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Executive summary
This report examines the socio-economic dimensions of the land-use system in 
Ireland. This is a vast and complex topic, and it is not feasible in a short review of 
evidence to consider every relevant topic and every issue with the same level of detail. 
Instead, this report aims to highlight that land-use is a complex system with multiple 
elements and interrelationships. In this report, we adopt a ‘capitals framework’ as a 
means of capturing land as a fundamental resource underpinning economic capital, 
social capital, cultural capital and natural capital.

The report outlines that a sustainable land-use 
strategy should be underpinned by creating 
positive and reinforcing relationships between 
the various forms of capitals to maximise the 
potential of Ireland’s land-use – for example, 
social capital can lead to new forms of 
bottom-up environmental management that 
can enhance natural capital, or various forms 
of cultural capital (e.g. natural heritage) can 
be ‘converted’ to local wealth creation and 
economic capital. At the same time, negative 
relationships can lead to the depletion or 
erosion of other forms of capital, leading 
to less sustainable outcomes. For example, 
intensive agriculture may create economic 
capital but can also deplete natural capital, 
or housing markets can lead to social-spatial 
inequities that erodes social capital.

The synthesis report firstly examines land 
as economic capital. This includes the 
traditional land-based economy, focusing on 
agriculture (and the wider food and drinks 
sector), forestry, peat and mineral extraction, 
and the property sector. From this review, 
the sectoral nature of competing demands is 
evident, i.e. housing, farming, forestry, peat 
extraction are guided by separate policy, 
regulatory and licensing domains, without 
the guidance of an overall land-use vision 
or land-use targets. Moreover, sectoral 
policy often overlooks the interrelationships 

between sectors, or between the various 
forms of capitals outlined above, particularly 
in relation to natural capital degradation. 
The report also considers the ‘new’ land-
based economy, which is based on exploiting 
‘fixed’ place-based assets (social, cultural and 
natural capital) for economic development. 
This involves reappraising land-based assets 
beyond traditional productive values towards 
mutually reinforcing relationships between 
the environment and development. Examples 
include tourism based on cultural landscapes 
or natural capital, renewables, the circular or 
bioeconomy, and multifunctional agriculture.

Secondly, the report examines the relationships 
between social capital and land. This highlights 
the importance of the social dimensions 
of the land-use system through the lens of 
social capital. Land has traditionally played an 
important role in shaping social and cultural 
values in Ireland, and how land is used is of 
intense interest to the public. As new land 
demands emerge, particularly in the context 
of climate action, the potential for land-
use conflict between different stakeholder 
values has potential to act as a barrier to 
sustainable change. Effective participation is 
key to democratic, transparent, accountable 
and equitable decision-making and the public 
has a right to have a say in decisions that 
impact on their environment and quality of 
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life. A critical challenge in developing a national 
land-use strategy is how best to reconcile 
conflicting public attitudes, and also the 
differences between the preferences of individuals 
and communities and wider societal needs. 
This requires ongoing research to understand a 
wide range of public attitudes and preferences 
towards land-use and land-use change, 
and also novel methods of to engage with 
multiple stakeholders and to co-produce new 
knowledge in relation to the land-use system.

Thirdly, the report explores land 
as cultural capital. This section focuses on 
‘landscape’, examining its character, relationship 
to heritage, and its role in promoting place 
attachment, a sense of identity and as a 
health promoting environment. The chapter 
notes slow progress in advancing aspects 
of the National Landscape Strategy (e.g. in 
developing a national landscape character 
map) and the need for updated landscape 
character assessment guidelines. Ireland has 
more limited rights of access to the countryside 
than many European countries; however, this 
chapter notes recent progress for enhancing 
access, particularly on public lands and recent 
funding and initiatives for promoting national 
and regional green and blue ways. Ireland’s 
landscapes are critical repositories of our 
cultural heritage, not only in relation to tangible 
landscape features, but also for their intangible 
aspects such as creating local identity and 
sense of place. This forms an important part of 
our common wealth, as an inheritance and a 
legacy for future generations.

Fourthly, the report examines land as 
natural capital and how this relates to 
the wider socio-economic dimensions of 
the land-use system, and particularly how 
natural capital has become institutionalised 
within policy and governance frameworks. 
Central to this analysis is the concept of 
ecosystem services, which attempts to 
capture the flows of benefits from natural 
capital for wider societal wellbeing, or nature’s 
contribution to people. The chapter examines 
examples of how ecosystem services are 
applied to policy-making and decision-making. 
These include: Payment for Ecosystem Services 
(PES) schemes; natural capital accounting; and 
the green infrastructure (GI) approach which 
has increasingly been mainstreamed in spatial 
planning frameworks as a means of more 
sustainable land management and to capture 
ecosystem services. This chapter also highlights 
the role of urban green spaces as potential 
health promoting environments.
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1. Introduction: The Land-Use System

1 This definition of a land-use system draws on the UK Foresight Study on Land Use Futures (Foresight Land Use Futures 
Project, 2010).

1.1 Introduction
The purpose of this synthesis report is 
to provide a review of the socio-economic 
aspects of the land-use system, undertaken 
as part of an evidential review to inform the 
Government’s national land use review. The 
report adopts a ‘capitals’ framework to examine 
the potential of land use to contribute to 
national and local wellbeing, focusing on land 
as economic capital, land as social capital, land 
as cultural capital and land as natural capital. 
We emphasise the interrelationships between 
these domains to maximise the multifunctional 
benefits from sustainable land-use governance.

1.2  The land use system 
and its socio-economic 
dimensions

Land is a fundamental and finite resource 
with human and non-human dimensions. 
Land and its various uses provide the 
foundation of our national economic 
prosperity, quality of life and wellbeing, 
and cultural identity. Its management is 
also of critical importance in addressing global 
environmental priorities. These include climate 
change mitigation and adaptation, addressing 
biodiversity loss, food and energy security, 
and sustainable water management.

The focus of this report is on the socio-
economic dimensions of the land-use system. 
In this context, the land-use system refers to 
the relationship between human activities 
on land, socio-economic conditions and the 
natural environment, and also the systems of 
governance which manages these interactions.1 

This approach recognises the critical 
importance of social and economic drivers 
of land-use change, including demographic 
changes, social attitudes, traditions and 
social norms, individual behaviours, ownership, 
and through competing economic sectors 
seeking to maximise profit opportunities. 
These components are also institutionalised 
through, inter alia, spatial planning policy, 
property rights, taxation policies, environmental 
designations (international, European, national 
and local), and agri-environmental policy, and 
also shaped by competing political or sectoral 
priorities.

This emphasis on land-use as a system 
also opens up a discussion on the socio-
economic benefits derived from the 
sustainable management of land. On a 
basic level, this implies that sufficient land 
is allocated to support essential societal 
infrastructure, such as housing, transportation 
and for water supply. Secondly, it recognises 
that the productive capacity of land also 
underpins much of the economy. This includes 
the traditional land-based economy, such as 
agriculture, mineral extraction, forestry and 
the property sector, but also the ‘new’ land-
based economy, including the renewable 
energy sector, tourism (dependent on cultural 
landscapes), the bioeconomy, or payments for 
ecosystem services. And thirdly, it captures 
the societal and economic benefits of land-
based ecosystem services, which underpin 
planetary and human wellbeing.
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1.3 Valuing land
As reported by the OECD (2017), land 
and buildings on it, constitute by far the 
most important share of wealth across OECD 
countries, comprising 86 per cent of total 
capital stock, broadly split evenly between 
land and property. Land and buildings are 
approximately seven times as valuable as 
all other assets taken together. Thus, land-use 
policies are critical to the wealth distribution of 
a society, while the rise in wealth inequalities 
across advanced economies can be attributed 
to a rise in the value of land, which tends to be 
predominately owned by wealthier and often 
older individuals.

While land is a finite resource and ‘fixed’, 
the supply of land for different purposes is 
not fixed nor static. That is to say, land is often 
allocated for specific purposes (or constrained 
from specific uses) by land-use regulations or 
other environmental designations. Therefore, 
if land is scarce for housing, it is rarely due to a 
lack of actual land in a country, but due to the 
zoning or allocation of land through planning 
policies and the balance between individual 
property rights and the ‘public good’ in 
generating benefits from land. This regulatory 
aspect also generates wealth through surplus 
value that has very little to do with the 
actions of landowners (such as investment or 
improvement) but relates to permitted uses. 
For example, land on the edge of a city zoned 
for housing will have a higher value than land 
with agricultural zoning, while urban land close 
to publicly funded infrastructure (e.g. a light rail 
line) will increase in value over other parts of 
the city.

While land is primarily an individually-
owned asset, land-use can generate 
significant externalities (positive and negative) 
for wider society, such as providing local 
amenities or maintaining cultural landscapes, 
or environmental degradation. From this 

perspective, land can be considered as 
a commodity with a productive use and 
characterised by an exchange value. However, 
as outlined in table 1.1 below, Davy (2012) 
identifies three additional meanings of 
land (beyond as a commodity), which have 
implications for land policy and attempts to 
measure the value of land. These alternatives 
illustrate how land is ‘tied up’ in social practices 
and relates to intangible concepts such as 
identity, a sense of place, or home. Land may 
also be conceived in terms of legal rights, 
or as a ‘bundle’ of rights, including the right 
to possess, the right to use, or the right to 
bequeath land. Finally, land can be framed 
from an ecological perspective, in terms of 
functioning ecosystems, thereby recognising 
land as a social-ecological system.

Table 1.1: Four meanings of land 
(adapted from Davy, 2012)

• Land as commodity: refers to the 
objects of economic activities e.g. 
10,000m2 of retail space rented at 
€30/m2

• Land as capability: refers to the objects 
of human uses and practices, such 
as a field, a house, a road, frequently 
associated with place-making and 
social bonding (home, neighbourhood, 
community), but also with a pattern of 
functional and convenient land uses.

• Land as territory: refers to objects of 
power e.g., land rights such as the 
territory of a sovereign power or 
a parcel of privately owned land.

• Land as environment: refers to the 
ecological aspects of land, such 
as soil quality, biodiversity and its 
functions within the ecosystem.
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Each of these perspectives translates to 
alternative methods of land valuation. 
For example, land may be considered in terms 
of its use value, which expresses the utility of 
land (both private and collective). Thus, farmers 
may value land in terms of its productive value 
related to its biophysical qualities, such as 
soil quality. Planners may think of use value 
in terms of the relationships between various 
land uses and their locational aspect, such 
as potential land for housing located near 
to critical infrastructure. This perspective 
forms the basis for a utilitarian land policy 
which attempts to promote land use practices 
that maximise the greatest happiness to 
the greatest number.

Framing land as a commodity leads to a focus 
on its exchange value, therefore as a good 
that is bought and sold on the market. This 
market value may be shaped by a range of 
factors, including its productive use, location, 
market actor behaviour, planning regulation, 
fiscal policy (e.g. interest rates, inheritance 
tax) and wider economic conditions (e.g. 
economic growth, global commodity prices). 
These influences on market value, beyond 
‘fixed’ characteristics (location, productive 
value), explain how the price of land can 
become uncoupled from its productive value or 
utility. For example, hoarding of land, financial 
speculation, and international investment may 
also be used as a means to extract a profit from 
land assets rather than through the productive 
use of land.

Framing land in ecological terms, leads 
to a focus on natural capital valuation. 
Emerging from the field of environmental 
economics, natural capital is now commonly 
used within policy to denote natural stocks 
from which ecosystem goods and services 
are provided. Natural capital is defined as 
the stocks of natural resources (renewable 
and non-renewable) that yield a flow of 
benefits to people (Natural Capital Coalition, 
2016), including ecosystems, geosystems 
and atmospheric systems (Farrell and Stout, 
2020). In these terms, these services are 
assigned a monetary value or measured 
within an accounting model to value assets. 
From an ecological perspective, all other 
forms of capital rely on natural capital, which 
underpin planetary health and wellbeing.

1.4  Social dimensions 
of land use change

As recorded by Antrop and Eetvelde (2008), 
change is an essential property of landscapes 
across Europe, characterised by the continuous 
interactions between natural processes and 
human activities. In this context, land use 
change is fundamentally a product of the 
interaction of physical land characteristics, 
economic considerations, social change 
and agricultural and environmental policies 
(O’Donoghue et al., 2015). For example, while 
environmental factors, such as soil quality, 
topography, geology, and climatic conditions, 
will influence agricultural and forestry land 
use, consumer preferences (and price signals), 
societal demands, land markets, and policy 
drivers and incentives will also play a critical 
role in shaping these land use sectors.
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From a social perspective, Ireland’s 
demography and the spatial distribution 
of population is a critical factor in driving land 
use change through urbanisation and new 
infrastructural demands. The population of 
Ireland has increased by almost 1.9 million 
since the mid-1950s, rising from 2,898,264 
in 1956 to 4,761,865 in 2016 (CSO, 2016). 
While the 1980s witnessed a slowing of 
population growth (due to net out-migration), 
each decade since has seen growth through a 
combination of natural increase and declining 
net out-migration. This has resulted in the 
current population being almost 70 per 

cent larger than in the early 1960s (ibid.). 
However, population growth has been 
uneven across Ireland, with many remote rural 
places (particularly in the west) continuing 
to experience depopulation, with Dublin and 
surrounding counties experiencing highest 
growth. As illustrated in Figure 1.1, the Dublin 
region exhibited the highest population growth 
between 1991 and 2016 (309,726 persons), 
followed by the Mid-East (211,015 persons). In 
contrast, the Mid-West (86,610 persons) and 
Midland (92,734 persons) regions exhibited the 
lowest increase in population growth during 
the period.

Figure 1.1: Population Change in Ireland 1991-2016 (source: CSO, 2016)
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This changing demographic context of a 
growing population and immigration, along 
with the rapidly growing economy of the 
so-called Celtic Tiger era, had also been 
translated to the construction sector with 
rapid house building activity. The period 1994 
to 2004 had seen approximately a 200 per 
cent increase in new house building, which 
has been driven almost wholly by the rise of 
private house building (Murphy and Scott, 
2014). Rapid housing construction was not 
only a feature of Irish urban centres, but 

many rural areas and rural towns and villages 
within commuting distance of larger urban 
centres have also witnessed a rapid expansion 
of house-building activity (Meredith, 2007). 
Indeed, the ‘Celtic Tiger’ housing boom was 
characterised by decentralised growth, with 
patterns of urban sprawl, extended commuter 
belts, and housebuilding in accessible rural 
locations. These trends were influenced by a 
rise in car ownership and mobility, residential 
preferences, housing affordability issues and 
the underperformance of the planning system.
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Following the financial crisis and the 
housing market crash in 2008, policy has 
increasingly promoted the virtues of compact 
settlement patterns as a means of delivering 
more sustainable urban development. As 
recognised in the Government’s National 
Planning Framework (Government of Ireland, 
2018), by 2040 there will be an additional 
one million people living in Ireland, requiring 
significant new housebuilding. In that context:

A major new policy emphasis on renewing 
and developing existing settlements will be 
required, rather than continual expansion 
and sprawl of cities and towns out into 
the countryside, at the expense of town 
centres and smaller villages. The target 
is for at least 40% of all new housing to 
be delivered within the existing built-up 
areas of cities, towns and villages on infill 
and/or brownfield sites (Government of 
Ireland, 2018: 11).

This policy direction (and its implementation 
through county and city development plans) 
may result in reduced landscape fragmentation 
from decentralised growth patterns and a shift 
to more compact urban forms and intensive 
use of land within urban settlements. However, 
this also requires a cultural shift in relation to 
consumer preferences and housing choice. 
Public preferences not only shape housing 
choices and preferences for home ownership 
but also influence attitudes towards a range 
of land use demands or potential conflicts. 
This includes attitudes or preferences towards 
sustainable mobility or car usage, shopping 
patterns (town centre, out-of-town, or online), 
food consumer preferences, or people’s desire 
to protect the natural environment or existing 
urban green spaces.

1.5  Climate action as 
a driver of land-use

While land use change is driven by a mix 
of natural and socio-economic forces, how 
we use land has critical implications for how 
we mitigate and adapt to climate change risks. 
Indeed, managing land-use is essential to the 
climate action toolkit, which has fundamental 
implications for future landcover and land-
use. Climate action will require a paradigm 
shift in relation to the function and visual 
appearance of much of the landscape. For 
example, a zero-carbon land-use policy will 
result in an increased roll-out of renewable 
energy infrastructure and a rural landscape 
comprising wind turbines, solar energy farms, 
and farmland converted to planting bio-
energy crops. A zero-carbon rural land-use 
system also entails using land to create natural 
stores of carbon through afforestation and 
peatland or wetland restoration, while also 
requiring shifts in farming practices to reduce 
emissions, through a combination of improved 
livestock and soil management practices and 
also through the release of farmland from 
productive uses. Land use is also critical to 
adaptation, particularly in relation to flood risk 
management and the protection of urban areas 
and critical infrastructure through upstream 
nature-based solutions. Urban greening 
within built-up areas has the potential to 
reduce the urban heat island effect during 
warmer weather or reduce flood risk to 
property. These imperatives for reappraising 
land through a climate action lens will also 
interact with social acceptance in relation to 
the changing function and appearance of the 
rural landscape with potential for competing 
demands and public preferences.
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2. Overview of the Research
2.1  Assessing the potential of 

land: a capitals framework
In this report, we adopt a ‘capitals framework’ 
to assess the value and potential of land. 
Drawing on Gkartzios, Gallent and Scott 
(2022), a capitals framework identifies 
multifunctional components that capture land 
as an asset that underpins prosperity, wellbeing 
and quality of life, equity and ecological 
functions. For the purposes of this report, we 
identify four essential capitals in relation to 
land and land-use values (see Figure 2.1):

• Land as economic capital: land ownership 
is generally a private asset and the driving 
force behind land-use is often profit and 
individual wealth accumulation, or the 
desire to ensure an intergenerational 
transfer of land assets to family members. 
Land is a productive asset, which underpins 
traditional land-based economic activities 
such as agriculture, resource extraction 
and real estate, alongside the importance 
of land assets for the ‘new land-based 
economy’, such as renewable energy, the 
bioeconomy and tourism;

• Land as social capital: including the 
importance of ‘land attachment’, social 
norms, and social networks. This considers 
land as a socially productive asset and 
examines how land relates to essential 
social infrastructure such as housing. In 
a rural context, it recognises that rural 
people and communities are intimately 
connected with land resources through 
employment, through lifestyles and 
everyday interactions.

• Land as cultural capital: cultural values 
are embodied in the landscape, which 
serve as a critical repository of tangible 
and intangible cultural heritage. 
Landscape character plays a critical factor 
in shaping local, regional and national 
identity, while access rights determine 
how the landscape is experienced. This 
has a regulatory dimension, with legal 
frameworks established to protect 
important amenity or natural heritage 
resources, and an economic dimension 
as heritage can me mobilised as an asset 
for economic development.

• Land as natural capital, which underpins 
planetary health and wellbeing: including 
critical land-based ecosystem services that 
yield a flow of benefits to people including 
carbon sequestration, flooding control and 
alleviation, air and water quality, health and 
wellbeing benefits from urban and rural 
greenspace. This will also include important 
urban-rural interactions, for example the 
enhancement of upstream nature-based 
infrastructure (such as a restored wetland 
or a new woodland) may, for instance, 
mitigate downstream flooding risks in 
towns and cities, protecting property and 
critical infrastructure.
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Figure 2.1: A capitals framework to unlock the potential of land-use
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Understanding this complex interplay 
between different forms of capital is critical 
in understanding development and wellbeing 
outcomes in relation to the use of land. For 
example, extracting profit from land through 
unsustainable practices may create economic 
capital (e.g. a short-term financial return) for 
an individual land owner, but has potential 
to erode natural capital (through resource 
extraction) or undermine social capital 
(through reinforcing socio-spatial inequalities). 
The erosion of other forms of capital has an 
overall negative impact on national and local 
wellbeing. On the other hand, an effective 
land policy has the potential to create mutually 
reinforcing relationships between the various 
forms of capital, ensuring stocks of capital are 
reinvested to maximise the multifunctional 
benefits of land across these capitals to 
enhance wellbeing.

This synthesis report was prepared as desk 
study. Therefore, the report draws on existing 
academic studies, reports, policy documents 
and guidance, and official statistics (for 
example, environmental reporting from the 
EPA or CSO data). In the following section, 
we provide a synthesis of the main evidence 
relating to the socio-economic dimensions of 
land use. The findings are summarised under 
the headings: land as economic capital; land 
as social capital; land as cultural capital; and 
land as natural capital.

3.  Examination of 
the Findings

3.1  Land as economic capital – 
key messages

To consider land as economic capital, this 
section examines the traditional land-based 
economy and also profiles the ‘new land-
based economy’. In this context, the traditional 
land-based economy refers to the historic 
backbone of the rural economy through its 
primary sectors along with property – see Table 
2.1 for its key components. The ‘new land-
based economy’ refers to the revalorisation 
of land assets through social, cultural and 
natural capital to generate additional economic 
benefits, such as the growing influence of the 
green economy. The traditional land-based 
economic sectors remain central to local and 
regional economies across Ireland; however, 
recent decades have witnessed a growing 
diversity in economic activities dependent 
on land assets, particularly in reshaping the 
rural economy. The emergence of the ‘new 
land economy’ is based on utilising place-
fixed assets through linking economic growth 
more closely with enhancing personal, social 
and environmental well-being (Argent and 
Measham, 2014). These assets include both 
tangible and intangible aspects of local 
development and enhancing ‘non-mobile’ and 
‘less mobile’ assets in the form of exploiting 
economic, social, cultural and natural capital 
which are specific to individual rural localities 
(Bryden and Munro, 2001). For example, the 
OECD (2018) in its publication, Rural 3.0, A 
Framework for Rural Development highlights the 
need for a shift towards rural development 
strategies that focus on local specificities 
as a means of generating new competitive 
advantages within the context of spatial and 
territorial development.
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Table 2.1: Components of the land-based economy (adapted from Scott, 2021)

Traditional 
land-based 
economy

• Food – agriculture and the wider agri-food sector. Models of 
agricultural development vary considerably, from rural areas where 
farming is marginal and in decline to areas characterised by super-
productivism and globalised agri-food networks

• Fibre – animal (e.g. wool) and plant (e.g. wood, cotton, flex) based 
fibres used in manufacturing, textile products

• Fuel extraction – carbon intensive practices, oil and gas extraction, 
including fracking and biofuels

• Minerals – extraction fuelled by recent boom in minerals market

• Property – construction sector and value of property assets

The new 
land-based 
economy

Linking economic development to the revalorisation of land through social, 
cultural and natural capital. Examples include:

• Tourism based on rural heritage and cultural assets

• Payments for ecosystem services and environmental goods

• Renewables and low carbon economy

• The ‘circular’ rural economy, where the value of products, materials 
and resources is maintained in the economy for as long as possible, 
and the generation of waste minimised (CEC, 2015) e.g. the reuse 
of agricultural waste in energy production

• The ‘eco-economy’: viable businesses and economic activities that 
utilise the varied and differentiated forms of environmental resources 
in sustainable ways (Kitchen and Marsden, 2006)

• Multifunctional agriculture characterised by on-farm diversification, 
on-site added value and landscape management

2 See https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/p-favca/foodandagricultureavaluechainanalysis/foodanddrink/

Agriculture is a critical part of Ireland’s 
economy. As recognised in Food Vision 2030 
(Government of Ireland, 2021), agriculture, 
along with the wider agri-food sector, 
represented 7 per cent of Gross National 
Income, 10 per cent of exports in value terms, 
and accounted for 7.1 per cent of employment 
in 2020. Through a succession of policy 
initiatives (Harvest 2020, Food Wise 2025, 
Food Vision 2030), the agri-food sector grew 
substantially over the last decade, with Irish 
food and drink exports increasing by 60 per 
cent from €8.9 billion in 2010 to €14.2 billion 

in 2020 (ibid.). The next Common Agricultural 
Policy (AP) will provide over €10.6 billion in 
EU funding to farmers and rural communities 
between 2023 and 2027. In 2018 Ireland’s 
output of food and drink was €25.72. In 2017 
Ireland’s food and drink output represented 
the sixth largest in the EU 27, based on the 
latest data available for EU 27 member states. 
The vast majority of food and drink production 
in Ireland in 2018 was associated with 
subsidiaries of foreign-owned multinational 
companies, which produced €15.9b in output, 
while Irish-owned enterprise produced €9.8b.
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While agriculture and the wider agri-food 
sector play a critical role in Ireland’s economy, 
the recent intensification and specialisation 
within the agricultural sector has implications 
for Ireland’s environment and natural capital. 
In addition, greenhouse gas emissions from 
the sector negatively impact on Ireland’s 
international obligations to reduce emissions. 
While the agricultural sector relies on natural 
capital to function, achieving growth in 
production and productivity without damaging 
the environment is a significant challenge. 
These are outlined in detail in the EPA’s 
Ireland’s Environment – An Integrated Assessment 
2020 (EPA, 2020), and summarised as follows:

• On-farm agriculture practices accounted 
for 33.3% of national total greenhouse 
gas emissions in 2019, mainly methane 
from livestock and nitrous oxide from 
management of manure and nitrogen 
fertiliser application to soils;

• Greenhouse gas emissions are largely 
determined by the size of the so-called 
national herd and application rates of 
nitrogen fertilisers. Emissions have been 
on an upward trajectory since the removal 
of milk quotas and the implementation 
of Food Harvest 2020 and subsequent 
agri-food policies;

• The agriculture sector is almost 
exclusively responsible for the largest 
source of ammonia emissions in Ireland 
(99% in 2018), with emissions growing 
in line with the growth in the national 
herd. Total national emissions in 2018 
were 119.4 kt, which is above the current 
national emissions ceiling limit of 116 kt;

• Changes in and intensification of 
agricultural practices have impacted on 
biodiversity. Agriculture and other activities 
are having negative effects on a wide range 
of habitats and species, such as wetlands, 
fish, molluscs, terrestrial mammals and 
vascular plants. Drainage of land, fertiliser 

application, clear-felling, under-grazing and 
abandonment of land are known pressures 
that, although local in extent, may influence 
a much wider area, especially if they 
affect groundwater supplies or nearby 
watercourses.

• Nutrient pollution (caused by too much 
nitrogen and phosphorus in our waters) is 
the key water quality issue impacting on 
our rivers, lakes and estuaries. Nutrient 
loss to waters can lead to excess growth 
of algae and plants, which in turn leads to 
eutrophication of rivers, lakes and marine 
waters. Phosphorus is typically the key 
nutrient associated with eutrophication 
of rivers and lakes, while excess loss of 
nitrogen impacts on estuaries and coastal 
waters. Agriculture, as the most prevalent 
land use in Ireland, exerts the most 
pressure on water quality, impacting on just 
over half (780) of the 1,452 water bodies 
that are ‘at risk’ of not achieving their water 
quality objectives. Protecting drinking water 
sources from the pesticide MCPA and 
slurry spreading are important public health 
issues in Ireland.

As significant landowners and land managers, 
farmers are pivotal to a national land-use 
strategy that seeks to enhance rather than 
erode natural capital through less intensive 
practices and more sustainable food 
systems. The EU’s Farm to Fork Strategy (EC, 
2020) signals a policy shift in this direction, 
emphasising that agriculture should have a 
neutral or positive environmental impact, 
help to mitigate climate change and adapt to 
its impacts and reverse the loss of biodiversity. 
In the context of a national land-use strategy, 
developing a production system that is aligned 
with ecological limits and enhances natural 
capital should consider: shifts in farming 
practices to reduce emissions, through a 
combination of improved livestock and soil 
management practices and also through 
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the release of farmland from productive 
uses; protect and restore biodiversity on 
farms and rehabilitate or restore peatlands 
and woodlands; and commit to the reversal 
of water quality decline through effective 
watershed management. Any shift in farming 
practices should be framed through a just 
transition approach to mitigate any impacts 
on farm-based livelihoods.

As outlined by COFORD (2018), 
the forestry sector (growing, harvesting, 
processing) accounts for around 1% of GDP, 
with employment estimated at around 12,000. 
Phillips et al. (2021) estimate that the direct 
and indirect contribution of the forestry sector 
to the Irish economy is approximately €2.3 
billion per annum and includes horticulture, 
harvesting, transport, and the production of a 
variety of timber products. Forests also have a 
monetary value in terms of their recreational 
use. Estimates of this value is outlined below 
in Box 2.1 from a synthesis by COFORD 
(2018). In 2020, DAFM (2020) estimated that 
there are nearly 300 recreational sites, with 
12 forest parks and over 3000 km of hiking 
trails in forests throughout the country. As 
outlined by DAFM (2020) in its 2020 review 
of forest statistics, in addition to providing 
recreational sites such as picnic areas and 
trails, Coillte has an open forest policy that 
allows free public access to its 440,000 ha 
estate. The National Parks and Wildlife Service 
(NPWS) provide access to national parks 
and nature reserves, and arboreta managed 
by the Office of Public Works are open to 
the public. Also, urban forests (public forests 
established and managed for recreation) owned 
by County Councils or local communities 
are quite intensively used being close to 
population centres (DAFM, 2020).

Box 2.1: Summary of economic benefits from 
forestry recreation (source: COFORD, 2018)

• Analysis by Fitzpatrick and Associates 
of the Coillte estate estimated that 
annual visits were 18 million and 
provided a non-market value of 
€97 million annually.

• More recently, the number of visits 
to forests was estimated to be 
29.1m per annum and combining this 
with the WTP (Willingness to Pay) 
estimate, gives a value of €179 million 
for forest recreation as reported by 
the ECOVALUE study in 2015.

• Forestry plays a significant role 
in the outdoor recreation sector, 
which contributes €1.5 billion 
to the economy.

Until the 1980s, almost all afforestation 
was undertaken by the State; however, forestry 
grant changes in the 1980s led to new forest 
planting by private landowners, primarily 
farmers. Approximately 46 per cent of forestry 
is privately owned while the remaining 54 per 
cent is publicly owned, with non-native species 
representing 76.2% of the forest area and 
native species 23.8% (COFORD, 2018).

Traditionally, peat resources have been 
exploited in Ireland to provide a cheap 
energy source for home fuel, with peat 
cut by hand as a low intensity method of 
extraction. This process was replaced by 
mechanical cutting to sell peat turf directly 
to households, commonly used by around 
20,000 rural households nationally today, 
including a disproportionate amount of low 
income families (Bullock et al, 2012). Moreover, 
industrially harvested peat has also been used 
to generate electricity to secure an indigenous 
source of energy with the construction of ten 
peat burning power plants across the Irish 
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state. However, recent years has been marked 
by a shift from extraction to rehabilitation, 
with a just transition approach adopted in the 
Midlands region to mitigate job losses within 
communities associated with employment from 
peat extraction. The just transition approach 
offers potential for wider application to other 
sectors of the land-based economy.

A total of 3,733 persons were employed 
in the mineral extraction sector in 2016, 
with 350 active quarries in Ireland. Aggregates 
are essential raw materials for Ireland’s 
construction sector and infrastructural needs, 
and demand will increase due to forecasted 
demand for new residential and infrastructural 
development. Current demand for aggregates 
in Ireland is 12 tonnes per capita, double 
the EU-28 average demand (Irish Concrete 
Federation, 2019). Demand will increase 
due to forecasted demand for new residential 
and infrastructural development as outlined 
in the National Planning Framework (NPF) 
(Government of Ireland, 2018). Ireland has a 
diverse geology and a range of rich mineral 
deposits including zinc, lead, copper and 
gold-bearing quartz veins3. Recent exploration 
has also been carried out for Platinum Group 
Metal (PGM) mineralisation, Rare Earth 
Element, technology metals (for example, 
lithium, tantalum, tungsten and tin), nickel 
and chromite, diamonds and other gem 
minerals. There is also significant potential 
across Ireland for industrial minerals and 
at the time of writing, the Department of 
Environment, Energy and Communications is 
preparing a new Policy Statement on Mineral 
Exploration and Mining aligned with circular 
economy principles and climate action goals 
(e.g. ensuring raw materials for batteries).

3 See https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/28d9da-mineral-exploration-and-mining/

The construction sector directly contributed 
€7.5 billion to Irish GDP in 2020, employing 
around 147,000 workers in 2020 (Q1). While 
the construction sector makes a significant 
contribution to the national economy (including 
employment and tax revenue), the price of 
property, particularly in the housing sector 
is a high-profile concern within our national 
politics. Housing is a vast topic in its own right 
and beyond the scope of this report to focus 
on its many dimensions. However, it has been 
widely acknowledged that home affordability 
has worsened since 2013, both for tenants and 
homebuyers (Doval-Tedin and Faubert, 2020), 
and constraints are particularly acute for low 
income households. Key issues identified by 
Doval-Tedin and Faubert (2020) include: the 
relative cost of housing is generally higher 
for tenants than for owners; affordability 
constraints are more pronounced in Dublin 
and surrounding commuting travel to work 
area; an increasing share of tenants may 
reflect affordability pressures for prospective 
home-buyers; high rental costs may extend 
the time needed by a potential first-time buyer 
to accumulate down-payments via savings; 
the existing housing stock is insufficient and 
inadequate to meet demand and the housing 
stock per capita has decreased; most of the 
delivery costs associated for housing are not 
associated to construction costs (construction 
costs represent around 45% of the costs 
associated with delivering a 3 bedroom 
semi-detached house – the remainder is 
explained by taxes, levies and fees (18%), 
land costs (17%), finance and marketing 
costs (8%) and margins (11%). Land costs in 
Dublin is considerably higher, at around 25-
30% in some suburbs. Pre-crisis, land-buyers 
were traditionally family business house-
builders. However, this has recently shifted 
to investment companies such as real estate 
investment trusts, public limited companies, 
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and a number of other investment vehicles, 
which can be foreign owned. This shift could 
lead to a growing concentration of land 
ownership and land market inflation.

The new land economy marks a shift from 
a longstanding emphasis on production 
and extraction (the traditional land-based 
economy) towards consumption, based on 
the revalorisation of natural, social and cultural 
capital embedded in land – through heritage 
and traditions, amenity, webs of social ties 
in which rural people are embedded with 
the landscape and in the way they use land, 
and through enhancing rather than eroding 
natural capital. However, too often land-
use policy remains fragmented between 
environmental and economic objectives, 
with economic actors often casting planning, 
regulation and environmental protection as 
barriers to economic growth (Scott, 2008). 
This represents a largely discredited and 
outdated economic argument whereby the 
environment is perceived as a key obstacle to 
development (see Kitchen and Marsden, 2009). 
Instead, land-use policy should create mutually 
reinforcing relationships between environment 
and economy to bridge this limiting divide 
(Kitchen and Marsden, 2006). Illustrative 
components of the new land-based economy 
compared to the traditional land-based 
economy are outlined in Table 3.1.

The ‘new’ land-based economy, which is 
based on exploiting ‘fixed’ place-based 
assets (social, cultural and natural capital) 
for economic development. This involves 
reappraising land-based assets beyond 
traditional productive values towards 
mutually reinforcing relationships between 
the environment and development. Examples 
include tourism based on cultural landscapes 
or natural capital, renewables, the circular or 
bioeconomy, and multifunctional agriculture. 
Illustrative examples are outlined below:

• In its 2020 review of renewable energy 
in Ireland, the SEAI (2020) highlights 
that renewable energy displaced fossil 
use equivalent to 2 million tonnes of oil 
and avoided 4.9 million tonnes of CO2 
emissions. In 2018, wind energy generated 
28% of all electricity (second to natural gas) 
representing the second highest share of 
wind generated electricity in the EU. From 
2000 to 2019, the total installed wind 
energy capacity was 4,137 MW, with an 
annual average of 258 MW of installed 
capacity. Additional sources of renewable 
energy comprise hydro (2.2%), bioenergy 
(biomass, biogas, landfill gas) (1.7%), 
renewable waste (1.1%), and solar PV 
(0.1%) (SEAI, 2020).

• Europe’s bioeconomy employed around 
17.5 million people and generated €614 
billion of value-added in 2017. This 
represented 8.9% of the EU-27 labour 
force and 4.7% of the EU-27 GDP, with 
a total turnover estimated at €2.2 trillion. 
The EU’s bioeconomy strategy estimates 
that a further 1 million new jobs could be 
created in the bioeconomy by 2030 (EC, 
2018). At the EU level, the agri-food sector 
is prominent in the bioeconomy, employing 
three-quarters of bioeconomy workers 
and generating two-thirds of value-added 
(Ronzon et al, 2020).

• Ireland is particularly well placed to 
capitalise on the potential of the 
bioeconomy given its natural resource 
base, productive soils, thriving oceans, high 
biomass growth rates, advanced research 
networks, and a competitive agri-food 
sector (Devaney and Henchion, 2017).

• In relation to tourism, according to CSO 
Ireland 10.8 million overseas trips were 
made to Ireland by non-residents in 
2019, expenditure by overseas travellers 
excluding fares accounted for €5,101 
million, fare receipts of Irish carriers 
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from overseas travellers to Ireland 
accounted for €1,766 million, and 
overseas tourism and travel earnings 
from trips to Ireland accounted for 
€6,878 million in 20194.

• The landscape is central to branding Ireland 
and to the tourist experience. For example, 
in a 2018 Failte Ireland survey of visitors, 
93% of respondents rated ‘beautiful 
scenery’ as an important factor for 
considering a visit to Ireland (the highest 
ranked attribute), with natural attractions at 
88% and natural environment 86% (Failte 
Ireland, 2019).

3.2  Land as social capital – key 
messages

Land has traditionally played an important role 
in shaping social and cultural values in Ireland, 
and how land is used is of intense interest 
to the public. As new land demands emerge, 
particularly in the context of climate action, 
the potential for land-use conflict between 
different stakeholder values has potential to 
act as a barrier to sustainable change. Effective 
participation is key to democratic, transparent, 
accountable and equitable decision-making and 
the public has a right to have a say in decisions 
that impact on their environment and quality 
of life. However, if poorly designed, public 
participation processes can result in short-term 
thinking and conflict between different values. 
In this context, there is a need to adopt novel 
approaches to co-produce new knowledge and 
solutions for sustainable land-use governance 
and to overcome social barriers to land-use 
change through social learning and consensus-
building.

4 See https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/tourismandtravel/tourismandtravel/

Participation includes a wide range of activities 
undertaken by citizens in seeking to influence 
decisions ultimately taken by public officials 
and elected representatives such as: voting, 
working in campaigns, making financial 
contributions to campaigns, contacting public 
officials, contacting or lobbying elected 
representatives, organising or attending 
protests, petitions, attending public meetings 
or making submissions to public consultations. 
While citizens can participate in decision-
making on an individual level, more commonly 
citizens organise collectively, particularly at the 
local scale, as a means of influencing policy 
through community or residents’ groups, which 
provide a vehicle for engagement or opposition 
to decisions that impact on a locality, providing 
a forum for community development. At a local 
level, within the traditional local government 
structure in Ireland, opportunities for citizen 
participation have been fairly limited and have 
been primarily through local authority planning 
and environmental functions (Callanan, 2005). 
The planning system provides one of the 
few official avenues for citizens to engage 
with the state, which in addition to statutory 
provisions for public participation within the 
policy formulation process, also has an open 
third party appeals system whereby anyone 
can appeal against the granting or refusal of 
planning permission for new development to 
An Bord Pleanala, the independent planning 
appeals board.
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Participation enables a range of actors and 
community interests to influence land-use 
decisions to reflect their preferences for 
how land is used and their perception of 
potential new demands for land-use. However, 
participation and stakeholder involvement can 
also reveal potential conflicts over how land 
is used, alternative priorities for land-use, and 
power dynamics. Participation can operate 
through both formal and informal avenues. For 
example, local community or residents’ groups 
may be invited to participate in policy forums 
by public officials or local groups may organise 
around statutory opportunities for public 
engagement in the planning system. However, 
local groups may also participate or attempt 
to influence decisions through more informal 
avenues, such as lobbying or direct protest.

In a study of activities led by residents’ 
groups in the greater Dublin area, Scott et al. 
(2012) identify a range of both formal and 
informal practices mobilised to influence local 
development outcomes, which illustrates how 
local residents engaged with the planning 
system. Firstly, participation was often 
motivated by ‘defending’ local interests and 
the value of individual properties. This can 
often lead to a focus on short term outcomes 
that have local rather than strategic or 
longer term concerns. This can also relate to 
protecting landscapes from loss of character 
due to the perceived intrusion of alternative 
land-uses. While incremental landscape 
change from new dispersed housing tends to 
attract limited local opposition, increasingly 
contested debates have occurred related to 
the siting of wind turbines, new electricity 
infrastructure, transportation infrastructure 
or forestry. Secondly, a key explanation for 
community action related to the perceived 
failures of public officials and politicians in 
managing environmental change. Therefore, 
it could be argued that civic engagement, 
rather than being nurtured through formal 

arenas, is being prompted by failings and 
mistrust in government and the decision-
making processes. In relation to planning 
and development, local groups appeared to 
perform a key function in attempting to ensure 
that developers, public officials and elected 
representatives are held accountable through 
fulfilling agreed obligations, implementing 
stated policy aims, addressing the negative 
externalities of local development, and making 
development control decisions which are 
consistent with local, regional and national 
planning guidelines. Therefore, mistrust in the 
effectiveness of national or local government 
land-use decisions or interventions may 
actually prompt local activism. Thirdly, 
participation does not always lead to more 
sustainable outcomes. This is evident in 
relation to climate change mitigation debates 
whereby social opposition can act as barrier 
to renewable energy roll-out (Horbaty et 
al., 2012). Finally, this study revealed wide 
variation in the ability of different residents’ 
groups to influence policy or decisions, which 
was often dependent on the socio-economic 
status and the social and cultural capital 
available to residents’ groups, such as political 
connections, financial resources or availability 
of technical skills. In relation to the ability to 
influence land-use decisions, this suggests 
a bias towards more affluent areas, which 
reinforces existing socio-economic inequalities.

These potential limitations of participation are 
not an argument against public engagement. 
Instead, this analysis serves to emphasise 
that citizen engagement and participation 
for effective land-use governance should 
be designed to ensure equity, fairness, 
accountability, trust-building, and social 
learning. A critical challenge in developing 
a national land-use strategy is how best to 
reconcile conflicting public attitudes, and 
also the differences between the preferences 
of individuals and communities and wider 
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societal needs. This implies ongoing research 
to understand a wide range of public attitudes 
and preferences towards land-use and land-use 
change, and also novel methods of to engage 
with multiple stakeholders and to co-produce 
new knowledge in relation to the land-use 
system. This includes the need to explore the 
potential application of the following methods 
of engagement:

• Deliberative approaches: which 
emphasise a discursive and interactive 
process as a means of identifying priorities 
and developing strategies for collective 
action, stressing the importance of 
reasoned dialogue among participants 
to overcome the deficits of other policy 
process models (see for example, Healey, 
1997; Innes, 1998; Booher, 2008). These 
approaches move beyond participation 
as a form of ‘community reaction’ to a 
set of proposals, to include individuals 
and communities in a wider framing of 
land-use governance.

• Citizen science approaches: as a method 
to co-produce new knowledge between 
citizens, policy-makers and scientists in 
relation to the land-use system, which in 
turn has potential to influence behaviour 
amongst citizen participants (Kumar et al., 
2020). Potential methods include the use 
of low cost sensors to collect land-use 
related data or volunteered geographic 
information (e.g. web-based georeferencing 
tools) to assist with providing 
crowdsourced environmental monitoring 
data, for example, in relation to coastal 
erosion, biodiversity or local flooding.

• Direct community action: community 
engagement can also take more direct 
and action-orientated forms. These 
include community-led environmental 
management, community-led 
local regeneration, or even direct 
community ownership of land assets. 

Ireland has a rich tradition of community-
led action, from the tidy-towns initiative 
to community self-help to enhance 
local quality of life. Scotland provides an 
interesting international example of the use 
of community land trusts, which involves 
transfers of land assets to community-
based organisations for socially productive 
purposes e.g. affordable housing provision, 
renewable energy projects. The applicability 
of this model to Ireland is worth further 
investigation as evidence suggests that 
more plural forms of land ownership often 
lead to land-use decision outcomes that 
can generate community benefits, social 
justice or enhance natural capital.

3.3  Land as cultural capital – 
key messages

Similar to other forms of capital explored in this 
report, cultural capital is convertible to other 
forms of capital. For example, this may include 
how cultural landscapes or landscape character 
help foster a sense of place or community 
place-based identity, thus linking with social 
capital. Or cultural assets can be mobilised 
to attract tourists and other forms of mobile 
capital, and therefore can perform a role on 
local wealth creation. In relation to land use, 
landscape is a central to understanding the 
cultural significance of how we use land.

Landscape is defined as an area perceived 
as having identifiable character, with that 
character being the outcome of the action 
and interaction of natural and/or human 
factors (Council of Europe, 2000). In contrast 
to land as an owned asset, landscape may 
be considered a common resource, as a 
collective visual asset in rural places, or as 
an aspect of common heritage. Landscape 
character makes an area unique. Ireland 
is a signatory of the European Landscape 
Convention (ELC), adopted in 2002. The ELC 
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marked a significant sea-change in approach 
to landscape management – from an approach 
focused primarily on prestigious or highly 
prized landscapes to one that recognises the 
importance of all landscapes, which in turn 
can have a positive impact on quality of life 
and wellbeing.

Landscape Character Assessments (LCA) 
are a key tool for managing the uniqueness 
of landscape. While progress in LCA practice 
was notable in the early 2000s, new impetus 
is required to advance this approach. A key 
stated aim of the National Landscape Strategy 
(2015) is to develop a national landscape 
character assessment, whereby the landscape 
of Ireland will be identified, characterised 
and mapped to underpin effective spatial 
planning and to provide landscape-centred 
decision-making, supported by new planning 
guidelines. However, to date, the national 
LCA map and new guidance has not been 
published, suggesting slow progress in this 
area. Furthermore, regional level LCAs would 
mirror the regional tier of spatial planning and 
provide means to mainstream the landscape 
scale into planning decision-making.

Key to capturing the wider benefits of 
the landscape for both locals and visitors, 
is access to enable an experience of the 
Irish landscape, particularly for recreational 
purposes. All land in Ireland is in public or 
private ownership, and there is no legal right 
to access the Irish countryside. Recreational 
users who enter onto land owned by others 
do so due to the goodwill of landowners, 
with access to amenities more limited than in 
many European countries. However, recent 
progress for enhancing access, particularly 
on public lands has been significant with 
recent funding and initiatives for promoting 
national and regional green and blue ways.

Ireland’s landscapes are critical repositories 
of our cultural heritage, not only in relation 
to tangible landscape features, but also for 
their intangible aspects such as creating 
local identity and sense of place. This forms 
an important part of our common wealth, 
as an inheritance and a legacy for future 
generations. Heritage and conservation 
are institutionalised into a range of legal 
frameworks at national and EU level. This 
includes the National Monuments Acts 
1930-2004 (archaeology); the Wildlife Acts 
1976 and 2000 (nature); the Planning and 
Development Act 2000 (as amended) (built 
and natural heritage); and additional EU 
Directives, specifically for the Conservation 
of Wild Birds (1979) (Birds Directive) and for 
the Conservation of Natural Habitats and 
of Wild Fauna and Flora (1992) (Habitats 
Directive). These EU protected sites are 
transposed into statutory development 
plans through the planning system. These 
legal frameworks provide the basis for a 
series of landscape designations that relate 
to nature, heritage or landscape conservation 
– outlined in Table 3.1 below – or the 
preservation of built and archaeological 
heritage – outlined in Table 3.2.
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Table 3.1: Landscape and natural heritage conservation

International 
Agreement

Focus

1971 UNESCO 
Man and 
Biosphere 
Programme

Biosphere reserve – 2 exist in Ireland – Killarney National Park 
and Dublin Bay

1971 the 
RAMSAR 
convention on 
Wetlands of 
International 
Importance 
(UNESCO)

Ramsar Sites: The convention entered into force in Ireland on 15 
March 1985. Ireland currently has 45 sites designated as Wetlands of 
International Importance (Ramsar Sites), with a surface area of 66,994 
hectares. All Ramsar sites in Ireland are within SPAs or SACs – see 
below – which provides legal protection.

1972 UNESCO 
Convention of 
World Cultural 
and Natural 
Heritage

World Heritage Sites – 2 sites designated in Ireland: Sceilg Mhichíl and 
Brú na Bóinne

2001 UNESCO 
Global Geoparks

UNESCO Global Geoparks are single, unified geographical areas 
where sites and landscapes of international geological significance 
are managed with a holistic concept of protection, education and 
sustainable development. There are currently 3 Geoparks in Ireland: 
Burren and Cliffs of Moher Geopark; Copper Coast Geopark 
(Waterford); and Marble Arch Caves Global Geopark (Fermanagh and 
Cavan)

1979 EC 
Directive on the 
Conservation of 
Wild Birds

Special Protection Areas: Ireland is required under the terms of the 
EU Birds Directive (2009/147/EC) to designate Special Protection 
Areas (SPAs) for the protection of: Listed rare and vulnerable species; 
Regularly occurring migratory species; and Wetlands especially those 
of international importance. A programme to identify and designate 
SPA sites has been in place since 1985 and Ireland’s SPA Network 
now encompasses over 597,000 hectares of marine and terrestrial 
habitats. The terrestrial areas of the SPA network include inland 
wetland sites important for wintering waterbirds and extensive areas 
of blanket bog and upland habitats that provide breeding and foraging 
resources for species including Merlin and Golden Plover. Private 
agricultural land represents a share of the SPA network.
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1992 EC 
Directive on the 
Conservation of 
Natural Habitats 
and of Wild Fauna 
and Flora

Special Areas of Conservation: Prime wildlife conservation areas in 
the country, considered to be important on a European as well 
as Irish level. The Directive lists certain habitats and species that 
must be protected within SACs. Irish habitats include raised bogs, 
blanket bogs, turloughs, sand dunes, machair (flat sandy plains on the 
north and west coasts), heaths, lakes, rivers, woodlands, estuaries 
and sea inlets. The areas chosen as SAC in Ireland cover an area of 
approximately 13,500 sq. km.

National instruments

National Parks 
(NPWS)

6 National Parks: Glenveagh, Wild Nephin, Connemara, Burren, 
Killarney and Wicklow Mountains

Natural Heritage 
Areas (NHAs)

The basic designation for wildlife is the Natural Heritage Area (NHA), 
established by the Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000. NHA is an area 
considered important for the habitats present or which holds species 
of plants and animals whose habitat needs protection. To date, 75 
raised bogs have been given legal protection, covering some 23,000 
hectares. These raised bogs are located mainly in the midlands. A 
further 73 blanket bogs, covering 37,000ha, mostly in western areas 
are also designated as NHAs. The Geological Survey of Ireland (GSI) 
is compiling a list of geological/geomorphological sites in need of 
protection through NHA designation. In addition, there are 630 
proposed NHAs (pNHAs), which were published on a non-statutory 
basis in 1995, but have not since been statutorily proposed or 
designated. These sites are of significance for wildlife and habitats and 
cover approximately 65,000ha.

Nature Reserve Established by the Wildlife Act 1976, these are areas of importance to 
wildlife, which are protected under Ministerial order. Most are owned 
by the State. However, some are owned by organisations or private 
landowners. The 1976 Act also established Refuges for Fauna as a 
further site-based mechanism to protect species at risk (again through 
a Ministerial Order).

Special Amenity 
Area Orders

Planning authorities are empowered but not obliged to make a SAAO 
when an area requires additional protection.

Formal procedure: must be confirmed by Minister

Only 3 designated – Howth Head, Liffey Valley, Bull Island (Dublin)
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Tree Preservation 
Orders

Can prohibit the cutting down, topping, lopping of trees

Simple procedure, and widely used. Orders can protect a single tree, 
group of trees or woodland on the basis of amenity value.

County 
Development 
Plans – ‘protected 
views’ and County 
Geological Sites

To protect locally important landscapes or geo-heritage sites, 
mainstreamed within statutory County Development Plans

Table 3.2: Preservation of built and archaeological heritage

Historic National 
Properties

The Office of Public Works is responsible for the conservation, 
management, presentation and development of 30 historic properties. 
Their role includes improvement to visitor centres, upgrading or 
restoring historic parks/gardens.

National 
Monuments

These are structures that have national importance and worthy 
of protection (by either the state or private sector). The National 
Monuments Act outlines 4 main classes of protection:

National Monuments in State Care (managed by the OPW) – c780

Monuments the subject of Preservation Orders – in private hands, 
but with curtailed development rights for the landowner – c548

Registered Historic Monuments – in private hands with some limits 
on development rights

Recorded Monuments – in private hands
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Architectural 
Heritage 
Protection Part IV 
of 2000 Act

Local planning authorities administer the Record of Protected Structures 
(RPS) for individual buildings on a county by county basis – c40,000+

Owners and/or occupiers of a protected structure are legally obliged 
to ensure that no damage is caused to the structure. The obligation 
to preserve a protected structure applies initially to all parts of the 
structure. This includes its interior, all of the land around it, and any 
other structures on that land and their interiors. The obligation also 
applies to any exterior or interior fixtures and fittings of a protected 
structure, or of any structure on land within its curtilage

Local statutory development plans will also identify Architectural 
Conservation Areas and Areas of Special Planning Control to protect 
ensembles of buildings/townscape with specific character which 
is either of special architectural, historical, archaeological, artistic, 
cultural, scientific, social or technical interest in its own rights, or 
which contributes to the appreciation of protected structures. 
Planning authorities may designate an area as an architectural 
conservation area in their development plans to ensure that its 
character is preserved.

3.4  Land as natural capital – 
key messages

This section summarises how natural 
capital relates to the wider socio-economic 
dimensions of the land-use system, and 
particularly how natural capital has become 
institutionalised within policy and governance 
frameworks. Central to understanding natural 
capital is the concept of ecosystem services, 
which attempts to capture the flows of 
benefits from natural capital for wider societal 
wellbeing, or nature’s contribution to people. 
The ecosystem services discourse references 
the manner in which people and nature are 
intertwined and function as a dynamic system 
embedded in the biosphere. These services 
are often categorised as supporting services, 
regulating services, provisioning services, and 
cultural services. These ecosystem services 
are then related to human well-being by their 
role in underpinning security, the provision of 

basic materials, health and social relations. All 
of these are conceived to facilitate freedom of 
choice and action.

More recently, the Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES) proposes a ‘nature’s 
contribution to people’ (NCP) framework to 
examine the many ways that nature contributes 
to people’s quality of life. NCP represents an 
evolution rather than clean break with the 
ecosystem services concept as promoted in 
the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. NCP 
take a more inclusive and diverse interpretation 
of human-nature relations, reflecting the 
increasing involvement of social sciences, 
humanities, and other knowledge systems 
(e.g. indigenous, local) in global environmental 
science-policy interfaces.
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Building on an understanding of ecosystem 
services, it is possible to identify a range of 
policy approaches that attempt to mainstream 
ecosystem services into decision-making. 
Illustrative examples include Payment for 
Ecosystem Services; natural capital accounting; 
and the green infrastructure approach. Payment 
for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes. These 
are financial incentives that governments and 
non-governmental actors offer landowners 
or managers (such as tenant farmers) to 
induce desirable land-use (more sustainable) 
outcomes. Market-based instruments are 
well-established within land-use governance 
practice, particularly in the US where they 
are frequently used as a means of farmland 
preservation through financial incentives, and 
are now extensively applied internationally 
within conservation and watershed 
management programmes. PES are increasingly 
used to mediate the relationship between 
resource managers or owners and ecosystem 
service recipients, such as governments (and 
their citizens), water companies (and their 
customers), or groups who benefit from 
protected green space or landscape assets. PES 
offer significant potential for encouraging less 
intensive farming practices while maintaining 
farm-based livelihoods, including the potential 
of results-based agri-environmental schemes, 
which focus on outcomes rather than 
rewarding specific management practices.

Natural capital accounting is a framework 
for the systematic assessment of the supply 
and flow of natural capital. The advantage of 
aligning natural capital accounting frameworks 
alongside conventional decision-making, is 
its potential to reveal the dependence of 
economic and social systems on ecosystems, 
and to identify appropriate policy interventions 
that prioritise ecosystem restoration. In terms 
of policy, the United Nation’s (UN) System of 
Environmental-Economic Accounting (SEEA) is 
the official international standard in terms of 

natural capital accounting (McGrath and Hyne, 
2020). Natural capital accounting in Ireland is 
officially conducted by the Central Statistics 
Office (CSO). As such, under EU Regulation 
691/2011 and amended Regulation 538/2014 
on European environmental economic 
accounts, CSO Ireland are obligated to submit 
natural accounting statistics on an annual 
basis to the European Commission. Within an 
Irish context, the EPA funded INCASE project 
is advancing a natural capital accounting 
approach at the catchment level to develop a 
novel stakeholder-based means to integrate 
nature into decision-making (see Farrell et al., 
2021).

The green infrastructure (GI) approach has 
increasingly been mainstreamed in spatial 
planning frameworks as a means of more 
sustainable land management and to capture 
ecosystem services. GI is defined as an 
interconnected network of multi-functional 
green space, urban and rural, which can 
deliver a wide range of environmental and 
quality of life benefits for local communities 
and wildlife. Green infrastructure is more than 
simply protecting nature – interventions can 
also enhance, restore, create and design new 
ecological networks based on maximising the 
capture of ecosystem services and benefits. 
Fundamental to this perspective is that GI 
provides multifunctional benefits, suggesting 
that GI networks should be designed and 
managed as multifunctional spaces. While 
GI has been positioned to meet multiple 
environmental obligations within the planning 
system, more recently, attention has also been 
given to the public health potential of GI (Scott 
et al., 2020). In summary, well designed and 
accessible green space and GI networks:
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• Promote physical activity: through 
creating spaces for play, recreation, 
walking and cycling within a safe 
environment;

• Enhances mental wellbeing: through 
creating urban refuges (from busy 
streets, traffic, noise) and providing 
a restorative environment through 
increased contact with nature;

• Enhances social interaction: through 
providing opportunities for 
social contact, public places and 
community building activities;

• Reduces environmental risks from 
pollution: by mitigating air pollution 
and noise pollution through urban 
greening in an urban context;

• Mitigates environmental risks from 
extreme weather: through countering 
the urban heat island effect, acting 
as a ‘sponge’ within the context of 
extreme rainfall or surface flooding 
or providing upstream mitigation of 
flood risks.
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4. Conclusion
4.1  Developing a land-use 

strategy
This report aimed to examine the socio-
economic dimensions of the land-use system 
in Ireland. A key aim of this report has been 
to highlight that land-use is a complex system 
with multiple elements and interrelationships. 
Moreover, from a policymaking perspective, 
‘land’ can be framed or valued in different 
ways by different sets of stakeholders, which 
often leads to competing or conflicting goals 
in relation to how land should be used. In this 
report, we adopted a ‘capitals framework’ as 
a means of capturing land as a fundamental 
resource underpinning economic capital, social 
capital, cultural capital and natural capital.

A sustainable land-use strategy should 
be underpinned by creating positive and 
reinforcing relationships between the 
various forms of capitals to maximise the 
potential of Ireland’s land-use – for example, 
social capital can lead to new forms of 
bottom-up environmental management that 
can enhance natural capital, or various forms 
of cultural capital (e.g. natural heritage) can 
be ‘converted’ to local wealth creation and 
economic capital. At the same time, negative 
relationships can lead to the depletion or 
erosion of other forms of capital, leading to less 
sustainable outcomes. For example, intensive 
agriculture may create economic capital but 
can also deplete natural capital, or housing 
markets can lead to social-spatial inequities 
that erodes social capital. The climate and 
biodiversity crisis will undoubtedly radically 
re-shape how we utilise land resources in 
coming years. This will include additional 
renewable energy infrastructure, increasing 
forest cover, peatland re-wetting, rewilding 
landscapes, farming with nature, nature-based 

solutions in urban and rural areas for flood risk 
management, developing ecological networks, 
biodiversity restoration, and new urban 
greenspaces to mitigate rising temperatures. 
Land-use policies for climate action may be 
undermined by social barriers or opposition if 
communities or landowners perceive they are 
experiencing only costs with limited benefits 
from land-use decisions, suggesting the 
importance of just transitions, effective social 
learning and political leadership. From this 
perspective, land-use governance should aim 
to ‘convert’ various capitals towards sustainable 
outcomes while mobilising and reinvesting into 
the other forms of capital in a virtuous cycle. 
Therefore, land-use governance serves as an 
enabling factor. This is presented schematically 
in Figure 4.1 below.
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Figure 4.1: A capitals framework for planning for a Countryside of Wellbeing (adapted from 
Gkartzios, Gallent and Scott, 2022)

Assets/Capitals Conversion/enabling factors Actions Impact Outcomes

Economic capital:
Land as an economically productive 
asset underpinning the traditional land-
based economy (agriculture, forestry, 
extraction, property), and the new land-
based economy (renewables, bioeconomy, 
tourism). Essential to national and local 
wealth creation

Social capital:
Land attachment, social networks, social 
norms; active citizenship and participation; 
community-led action; land as a socially 
productive asset

Cultural capital:
Landscape character; national and local 
identity; access; natural and built heritage

Natural capital:
Land-based ecosystem services (supporting, 
regulating, provisioning, cultural); nature’s 
contribution to people; planetary and 
human health

Land-use governance as an enabling factor, 
steering regulations and incentives at national, 
regional and local scale …

Spatial plans

Landscape character assessments

Biodiversity action plans

Heritage management

Fair land taxation

Agri-environmental incentives + Payments 
for Ecosystem Services

Collaboration and active participation

Leadership and innovation

Actions that 
enhance and 
reinvest

Strengthening, mutually 
reinforcing interrelationships 
…

Economic capital

Social capital

Cultural capital

Natural capital

Sustainable Land-Use 
System
A socially just and 
productive land-use system

A prosperous land-use 
system

A healthy land-use system

A resilient land-use system

Actions that deplete 
and erode

Eroding of capitals, negative 
relationships

Economic capital

Social capital

Cultural capital

Natural capital

Unsustainable Land-Use 
System
Social exclusion

Wealth extraction, resource 
hoarding and economic 
vulnerability

Diminished quality of life 
outcomes

Natural system breakdown

Reinvesting, reappraising and mobilising
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4.2 Research gaps
In preparing this report, we have been 
able to draw on an extensive range of data 
and information from across a range of 
Government departments, the CSO, EPA, 
Heritage Council, Teagasc and the NPWS. 
Furthermore, the CORINE Land Cover (CLC) 
inventory provides a comparable time series of 
land use changes with recent updates in 2000, 
2006, 2012, and 2018. However, issues with 
CORINE data are well documented, particularly 
in relation to the coarseness of data, a lack 
of spatial resolution accuracy, and land cover 
classifications which are generalisable at an EU 
scale but lack detail for individual countries. A 
more detailed national land use and local cover 
dataset would complement the European-wide 
CORINE approach with more granular and 
detailed information to inform policy-making 
and to monitor land use change. In terms 
of future research priorities, understanding 
the social dimensions of land use is critical 
in relation to overcoming social barriers to 
land use change, and to ensuring that land 
use decisions are fair and achieve socially just 
outcomes. Research has been undertaken 
on aspects of land use change (e.g. public 
preferences and forestry or public preferences 
to wind turbines, etc.); however, this is scope 
for upscaling this research in relation to 
future climate action scenarios in relation to 
a range of renewable energy options, a step 
change in forestry cover, rewilding, biodiversity 
gain, and so on. Evaluating local community 
opposition to land use decisions is critical 
to understanding individual or collective 
motivations in mobilising for or against 
proposals across a range of land use sectors, 
while research into novel forms of land use 
governance (e.g. direct community ownership, 
land tax reform) would contribute important 
knowledge for enhancing the policy process.

4.3 Concluding comments
While land represents a fundamental 
resource, its governance is fragmented across 
different policy domains. From a policymaking 
perspective, ‘land’ can be framed or valued in 
different ways by different sets of stakeholders, 
which often leads to competing or conflicting 
goals in relation to how land should be used. 
A national land-use strategy has the potential 
to manage these competing values and to 
establish a vision for how land should be used 
to maximise its benefits at national and local 
level – to unlock its potential – to deliver 
more sustainable outcomes and contribute 
to wellbeing. This will involve ensuring that 
its regulation is coordinated, incentives are 
developed to deliver positive action, and 
progress is evaluated to ensure wellbeing 
outcomes are being achieved. A land-use 
strategy has significant potential to contribute 
to Ireland’s commitments to achieving the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals and provides 
an important opportunity for reframing land-
use debates in the context of the climate and 
biodiversity crisis.
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