scheme should be preceded by the 

development of a transparent criteria and assessment process in partnership with strategic partners.  

In order to support the achievement of the PfG targets in the short term, the Review Team (during 

the Review period) recommended an interim assessment process for the purposes of selecting 

additional walks to add to the Scheme for 2021. 

DRCD, during the Review period, has acted upon these recommendations.  The actions taken and 

outcomes of this process are detailed in the following section.  

 Trail Selection 2021 

During December 2020, DRCD convened a consultation panel on new Walks Scheme trails. The Panel 

was made up of representatives from Sport Ireland, Fáilte Ireland and Mountaineering Ireland who 

met on a number of occasions during December 2020 and January 2021 to consider the remaining 56 

EOIs that had been submitted14.  The Panel were mindful that it is ultimately the remit of the Minster 

for Rural and Community Development to approve trails joining the Scheme, and DRCD may have 

regard to information and circumstances additional to the Panel’s recommendations in making the 

final selection of trails.  

 

14 DRCD launched an Expression of Interest process during February 2019 for new trails to be considered for the 
Walks Scheme. In total, 66 Expression of Interests (EOIs) were submitted for consideration to join the Scheme, 
all of which were received from LDCs. Of these, 10 were accepted onto the Walks Scheme during December 
2019. 



 

 

There were a number of issues identified by the Panel where the same piece of land was covered in 

more than one EOI. It is anticipated that further communication between DRCD and the relevant LDCs 

will be needed to clarify these matters. 

Additionally, the Panel assumed that for the EOIs received, the LDC had been in consultation and 

made an agreement with the existing management organisation for each trail, and that the support 

necessary to bring on and manage a trail within the context of the Scheme would be forthcoming 

where they were not already in place. 

The Panel considered the EOIs in a two-phased manner: 

1. Firstly, in the context of the requirements that must be met for a trail to be eligible to be 

considered to join the Scheme, which were advertised when DRCD opened the EOI process in 

February 2019.  

• The Scheme would only operate in respect of an entire walk, which was open and was not 
available for part of a walk, however, separate defined sections of a walk which were Sport 
Ireland Trails approved in their own right, may be eligible for inclusion. 

• All sections of the proposed trail (i.e. off road sections), to which the application related had to 
be in private ownership.  

• The entire length of the Walk is a defined trail and no part of it crosses an undefined area; 

• The Walk is listed on Sport Ireland’s Trail Register, and covered by Sport Ireland Trails insurance 
policy; 

• Clear agreement (in writing) would be forthcoming in respect of private landholders, across 
whose lands the walk/trail traverses, that they are willing to allow access to recreational users 
and are willing to participate in the scheme or nominate a relevant alternative under the terms 
and conditions of the Walks Scheme, as outlined, if the Walk was accepted onto the Scheme; 

 
Formal EOIs were only accepted from Local Authorities and/or Local Development Companies 
 
Applicants were also required to outline a health & wellbeing, tourism or economic case for the 
inclusion of the trail under the scheme. 

Table 28: Eligibility criteria for WS trails 

2. The Review Team recommended that, in the short term, the Walks Scheme should continue to 

support National Waymarked Ways and focus on walks that are of high strategic value.  The 

following guidance was provided for the Panel to take into consideration in the selection of trails. 

Trails selected onto the Walks Scheme should support: 
 

• National Waymarked Ways to grow walking tourism: 
o Trails on the Beara Breifne Way, and/or 
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o Trails of high strategic value (high usage and/or high tourism value) 
 

• Consideration to be given also to coastal trails that will support the potential development of 
the Wild Atlantic Way (WAW) walking trail and other tourism objectives such as Fáilte Ireland’s 
‘Ireland's Ancient East’ (IAE) and other branded priorities. 

 

• Trails (not National Waymarked Ways) of high strategic value: 
o High usage, and/or 
o High tourism value  

Table 29:Trail selection guidance  

It is noted that there were a number of trails for which EOIs had been received, but which did not 

meet the requirements or which the Panel felt could be considered at a later date. The Panel noted 

that these EOIs will remain on file in DRCD as part of the open-ended EOI process.   

The Panel also advised that it was important to recognise that the order of its recommendations was 

not intended to reflect an indication of the order of priority or readiness of the trails listed, or a 

suggested timing for new trails to join the Scheme, as this is a matter for DRCD to decide. Indeed, the 

Panel noted that some of the trails which are currently not eligible, due to them not being listed on 

the Trails Register, may have works completed over the coming weeks, which may had been delayed 

due to COVID-19 related restrictions. The Panel advised that these trails may need to be examined 

once they have the work completed and are listed on the Trails Register. 

A list of trails for which EOIs were received and deemed eligible and of sufficient priority were 

recommended by the Panel for inclusion in the Walks Scheme over the coming period.  DRCD are 

awaiting the outcome of this Review before making a final decision as to the specific trails that will be 

accepted onto the Walks Scheme. 

 Human Resource 

In light of the expansion of the Walks Scheme, as well as the increase in investment, importance and 

demand for outdoor recreation more generally15 in Ireland, the Review Team suggests that human 

resource should be increased in some counties to support the Walks Scheme and outdoor recreation.   

 

15 The remit of the RRO role extends beyond the Walks Scheme and includes responsibilities for outdoor 
recreation more generally 



 

 

It is vital to consider how best to organise and manage any increase in human resources, given the 

many stakeholders involved at county level and the current development of the National Outdoor 

Recreation Strategy. 

This section assesses the case for a potential increase in human resources required to support the 

Walks Scheme and outdoor recreation, and considerations for its organisation. 

 Additional Human Resource Requirements 

10.3.1.1 Current RRO resource 

There are 13 RROs in Ireland currently as illustrated in Table 30.  Some LDCs provide coverage for 

more than one county and some for just one county.  In practice, insufficient time means that some 

RROs are unable to cover the entire county even though they have responsibility for the entire 

county.  For example, the Review Team was advised that the South Kerry Development Partnership 

covers only trails in the south of the county.  In addition, there are a number of LDCs managing the 

Walks Scheme, but have no RRO in place. 

County Local Development Company (LDC) RRO 

Cork Comhar na n-Oilean Teoranta 

No Cork IRD Duhallow Ltd 

Louth Louth Leader Partnership 

Leitrim Leitrim Integrated Dev Co Ltd Yes (2020) 

Clare Clare LDC Ltd 

Yes (since 
Scheme 
inception) 

Cork West Cork Development Partnership Ltd 

Donegal Donegal LDC Ltd 

Galway Forum Connemara 

Kerry South Kerry Development Partnership 

Kilkenny/Carlow Co Kilkenny Leader Partnership Co Ltd 

Laois / Offaly Laois Partnership Co. 

Mayo South West Mayo Dev Co Ltd 

Roscommon Roscommon Integrated Development Co Ltd 

Sligo County Sligo Leader Partnership Co Ltd 

Tipperary South Tipperary Development Co Ltd 

Wicklow County Wicklow Community Partnership 

Table 30: RROs in Ireland 2021 



 

95 

 

10.3.1.2 RRO resource to support Walks Scheme 

There is a potential case to increase the number of RROs based on the three factors outlined below.  

These factors should be considered collectively, as they are interconnected. 

1. Counties that have trails currently on the Walks Scheme but no RRO is currently in place 

There are three LDCs which administer the Walks Scheme currently but do not have an RRO in place:  

• Comhar na n-Oilean Teoranta (72 Walks Scheme participants) 

• IRD Duhallow Ltd (25 Walks Scheme participants) 

• Louth Leader Partnership (60 Walks Scheme participants)  

The appointment of a dedicated RRO is not necessary to fulfil the requirements of administering the 

Walks Scheme.  However it is noted that four RROs are in post and funded by DRCD in counties which 

administer less WS participants than either Louth or Comhar na n-Oilean Teoranta.  It is apparent that 

up to now, there has been no threshold established whereby an agreed level of participants on the 

WS is deemed to warrant the funding and appointment of an RRO.  It is suggested that a broad 

threshold for the funding of an RRO is established based on the number of participants in the WS as 

well as the strategic importance and demands of outdoor recreation more generally in a given 

county/area.  It is suggested that the threshold is applied to each area, taking into consideration the 

new trails that will be accepted into the WS in 2021. 

2. Counties where new trails will be accepted onto the Walks Scheme but no RRO is currently in place 

As outlined in 10.2.3, DRCD plans to accept new trails onto the WS in 2021.  As it is unknown at this 

stage which trails will be accepted, it is unknown what potential additional RRO resource will be 

required to support the new trails and where.   

It is therefore suggested that the threshold (outlined above) is applied to each county, based on the 

number of participants in the WS as well as the strategic importance and demands of outdoor 

recreation more generally. 

3. All-Ireland Coverage 

Currently 15 counties in Ireland are covered by an RRO and 11 counties have no RRO (see Table 30). 

The RRO role is typically a ‘county-wide’ role although there are some exceptions. 

Given that the responsibility of the RRO is to develop outdoor recreation more generally at county 

level, and not just implement the Walks Scheme, there is a possibility that outdoor recreation in 

counties where there is no RRO could fall behind those with an RRO.  The Review Team recommends 



 

 

that additional human resource is dedicated to outdoor recreation to give full geographical coverage 

across the country.   

Based on consultation with key stakeholders including Mountaineering Ireland and Fáilte Ireland and 

considering the strategic recreation demands of each county, it is suggested that an additional 6 full-

time positions would be an appropriate level of resourcing to cover the outdoor recreation demands 

of the remaining 11 counties in the short to medium term.  Given that county Dublin is largely urban 

and the Dublin Mountains Partnership already is in place, the allocation of a position was not deemed 

a priority in the short to medium term. 

Counties with no existing RROs Proposed 
Additional 
Positions 

Dublin n/a 

Limerick 1 

Longford & Cavan 1 

Louth & Monaghan 1 

Meath, Westmeath & Kildare 1 

Waterford 1 

Wexford 1 

Total 6 

Table 31: Additional resource to achieve All-Ireland Coverage 

However, this proposal is indicative and should be considered alongside factors 1 and 2 as well as in 

the context of the outputs of the National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, which is due to be published 

this year (2021).  The award of additional funding to support the new positions would be subject to a 

process of assessment and based on a detailed work programme.  

 Strategic human resource 

In addition to the expansion of the walks scheme and the achievement of all-Ireland RRO coverage, 

the Review Team considers that greater human resource is required in some counties due to the 

particular strategic importance and demand for outdoor recreation in those counties.  Whilst it is 

difficult to measure these factors, the Review Team has sought to give as an objective assessment as 

possible. 

10.3.2.1 Strategic Importance 

The strategic importance of outdoor recreation in each county given factors such as current activity 

and the natural resources available. Whilst the Review Team acknowledges that there is a degree in 

subjectivity in determining this, it has been approached in as objective a manner as possible.  The 

Team have sought to evaluate each county’s classification on this metric through an assessment of 

available market information and consultation with key stakeholders including Sport Ireland, 
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Mountaineering Ireland and Failte Ireland. Subsequently, the Review Team has allocated each county 

a classification on this metric on a three-point scale: high; medium; low. 

10.3.2.2 Demand for outdoor recreation 

This assessment was based upon the current level of walking in each region using Fáilte Ireland‘s 

research16 of visitors that participated in walking whilst in Ireland. 

 

Figure 6: Overseas visitors engaged in Walking/Hiking, Fáilte Ireland, 2019 

Subsequently, the Review Team has allocated each county a classification on this metric on the 

following three-point scale: High – above 40%; Medium – 20 to 40%; Low – Under 20% 

Taking each county in turn, Table 32  illustrates the Review Team’s assessment as to where additional 

strategic human resource might best be located.  

Counties with existing 
RROs 

Strategic 
Importance of 
Outdoor Recreation  

Current Numbers of 
Visitors walking  

Current No. 
of RROs 

Proposed 
Strategic 
Resource 

Clare Medium Medium 1 
 

Cork High High 1 Required 

Donegal High Low 1 Required 

Galway High High 1 Required 

Kerry High High 1 Required 

Kilkenny & Carlow Low Low 1 
 

Laois & Offaly Low Low 1 
 

Leitrim Low Low 1 
 

Mayo High High 1 Required 

Roscommon & Longford Low High 1 
 

Sligo Low Low 1 
 

 

16 Source: Fáilte Ireland's Survey of Overseas Travellers 2019 - based on a three-year average  



 

 

Tipperary Medium Medium 1 
 

Wicklow High High 1 Required 

Total   13 
 

Table 32: Additional human resource required 

 

Given the strategic importance of outdoor recreation in these counties, the Review Team 

recommends that consideration be given for the allocation of additional human resource in these 

counties.  This should be considered within the context of the outcomes of the National Outdoor 

Recreation Strategy which is due for publication in 2021. 

One model that could be considered is the potential introduction of a Strategic Coordinator for 

outdoor recreation in each of the named counties.  This role would have more strategic 

responsibilities compared to that of an RRO, for example, an advisory role to key strategic 

stakeholders such as Fáilte Ireland, coordinator of the range of rural recreation developments within 

the county etc. 

 Roles and Structures 

Before the potential addition of new RROs and/or other outdoor recreation positions and the 

potential introduction of a Strategic Coordinator role would be progressed, the organisational 

structure of outdoor recreation at county level should be considered.  A holistic approach is required 

to ensure any structure best meets the needs of outdoor recreation in Ireland and should be 

informed by the National Outdoor Recreation strategy.  Due consideration will need to be given to 

which organisation would be best placed to employ the Strategic Coordinators and what 

organisation(s) will fund them (eg jointly funded by various State bodies). 

The following factors should be taken into account: 

• As outlined in Section 6.6, it is recommended that as part of the development of a National 

Outdoor Recreation Strategy (NORS), consideration is given to the development of county plans 

and structures.   

• As outlined in Section 6.6 there are divergent aims and objectives amongst and between 

organisations, particularly evident at county level, which can result in duplication of effort, 

competition between stakeholders etc. 

• In many locations RROs operate county-wide and beyond the geographic boundary of their LDC. 

As outdoor recreation is often approached through the lens of county boundaries by many key 

stakeholders (eg local authorities), it is important that any role that the LDCs play going forward 
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should continue to accommodate this and LDCS should work collaboratively in the best interests 

of outdoor recreation.  By way of example, this could include: 

o Agreements between LDCs where there is more than one LDC in a county 

o An LDC covering more than one county 

o An LDC leading in development of expertise in outdoor recreation for an agreed 

geographic area  

Any short-term requirements to support the expansion of the Walks Scheme should be 

accommodated flexibly, cognisant of the fact that it takes time for an LDC new to the Walks 

Scheme and/or outdoor recreation, to build the specific experience and expertise required. 

 Enhanced Mechanisms to Address Trail Quality Issues 

As detailed in 6.3, many existing trails on the Walks Scheme require capital works (and in some cases, 

considerable capital works) to become high-quality trails.  Many of the existing trails are not at the 

point where they can be routinely maintained through the work of participants (through the 

workplans) and a small budget of capital funding for each Walks Scheme trail (the Materials Budget 

and the Walks Scheme Support Scheme).  The impact of having no source of significant capital budget 

for those trails which still require capital works, leads to a ‘firefighting’ approach and ‘scraping 

around’ from numerous grant programmes.  This could be addressed by resourcing a capital fund 

(such as a ‘Strategic Trail Improvement budget’) to address larger scale trail issues that cannot be 

addressed through the current budget allocation. 

 Strategic Trail Improvement budget  

A dedicated Strategic Trail Improvement budget for the Walks Scheme trails would allow for a 

planned and effective approach to maintenance, repair and enhancement of Walks Scheme trails.  It 

would also alleviate the issues encountered each year with the Materials Budget and Walks Scheme 

Support Scheme.   

However, should such a budget not be available, alternatives should be considered: 

• Adaption of some elements of ORIS, including its eligibility and match-funding requirements 

• Ring fencing a proportion of the ORIS budget for Walks Scheme trails 



 

 

10.4.1.1 ORIS 

The Outdoor Recreation Infrastructure Scheme (ORIS) provides funding for the development of new 

and existing outdoor recreational infrastructure in rural areas, such as cycleways, walking trails, 

blueways and mountain access routes.   Details of the current scheme are outlined in Table 33. 

• Outdoor Recreation Infrastructure Scheme (ORIS) is funded by DRCD in partnership with 
Fáilte Ireland.  

• Both the Walks Scheme and ORIS are part of the Rural Development Investment programme 
which aims to assist and support economic recovery in rural areas and is funded under 
Project Ireland 2040. 

• The 2020 funding provides funding under 3 separate measures: 

• Measure 1: Small Scale repair/Promotion and Marketing (grant up to €20,000). 

• Measure 2: Medium-scale repair/upgrade and new Trail/Amenity Development (grant up 
to €200,000). 

• Measure 3: Large scale Repair/upgrade and new Strategic Trail/Amenity Development 
(grant up to €500,000). 

• Project applications are submitted via the Local Authorities under all Measures. Measure 1 is 
also open to applications from Local Development Companies, while State Agencies can 
submit applications under Measure 3.  

• Funding is provided to a maximum of 90% of total project costs. This increased funding level 
(from the previous level of 80%) has been introduced in recognition of the difficulty in raising 
match funding due to the impact of COVID-19. It is understood that the 10% match funding 
requirement can include 5% (of the total project costs) of in-kind contributions. 

• The Review Team notes that there are differences in understanding of ORIS’ eligibility criteria 
by some.   To clarify, maintenance works on elements of trails which form a normal part of 
the Walks Scheme are excluded from receiving funding under the ORIS.  However capital 
works not considered ‘maintenance’ works are eligible. 

Table 33: ORIS 

Whilst ORIS presents an opportunity to access capital funding for the repair and/or enhancement of 

Walks Scheme trails, there are several factors why it is not the ideal mechanism for this purpose: 

o The LDC/RRO are often unable to raise the match funding necessary.  The LDC/RRO often call 

upon the local community group or trail committee to help raise the funding, but this is 

usually not possible, especially given the timescales involved. 

o Currently the RRO/LDC is only able to access Measure 1 of up to €20,000, however this is 

insufficient for the trail works required.  The issue of match funding persists.  

o ORIS funding is a competitive process, therefore the LDC/RRO has no guarantee that funding 

will be granted.  This perpetuates the current ad-hoc approach to trail repair or enhancement 

for Walks Scheme trails and the reluctance to spend the Materials Budget on routine 

maintenance in case ORIS funding is not granted. 
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 Emergency Trail Support 

In addition, it is recommended that DRCD considers a mechanism for RROs to access emergency 

funding.  This funding could be applied for in emergency situations that might arise at short notice 

(e.g. as a result of particular adverse weather conditions) and have the potential to create a health 

and safety risk to walkers and cannot be addressed through more routine maintenance works.   

It is noted that DRCD had been able to respond to some applications for emergency funding in the 

past (eg Croagh Patrick, Bere Island-Comhair na Oilean), but a more planned mechanism to access 

funding in the case of emergencies would be welcomed.  

 Potential Model for Upland Areas 

This section explores the potential to apply a Walks Scheme model for landowners in upland areas 

who allow access to their lands by recreational users. 

 Upland Areas 

Uplands areas are considered as those townlands located 200 metres above sea-level, however it can 

also include some lower-lying areas in certain locations.  Examples of upland areas include 

mountainous areas such as Macgillycuddy Reeks, Errigal, Sliabh Liag, Luggala, Croagh Patrick, Mount 

Brandon and Mweelrea. 

Whilst some upland areas are in public ownership (primarily NPWS), the majority is in private 

ownership.  Unlike lowland areas and trails that are currently on the Walks Scheme, there is often no 

agreed permissive access with landowners and no defined trails.  

 Current situation 

Before exploring the potential to apply a Walks Scheme model for landowners in upland areas, it is 

necessary to consider the current situation in upland areas.  The issues at play are quite different to 

those on lowland trails and any potential development of a Walks Scheme needs to be developed in 

this context. 

10.5.2.1 Issues in Upland areas 

In Ireland, there are a number of organisations who have a wealth of knowledge and expertise on 

uplands areas.  Based on consultation with these organisations, a brief summation of the issues that 

are currently being experienced in the Uplands is outlined in Table 34. 



 

 

Current Issues in Upland Areas 

 

Visitor Management 

• High volume of walkers in many upland areas 

• Parking inadequate 

• No agreed access points 

Erosion 

• Increasing level of recreational pressure 

• Huge scars on landscape 

• Damage to our mountains: some becoming past the point of repair 

• Due to lack of trail management in some areas & lack of funding for trail repair 

Landowner frustrations 

• No agreed ‘permissive access’  

• No indemnity 

• Extensive erosion, yet powerless to act and no organisation to engage with 

• Uncontrolled dogs & a general lack of respect 

• Extensive and growing footfall, inconveniences the work of landowner  

• No benefit (e.g. employment or commercial opportunity) for landowner 

 

Table 34: Current Issues in Upland Areas 

10.5.2.2 Mountain Access Projects 

Two Mountain Access Projects (MAP), Binn Shléibhe (Mount Gable) in Co. Galway and Carrauntoohil 

in Co. Kerry, were developed as pilot projects in 2009.  The MAPs are an initiative of CNT and seek to 

provide a mechanism to acknowledge land ownership, and to prevent frustrations growing into 

problems, while at the same time meeting the reasonable expectations of walkers regarding access.   

MAP has been recognised as a successful model for advancing recreation in upland areas and has 

been extremely successful in positively engaging with landowners.  However, the two MAP projects 

remain ‘pilot’ projects with little funding to develop them and the promised support for landowners, 

including indemnity against claims by recreational users, has not materialised to date. 

 The case for an Upland Landowner Scheme 

Given the precedence of the Walks Scheme, it is appropriate that private landowners in upland areas 

receive payments.  Some stakeholders contend that there is a stronger case for payments to 

landowners in upland areas due to the significant recreational pressure and the fragility of the 

environment.  

Mountaineering Ireland commented: ‘Ireland’s mountains are too fragile to sustain current levels of 

footfall….upland access solutions must be complemented by improved access at lower level, where 
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the majority of people want to walk”.   So whilst there is strong support from stakeholders for 

payments to upland landowners, this should be considered in tandem with the continued 

development of trails and Walks Scheme payments in lowland areas. 

 Model for landowner payments 

Given the success of the MAP projects and the recognition that the MAPs have successfully engaged 

with landowners on access, the Review Team believe that it would be a logical and prudent approach 

for any landowner payment scheme to be rolled out within the structure of a MAP. 

Whilst the basic premise of the landowner receiving a payment in exchange for work to support 

recreational users remains the same as the Walks Scheme, it is recommended that how this is 

calculated and attributed should differ:   

• The Review Team believes that all landowners in a MAP area would receive some level of 

landowner payment.  This is primarily due to the informal nature of recreation routes in 

upland areas meaning that many landowners are affected by recreational usage, regardless of 

whether a desire line or access point is located on their land. 

• Landowner payments would not necessarily be paid for ‘maintenance’ work on their land, but 

could be attributed for other work such as trail repair as part of a wider trail team, trail 

monitoring, education of trail user etc. 

In conclusion, there is potential that a landowner payment scheme is developed within the 

framework of a MAP.  Further development of the payment model and budget required should be 

considered by DRCD and upland stakeholders. 

  



 

 

 Key Findings and Recommendations 

As outlined in this chapter, the fundamental funding model works relatively well.  However, several 

modifications are recommended as summarised in Table 35.     

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

Additional trails  Given the positive impact of the Walks 
Scheme to date, the number of walks 
on the Walk Scheme should continue to 
grow.   This should be carried out in a 
strategic and transparent manner and  
meet the Programme for Government 
(June 2020) target to “expand the Walks 
Scheme to achieve a target of 80 trails” 

Articulate the vision for the Walks Scheme as 
part of NORS or as an outcome of the NORS. 
 
Develop a transparent criteria and assessment 
process for the Walks Scheme in partnership 
with strategic partners.  
 
Select additional trails to be accepted onto the 
Walks Scheme in 2021 

Human 
Resource 

In order to support the expansion of the 
Walks Scheme, as well as the increase in 
investment, importance and demand 
for outdoor recreation more generally  
in Ireland, the Review Team suggests 
that human resource should be 
increased  

Increase number of RROs to meet the increase 
in trails on the Walks Scheme and to achieve 
all-Ireland coverage 
 
Explore, as part of the new Strategy, a Strategic 
Coordinator role in some counties due to the 
strategic importance and demand for outdoor 
recreation in those counties. 
 
Consider holistically the organisational 
structure of outdoor recreation at county level, 
informed by the National Outdoor Recreation 
Strategy.   

Trail Quality The Materials Budget and the Walks 
Scheme Support Scheme do not provide 
sufficient capital budget for all WS trails, 
as many of these trails still require 
capital works to become high-quality 
trails.   

Consider allocating additional capital budget or 
restructuring existing capital budgets (including 
ORIS) to carry out the required works on Walks 
Scheme trails. 

Model for 
Uplands Area 

Given the precedence of the Walks 
Scheme, it is appropriate that private 
landowners in upland areas receive 
payments and this is developed within 
the already-established MAP 
framework.   

Scope out in greater detail the model and 
potential budget for MAP areas 

Table 35: Key findings and recommendations – Scheme Expansion 
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 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This Review has sought to examine and assess the Walks Scheme and the role of the Rural Recreation 

Officer.  It has set out the priorities to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the Walks Scheme 

and RROs as well as set out the key recommendations for the expansion of the Scheme. 

It is the view of the Review Team that the Scheme and the work of the RRO have been effective and 

have had a positive impact on rural recreation in Ireland, however there are many opportunities to 

improve the current operation.  Table 36 summarises the key findings and recommendations of the 

Review. 

Whilst many of the recommendations are specific to the Walks Scheme, there are several areas that 

the Review Team have highlighted that reach much further, affecting trails and outdoor recreation in 

Ireland more generally.  These more wide-reaching considerations have a direct impact on the 

effectiveness of the Scheme and the role of the RRO and therefore it would be remiss of the Review 

Team to omit these as part of the recommendations. It is acknowledged however that these should 

be addressed in the context of outdoor recreation in Ireland at a national level and not through the 

lens of the Walks Scheme.   

Three such considerations have been identified as priority which would have a transformative effect 

on the Walks Scheme and the role of the RRO: 

• Development of a clear vision for the Walk Scheme, in the context of the National Outdoor 

Recreation Strategy due for publication in 2021, prior to any future expansion 

• A more strategic, coordinated approach for outdoor recreation (locally and nationally), with 

clear definition of stakeholders’ responsibilities and appropriate resourcing 

• Proactive approach to the resolution of longstanding outdoor recreation issues such as trail 

quality, the resourcing of Mountain Access Projects, role of Community Groups  

  



 

 

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

The Role of the RRO  

Role of RRO Significant contribution to outdoor recreation; difficult to measure 
effectiveness  

Reinstate reporting and review mechanism for Operational Plans. 

Administration Some RROs have a very considerable workload due to the number of 
participants in their area 

Dedicate the ‘administration’ funding solely to providing support for the RRO 
in administering the scheme 

RRO Salary There is significant variation in salary between RROs.  RROs have cited 
inappropriately low salary as a key factor in their decision to leave the role. 

Based on benchmarking, the RRO salary may need to be increased 

Collaboration 
amongst RROs 

There is ongoing informal collaboration between RROs primarily to share 
knowledge and provide support. 
There is an opportunity for the quarterly RRO/DRCD meetings to be more 
effective.  Some RROs have not been able to attend. 

Reinvigorate the Quarterly Dept/RRO meetings so that these are more 
effective; requiring the attendance and full participation of all RROs 
 

Role of 
Community 
Groups 

Trails in Ireland have largely been developed, managed, and maintained by 
local community groups.  When trails come onto the Walks Scheme, it raises 
several issues for community groups including a confusion in roles and 
responsibilities, liability and funding. 

Develop a written template to clarify roles and responsibilities between the 
LDC and the local community group (form part of the WS eligibility criteria). 
 
Consider at a national level the role of community groups in the development, 
maintenance and management of trails. 

Other 
Stakeholders 

RROs have contact with a wide range of stakeholders largely at a very 
operational level and on an ad hoc basis 

As part of the development of a National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, 
consider the mechanism to allow for the RRO to have greater involvement in 
national discussion. 
Consider hosting an annual trails conference. 

Delivery of the Walks Scheme 

Scheme 
Administration 

Walks Scheme administration is onerous due to outdated systems and an 
unnecessary level of oversight in some areas 

Review and improve internal processes and interfaces with RROs  

Scheme 
Operation 

There are a number of issues resulting from/highlighted by the insurance 
policy and the communication around this. 
Some landowners fear a loss of earnings from Basic Payment Scheme 
payments through dedicating a portion of land for recreational use. 

Further tease out issues in the context of Walks Scheme and seek resolution. 
Aim to seek alignment between Departments. 
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Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

Condition of 
Trails on WS 

Many WS trails still require significant capital works to bring them up to a high 
quality 

Resource the improvement of Walks Scheme trails including taking more 
sections off-road.  

Trail Quality There are a number of matters regarding ‘trail quality’ that impact negatively 
on the Walks Scheme 

Relevant stakeholders at a national level to jointly review the highlighted 
issues 

Scheme 
Eligibility 

There is a lack of clarity as to the priorities and selection process for additional 
trails to come onto the Walks Scheme 

Develop and communicate a transparent selection process.  
Consider how to improve the quality of strategically important trails to 
become eligible for the Walks Scheme 

Stakeholder 
Coordination 

Divergent aims and objectives between stakeholders are hampering the 
effectiveness of the WS and role of the RRO  

As part of the development of a National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, 
consider the development of county plans and structures.  
 
Subsequently review the role and responsibilities of local stakeholders in 
terms of contribution to outdoor recreation and the Walks Scheme. 

Management of the Walks Scheme 

Management 
Reporting 

Room for improvement of Scheme-level reporting  
 

Set up a simple management report for Scheme-level activity and expenditure 

Management 
Support 

A more proactive approach to the understanding and ownership of the Walks 
Scheme would support the Walks Scheme and RROs to be more effective. 

Proactively develop a greater understanding of the Walks Scheme and role of 
the RRO 
Address issues in a timely manner 

SLA A number of improvements were raised relating to the SLA including the 
timeframe of the SLA. 

Review the SLA following the development of NORS, to ensure the LDC/RRO 
are most effectively meeting the needs of outdoor recreation  

Operational 
Plans 

The reporting and review mechanism for Operational Plans have not been 
fully implemented. 

Reinstate reporting and review mechanism for Operational Plans 

Funding Model 

LDC Payments The payments to LDCs do not fully cover the costs associated with their Walks 
Scheme related costs and overheads. 

Enhance payments to the LDCs  



 

 

Factor Key Findings Recommendations  

Materials 
Budget 

The budget is based on the number of workplans, which does not necessarily 
relate to the quantum of maintenance (and subsequent materials) necessary  

Consider calculating the budget based on the distance (km) of Walks Scheme 
trail on participant land. 

Landowner 
payments 

Whilst the actual payment received by participants is small, it is deemed 
adequate 

Retain the landowner payments at current rate 
 

Scheme Expansion 

Additional 
trails  

Given the positive impact of the Walks Scheme to date, the number of walks 
on the Walk Scheme should continue to grow.   This should be carried out in a 
strategic and transparent manner and  meet the Programme for Government 
(June 2020) target to “expand the Walks Scheme to achieve a target of 80 
trails” 

Articulate the vision for the Walks Scheme as part of NORS or as an outcome 
of the NORS. 
 
Develop a transparent criteria and assessment process for the Walks Scheme 
in partnership with strategic partners.  
 
Select the additional trails that will be accepted onto the Walks Scheme in 
2021 

Human 
Resource 

In order to support the expansion of the Walks Scheme, as well as the 
increase in investment, importance and demand for outdoor recreation more 
generally in Ireland, the Review Team suggests that human resource should be 
increased  

Increase number of RROs to meet the increase in trails on the Walks Scheme 
and to achieve all-Ireland coverage. 
 
Establish Strategic Coordinator role in some counties due to the strategic 
importance and demand for outdoor recreation. 
 
Consider holistically the organisational structure of outdoor recreation at 
county level, informed by the National Outdoor Recreation Strategy.   

Trail Quality The Materials Budget and the Walks Scheme Support Scheme do not provide 
sufficient capital budget for all WS trails, as many of these trails still require 
capital works to become high-quality trails.   

Consider allocating additional capital budget or restructuring existing capital 
budgets (including ORIS) to carry out the required works on Walks Scheme 
trails. 

Model for 
Uplands Area 

Given the precedence of the Walks Scheme, it is appropriate that private 
landowners in upland areas receive payments and this is developed within the 
already-established MAP framework.   

Scope out in greater detail the model and potential budget for MAP areas 

Table 36: Summary of Key Finding and Recommendations
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APPENDICES 

  



 

 

A. Methodology 

An overview of the methodology employed to carry out the review is outlined in the table below.  Due 

to the Covid-19 pandemic, it was not possible to carry out face-to-face consultation and workshops.  

More extensive telephone and video consultation was carried out instead. 

Project Initiation Meeting 

Initiation meeting took place by video conference on 31st July 2020 covering terms of reference, 
proposed methodology including timeline and project outputs. 

Current Position - Delivery of the Scheme & Role of Rural Recreation Officers 

An extensive, in-depth review of the delivery of the Walks Scheme and the role of the RROs was 
conducted through a combination of approaches including: 

• one-to-one in-depth video and telephone consultations with a wide range of stakeholders 
(a full list is detailed in Appendix B) including: 

o 12 Rural Recreation Officers  
o 5 CEOs of Local Development Companies  
o Administrators of LDCs where no RRO is in post 
o 5 Representatives of Walk Committees/Community Groups 
o Other key stakeholders including Sport Ireland Outdoors, Coillte etc. 

• an online survey (via SurveyMonkey) sent to all participating and non-participating LDCs 

• an online survey (via Survey Monkey) was distributed to participating landowners. (RROs 
communicated the survey link to landowners to overcome GDPR issues with sharing 
landowners' details). 25 survey responses. Three follow-up calls with individuals reflecting a 
range of opinions 

• creation of GIS maps illustrating trails on the Walks Scheme and the geographical reach of 
the RROs 

• 2 meetings of Stakeholder Discussion group, made up of a cross-section of stakeholders, to 
gain input on key topics 

• review of all available desk-based information provided by DRCD, LDCs and RROs including: 
o payments spreadsheets 
o forms and process documents 
o Service Level Agreements with LDCs 
o Operational Plans 
o trail standards and trail register documents 
o insurance 

• review of 2 previous reports on the Walks Scheme: 
o Report on the Role of the LDCs in Rural Recreation, Irish Leisure Consultants, 2013 
o Review of the Role and Functions of Rural Recreation Officers, Department of 

Environment, Community, and Local Government August 2011 

Interim Presentation 

A presentation by Aideen Martin and John Clarke was delivered to DRCD team via Teams video call 
on 12th November 2020.  

Scheme Funding  
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A review of all available desk-based information provided by DRCD, LDCs and RROs was carried out 
in order to accurately report DRCD investment including: 

• RRO salary contributions 

• Additional payments to LDCs 

• Landowner payments and details of work plan development 

• Materials budget 

• Walks Scheme Support Budget 

In addition, a benchmarking exercise for RRO salaries was carried out using Pobal and local 
authorities’ pay scales. 

A small discussion group of RROs was set up to better understand the budgets supporting 
maintenance and development of the trails on the Walk Scheme. 

Strategic Expansion of Scheme 

A variety of approaches were employed to develop recommendations for the strategic expansion 
of the Walks Scheme, including: 

• A vision workshop was held with DRCD representatives to develop a clear vision for the 
Walks Scheme going forward and a transparent and clear criteria for choosing walks in the 
next phase of expansion  

• All member of CNT were invited to take part in consultation.  14 consultees representing 
stakeholders on CNT were consulted with through video/telephone consultation 

• Extensive video and telephone consultations were also carried out with specific 
stakeholders with knowledge and expertise on the Uplands, such as Mountaineering 
Ireland, Mountain Access Projects and The Irish Uplands Forum.  In addition, a dedicated 
group meeting of the key stakeholders was held to examine the issues raised further.  

• A review of relevant national and regional policies, including PfG  
 

Budgetary Implications 

A detailed analysis of the costed options for the expansion of the scheme was carried out.  The 
findings were discussed with DRCD in a dedicated budget review meeting, 

Final Presentation 

A presentation was delivered by Aideen Martin and John Clarke to DRCD via Teams video call on 
15th December 2020. 

Report 

A draft report submitted in February 2021. 

The final report was submitted in July 2021. 

 

  



 

 

B. Project Consultees 

The following consultees participated in individual in-depth consultation by video call or telephone.  

More than half of consultees participated in multiple consultations.  As detailed in Appendix A, 

additional consultation was conducted through online surveys and emails to a range of other 

stakeholders including all participating and non-participating LDCs. A number of landowners are not 

listed for GDPR reasons. 

Name Organisation 

Comhairle na Tuaithe 

Helen Lawless Mountaineering Ireland 

Daithe de Forge Coillte 

Mark Rowlette Fáilte Ireland 

Robert Dowds Keep Ireland Open (KIO) 

Ciara Munnelly Sport Ireland 

Nollaig Whyte Roscommon County Council 

Gerry Gunning The Irish Farmer’s Association (IFA) 

Derek O Neill Department Of Transport 

Emma Jane Clarke Sport Ireland 

Frank Curran Wicklow County Council 

Frank Nugent The Irish Uplands Forum [IUF] 

Fiona Monaghan Fáilte Ireland 

Sarah Uí Brin  The National Parks And Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

Rural Recreation Officers 

Patricia Bevan  WEST CORK DEV. CO.  

Inga Bock  DONEGAL LOCAL DEV. CO.  

Harry Everard  KILKENNY LEADER  

Peter Maher  LAOIS PARTNERSHIP CO.  

Deirdre Kennedy  SLIGO LEADER PARTNERSHIP  

Eilish Canty  ROSCOMMON LEADER PARTNERSHIP  

John Egan  SOUTH TIPP. DEV. CO.  

Carol Coad  CO. WICKLOW PARTNERSHIP  

Brendan O’Malley  FORUM CONNEMARA  

Martin Dillane  SOUTH WEST MAYO DEV. CO.  

Eoin Hogan  CLARE LOCAL DEV. CO.  

Bryan Farrell  Leitrim Integrated Development Company CLG  

Rosaleen Ni Shuilleabháin WEST CORK DEV. CO.  

Local Development Companies 

Declan Rice County Kilkenny Leader Partnership Company Limited 

Noel Spillane South Kerry Development Partnership Limited 

Brian Carty County Wicklow Partnership 

Gerry O Neill South West Mayo Development Company 
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Eamonn O'Reilly N&E Kerry Development 

Marian Ui Chonghaile Comhar na nOileán 

Mavis Kelly Louth Leader Partnership 

Martina Earley Roscommon LEADER Partnership 

Brian Smyth Leitrim Integrated Development Company CLG  

Community Groups 

Matt Ryan Ormond Way Committee 

Neil Lucey Slí Gaeltacht Mhuscraí/Gouganebarra Hotel 

Liam Breslin Ballinagleragh Development Co/Leitrim Way Committee 

Jim O'Sullivan Beara Way Committee 

Gareth Scathal Suck Valley Way Committee 

Other 

Lydia Hall Sport Ireland/Consultant 

Trisha Deane MAP - MacGillycuddy Reeks 

Patricia Walsh MAP - Binn Shléibhe 

Brian Dunne Wicklow Uplands Council 

Doug Corrie Sport Ireland Outdoors 

Sean Keating Local Authority Waters Programme 

Tom Carolan Local Authority Waters Programme 

Leonard Cleary Clare County Council 

Christopher McCarthy POBAL 

 

  



 

 

C. LEADER procurement guidelines17 

Contract Type  Amount (excl. VAT)  Procedure  

Supplies & Services  Less than €5,000  Seek verbal quotations from one or more 
interested and competent suppliers/service 
providers - these can be sought verbally 
but responses must be obtained in writing. 

 

(Best Practice – Seek a minimum of 3 
written quotes; a record of verbal requests 
must be placed on file).  

€5,000 - €25,000  Seek written quotations from a minimum 
of 3 suppliers on the basis of responses to 
written specifications.  

€25,000 EU 
Threshold* (currently 
€221,000)  

Publish Contract Notice on eTenders 
www.etenders.gov.ie – Open Procedure  

Works Related Services  Less than €50,000  Seek written quotations from at least 5 
firms on the basis of responses to written 
specifications, or follow the eTenders 
process – Open Procedure  

€50,000 EU 
Threshold* (currently 
€221,000)  

Publish Contract Notice on eTenders – 
Open Procedure  

Works  Less than €50,000  Seek written quotations from at least 5 
firms on the basis of responses to written 
specifications, or follow the eTenders 
process – Open Procedure  

€50,000 – €250,000  Publish Contract Notice on eTenders – 
Open Procedure  

€250,000 EU 
Threshold* (currently 
€5,548,000)  

Publish Contract Notice on eTenders – 
Open or Restricted Procedure  

 

 

17 Source: Department Circular No: 02/2018 - Amendment to Procurement Requirements with regard to Expenditure – Operating Rules, 

Sections 15.3, 15.4 & 15.5 (2nd February 2018) 



 

115 

 

 

D. Trails Public Liability Insurance 

 

Sport Ireland provides Trails Public Liability Insurance cover for Trail Management Organisations and 

Landowners. 

Under the insurance policy, the term ‘Recreational Trail’ means a trail: 

i. is used for recreational or leisure activities excluding hunting (as defined by the Wildlife Act 

1976 or amending or superseding legislation). 

ii. developed and maintained in accordance with the 'Management Standards for Recreational 

Trails' published by Sport Ireland. 

iii. is listed on the National Trails Register managed by Sport Ireland. 

iv. has in place a system for ongoing maintenance and monitoring of the trail managed locally by 

the Trail Management Organisation. Any safety issues found or reported must be prioritised 

and addressed accordingly. Documented records of all monitoring or work carried out on the 

trail must be retained by the management organisation. 

v. is declared to and agreed by the Insurer prior to policy commencement or added to the policy 

by Sport Ireland if added to the trail register during the period of the policy.  

 

This policy indemnifies Trail Management Organisations subject to the definitions and terms & 

conditions of the policy in respect of liability arising out of: 

i. the development maintenance monitoring and overall upkeep of the Trails; 

ii. erection dismantling and maintenance of signs in connection with i) above; 

iii. organisation of promotional and/or fundraising events in connection with i) above; and 

iv. provided that such party is not entitled to indemnity under any other policy. 

 

Similarly, the policy indemnifies Landowners subject always to the definitions and terms & conditions 

of the policy. The policy covers Landowners/ any participant in receipt of funding from the 

Department of Rural and Community Development Walk Scheme arising out of or in connection with: 

i.  clerical administration work; 

ii.  monthly Recreational Trail inspection; 

iii. litter clearance (but excluding clearing of dumped material); 

iv. cleaning securing aligning and repair/replacement or erection of way-marking; 

v. clearance and/or cutting of drains and laying of stepping stones; 

vi. rehabilitation of Recreational Trail surfaces following localised water damage; 

vii. vegetation control; and 

viii. inspection and maintenance of existing fencing, walls, gates and stiles. 
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E. Trail Management Organisations covered under the Insurance Policy    

County Name of trail management organisation Trail(s) managed 

Clare 12 O’Clock Hills Committee Blue Route + Red Route + Green Route 

St. Marys Community Development Lissycasey Cascades Loop 

Cork Avondhu Tourism Blackwater Avondhu Way + Killavullen Loop + Ballard Waterfall Trail 

Bere Island Projects Group CLG Beara Way + Ardnakinna Lighthouse Loop + Doonbeg Loop + Lonehort Heritage Trail + Lonehort Fort Loop Walk 

Drimoleague Community Development 
Association 

Drimoleague Heritage Loop + Castledonovan Loop + Moyny Bridge Loop + Deelish Cascades Loop + Glounaclohy Walk + Shronacarton 
Walk + Kealkill Poc an Tairbh + Kealkill Sron na Gaoithe + Meelagh Woods Loop + Mealagh Valley Loop + Mullaghmesha Loop 

Kilbrittain Trails Group Castle Walk + Estuary Walk + Rathclaren Walk + Kiln Walk 

Millstreet Tidy Towns and Tourism 
Association 

Claragh Loop 

Sheeps Head Ltd Sheep's Head Way + Ahakista Baran Loop + Ahakista Glanlough Loop + Ahakista Seefin Loop + Caher Loop + Cahergal Loop + Lighthouse 
Loop + Poet’s Way + Barnageehy Loop + Coomkeen Loop + Farranamanagh Loop + Foilakilly Loop + Funeral Path + Gortnakilly Loop + 
Mass Path + Mount Corrin + Peakeen Ridge Loop + Peakeen Ridge Walk + Rooska Loop + Whiddy Island Loop 

Beara Tourism & Development 
Association 

The Beara Way (including Eyeries Creha Quay, Allihies Ballydonegan, Kealogue and North Engine, Garinish and Coorycommane Loops, 
Ardnakinna Lighthouse Loop, Rerrin Loop, Doonbeg Loop, Dursey Loop Walk, Lonehort Heritage Trail and Fort Loop Walk, Pulleen Loop) 

Fastnet Trails Committee Fastnet Trails 

Baltimore 2000 Baltimore Trails 

Cóiste Slí Gaeltacht Mhuscraí Sli Gaeltacht Mhuscrai 

Donegal Bluestack Way Committee Bluestack Way 

Burtonport Old Railway Walk Committee Burtonport Siuloid an tSean Bhothar Iarainn + Burtonport Lub Chroicheach Mhor + Burtonport Lub Cheann Bhaile Cruaiche 

Forbairt na Rosann Cope Mountain Walk + Dungloe River Walk 

Loch Chonaill Railway Development 
Group 

Loch Chonaill Railway Walk 

Glenevin Waterfall Development Group Glenevin Waterfall Walk 

Muckish Area Development Committee Muckish TRails 

Dublin, Kildare, Meath, 
Longford, Westmeath, 
Roscommon 

National Famine Way Committee National Famine Way 

Galway Derrigimlagh Trail Committee Marconi Loop 

Comhlucht Forbartha Inis Meain Inis Meain Trails 

Roundstone Community Development 
Council Ltd. 

Inis Nee Loop 

Letterfrack Tidy Towns Atlantic Waterfall link 

Moycullen Heritage Moycullen Trails (Kilrainey Woods Walk + Sean Relig Walk + Kilagoola loop Walk) 

Comhar Caomhan Teo Lub Ceathru an Locha and Lub Ceathru an Phoillin 

Kerry Coiste Chosán na Naomh, Kerry Cosan na Naomh 



 

 

 

 

 

County Name of trail management organisation Trail(s) managed 

Comharchumann Dhún Chaoin Teoranta Siuloid na Cille 

Dingle Way Committee Dingle Way 

Kerry Way Committee Kerry Way 

North Kerry Walks Ltd. North Kerry Way + Ballybunion Cliff Walk + Ballybunion Beach Walk + Lahardane Hill Walk + John F Leslie Woodland Walk + Listowel River 
Walk + Listowel Bog Walk + Lyracrompane Mass Path + Moyvane Village Walk & Nature Trail + Shannon Way 

Portmagee Walkers Portmagee Pound Loop + Portmagee Knockeenawaddra Loop 

Coiste Siúlóidí Chorca Dhuibhne Dingle - Siuloid a' tSais + Siuloid na Faille + Siuloid Cholmain 

Valentia Island Walks Group Bray Head - Valentia 

Keel Community Council Keel Uphill Downhill Loop Walk + Caher Marsh Loop 

Coiste Forbartha na Sceilge Monks Trail + Skellig Way + Reenroe Cliff Walk 

Sneem Development Co Op ltd Lomonagh Loop and Fermoyle Loop walk 

Kilkenny Gathabawn Rural Development Gathabawn Gathabawn Loop + Gathabawn Short Loop 

Mountain Grove Residents Association Mountain Grove Loop 

Tidy Towns Freshford Freshford Loop 

Tullahought Community Development Tullahought - Kilmacoliver loop 

Windgap Tidy Towns Windgap - Village + Bearna Breac Loops 

Thomastown Community Network Grennan Loop Walk 

Longford Colmcille Area Development Group 
(CADG) 

Aughnacliff Trails (Waterfall + Mass Bridge Trails) 

Laois Cullahill Rural Development Association Cullahill - Binnianea + Heathy Loops 

Durrow Development Forum Durrow Leafy Loops + Leafy + Dunmore Woods Loops 

Leitrim Arroo trail Management Group Arroo Trail 

Cloone Tidy Towns/Cloone Homecoming 
Committee 

Bothar na Naomh 

Leitrim Way Committee Leitrim Way 

Keeldra Lake Amenity Development Keeldra Way Walkway 

Limerick Broadford Ashford Walking Trails 
Committee 

An Gleann Beag Loop + Gleann na gCapail Loop + Killagholehane Way + Broadford to Ashford Way + Lough Ghé Way + Gortnaclohy Lo op 
+ Ashford Woodland Loop 

Glin Development Association CLG Glin Heritage Walking Trails (The Knights Walk and Knockaranna Way) 

Mayo Tochar Valley Rural Community Network Croagh Patrick Heritage Trail + Clogher Bog Loop + Clogher Red Walk + Clogher Holy Well Loop + Carrowneden to Balla Trail 

Comhar Dún Caocháin Teoranta Comhar Carrowteige (Children of Lir/Siúlóid Clann Lir & Black Ditch/Siúlóid na Claidhe Duibhe) and Benwee Head Loops  

Moygownagh Community Council Blanemore Forest Walk + Moygownagh Loop Walk 

Féile Tóin an tSean Bhaile Valley Loop Walk Achill Island - Slí Tóin a tSeanbhaile 

Coiste Chill Damhnait Slí Grainne Mhaol 

Kilmaine Village Enhancement Group Kilmaine Church Walk + Killernan Loop + Nature Walk 

Murrisk Development Association Murrisk Loop + Murrisk Mountain Loop + Murrisk Pier Loop 



 

 

County Name of trail management organisation Trail(s) managed 

Great Western Greenway Landowners 
Management Committee 

Great Western Greenway 

Meath Girley Bog Meitheal Drewstown Woods - Girley Bog walk 

Offaly Moneygall Development Association 
Limited 

Rock of Loyer Loop 

Slieve Bloom Walking Giant’s Grave Loop 

Ballinough Doorey Group Clara Esker Loops 

Roscommon Shannonbridge Action Group Fortifications Loop + River Shannon Loop 

Cloonfad Scenic Walks Cortoon Loop + Derrylahan Loop + River Walk + Clogher Beag + Clogher Mór + Cloonarkin Walk + Bog Walk 

Sligo, Roscommon, Leitrim Miners Way and Historical Trail 
Management Committee 

Miners Way and Historical Trail 

Sligo, Roscommon  Castlerea Town Team Lung Lough Gara Way 

Sligo Keash Hill Trail Committee Keash Hill Trail 

Tipperary Inch Trail Development Committee Cosan Felim - Inch Loop Walk 

Ormond Way Association Ormond Way/ Beara Breifne Way 

Slí Eala Trail Committee Slí Eala 

Tipperary Heritage Way Committee Tipperary Heritage Way 

Upperchurch / Drumbane and District 
Development Council 

Birchill Loop + Eamonn a' Chnoic Loop + Knockalough Loop + Knocklough Extension + Red Hugh Loop 

Marlbog/Multeen Way Multeen Way 

Grange Development Group Grange - Grange + Crag loops 

Knockmealdown Active Knockmealdown Walks (Knockroe Loop + Crough Loop + Knockmealdown Lakes Loop + Duck Pond Loop + Sheep Hill Loop + 
Knockmealdown Trail) 

Cloughjordan Community Development 
Committee 

Loop of Laghile and Loughaun 

Waterford Dunhill Tourism Walking Trail CLG Anne Valley Walk 

Rathgormack North Waterford 
Community Development CLG 

Boolas Loop, Glenpatrick Bridge Loop, Rathbeag + Lough Mohra Loops 

Wexford Bree Community Development Group Ltd. Ballybrittas Walk + Wilton Walk + Beech Walks 

Kiltealy Walking Trails Ballycrystal Trail + Cullentra Trail 

Coolgreany/ Ballyfad Wood Nature Trails Ballyfad Wood Beech Trail + Bluebell Trail + Linear Trail + Old Mass Path Trail 

Lacken Hill Community Group Lacken Hill & Dunbrody Forest Trails (Dunbrody Forest Trail, Scarke Trail, 

Tara Hill Community Development 
Association 

Tara Hill - Slí an t-Suaimhnis + Slí na n-Óg 

Bunclody Loafers Walkers Group Craan + Long Lane Loops, Windmill Loop and Kilbrannish Loop, Prospect Loop, Gibbet Hill Loop, and Coolmelagh Loop 

Newbawn Development Group Carrickbyrne Hill Trails (Red, Blue, Yellow, Purple Trails) 

Rosslare Harbour – Kilrane Environment 
Group 

Rosslare Harbour Village Loop Walk and Clifftop Walk 

Oulart Hill Development Group Siúl Ladhrú, Unyoke Trail, and Jean Kennedy Smith Trail 

Forth Mountain Walking Group Forth Mountain Walking Trail 

Kilanerin Ballyfad Community 
Development Association (KBCDA) 

Curragh/Kilanerin Woods Croghan 

The Gap Tidy Towns and Heritage Group Annagh Hill Trail 



 

 

 

 

 

County Name of trail management organisation Trail(s) managed 

Tintern Trails Development Tintern Trails 

Wicklow Wicklow Uplands Council Avonmore Way + Sugar Loaf Way + Belmont Way + Bray Head Loop 

Tinahely Community Area Projects Ltd Tinahely Railway Walk + Tinahely Loop + Kyle, Ballycumber & Mangan’s Loops 

Roundwood and District Community 
Council 

Vartry Reservoir Loops. 
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F. Role and Responsibilities of the RRO (2011) 

The role of the RRO was set out in Memoranda of Understanding between DRCD and the individual 
LDCs. The principal duties were18: 

1. The Roll-out of the Walks Scheme; 

2. Coordinating trail maintenance; and 

3. Management and assisting with trail marketing and promotion. 

Coordinating Trail 
Maintenance and 
Management  

• Assist in the preparation of a trail management plan; 

• Coordinate trail maintenance with the relevant Local Authority and Management 
Committees utilising Rural Social Scheme (RSS) employees, other LEADER 
Schemes and contractors; 

• Protect the natural and heritage environment of the trail and its locality against 
damage through usage; 

• Liaise regularly with landowners to ensure that goodwill is maintained and 
concerns are addressed as well as seeking to resolve access issues on the ground; 

• Liaise with trail users, to gather feedback, comments and address concerns where 
they arise; 

• Liaise with other stakeholders and State Agencies such as: The National Trails 
Office, Coillte, Fáilte Ireland and the National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

Assisting with Trail 
Marketing and 
Promotion  

• Agree the trail marketing approach with representatives of the appropriate 
regional Fáilte Ireland Office to ensure that the marketing of trails is in 
accordance with national strategy; 

• Advise on trail promotion materials including literature, websites etc. and ensure 
information on the trails and all walking, cycling and outdoor activity options in 
the area are readily available; 

• Assist local communities to develop new walks and trails for consideration by the 
National Trails Office; 

• Engage in marketing and promotion initiatives being undertaken by county, 
regional and national promoters in addition to Fáilte Ireland, such as Community 
Groups, Coillte, National Parks and Wildlife Service, Local Sports Partnerships, The 
Irish Sports Council (National Trails Office), Iarnród Éireann, etc; 

• Be available to answer queries relating to trails and provide up to date and 
detailed information and advice to all prospective trail users on walking options in 
the area, grades of trails, suitable equipment, parking, directions to places for 
refreshment, accommodation and other tourism information; 

• Provide information and provide updates to all relevant websites and other 
promotional channels for trails in the locality; 

• Have knowledge of product providers within the locality and generally support 
the marketing and promotion of the trails with the relevant agencies; 

• Assist National and International tour operators who wish to operate in the 
locality. 

  

 

18 Source: Review of the Role and Functions of Rural Recreation Officers, Department of Environment, 
Community, and Local Government August 2011 
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G. Footfall Analysis of Walks Scheme Trails 

County Walk Data Covers No. of 
Months 
Covered 

Total 
traffic for 
the 
period 

Monthly 
average 

Weekly 
average 

Daily 
average 

Where Full Years' Data is Available 

2016 2017 2018 2019 

Clare Burren Way 15/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 224,476 3,978 913 130 83,920 55,320 39,233 39,943 

Clare Cliffs of Moher, Hags Head 15/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 427,332 7,573 1,738 248 105,798 77,377 131,006 97,080 

Cork Duhallow Way 07/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 52,028 918 211 30 9,715 10,616 10,158 11,679 

Cork Beara Way Cork, Garnish Pier 14/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 26,324 466 107 15 6,932 7,796 5,508 4,854 

Cork Sheep's Head Way 1, Toreen 14/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 126,989 2,249 516 74 27,790 25,455 33,664 33,065 

Cork Sheeps Head Way 2, 
Drimoleague 

14/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 19,430 344 79 11 3,878 6,206 3,443 3,678 

Donegal Bluestack Way 01/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 44,627 785 180 26 4,522 8,206 8,701 12,787 

Galway Slí Chonmara 01/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 23,196 408 94 13 4,382 4,872 5,248 4,123 

Galway Western Way, Maam 02/10/2015 - 27/06/2020 57 44,522 784 180 26 10,601 8,448 8,725 10,085 

Kerry Beara Way Kerry, Bonane 14/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 10,526 186 43 6 1,999 2,501 2,520 2,823 

Kerry Kerry Way, Torc 29/08/2018 - 30/06/2020 22 72,521 3,292 755 108    45,189 

Kilkenny Ballyduff, inistioge, Co.Kilkenny 06/06/2019 - 29/06/2020 13 3,101 243 56 8     
Kilkenny Bennetsbridget County Kilkenny 06/06/2019 - 29/06/2020 13 22,038 1,723 396 57     

Louth Táin Way 01/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 48,836 859 197 28 12,131 10,855 10,172 10,454 

Mayo Croagh Patrick Heritage Trail 02/10/2015 - 27/06/2020 57 12,441 219 50 7 3,534 2,017 2,243 2,833 

Mayo Western Way, Mayo 02/10/2015 - 27/06/2020 57 6,111 108 25 4 1,780 1,412 1,031 1,135 

Offaly Offaly Way 16/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 88,612 1,571 361 52 24,079 21,288 18,109 15,798 

Roscommon Suck Valley 29/09/2015 - 30/06/2020 46 79,569 1,738 399 57 15,029 13,359 15,386 19,786 

Roscommon Lough Key Forest Park 01/07/2017 - 30/06/2020 36 114,214 3,178 729 104   39,596 38,761 
Sligo Sligo Way 02/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 33,213 584 134 19 4,474 6,436 8,205 8,412 

Tipperary Eamon A'Chnoic 06/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 38,142 672 154 22 10,331 9,151 7,798 7,721 

Tipperary Lough Derg 15/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 56 67,574 1,198 275 39 12,642 11,914 13,291 17,360 

Wicklow Wicklow Way 08/10/2015 - 30/06/2020 57 92,831 1,639 376 54 20,412 19,874 19,240 21,595 
Average        363,949 303,103 343,681 325,211 
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