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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. 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 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 climate and biodiversity crises 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 or local flood risk. 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.

Chapters 2 and 3 examine land as economic 
capital. Chapter 2 examines 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. This suggests the need to move 
beyond extracting profit from land towards 
a land-use strategy that focuses on wider 
wellbeing, national and community wealth-
building, and is aligned with ecological limits. 
This may require sectors such as agriculture 
to transition to a less intensive model – any 
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shift in approach should be underpinned by 
a just transition to ensure political and public 
support, while supporting those affected to 
explore alternative models. Chapter 3 examines 
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.

Chapter 4 examines the relationships 
between social capital and land. This chapter 
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. This chapter explored the nature of 
public engagement with land-use decisions, 
particularly through the planning system, and 
the different avenues for community action. 
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. 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 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. Housing was also 
discussed in this chapter as an essential social 
infrastructure. The chapter highlights the 
important social dimensions of a sustainable 
and balanced housing system, including recent 
policies included in the government’s Housing 
for All (2021) plan. This includes initiatives 
around increasing supply, new land taxation 
policies, and actions to reduce vacant land 
and property.

Chapter 5 explores land as cultural capital. 
This chapter 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. 
We examine how natural and built heritage 
is protected in Ireland, and identify examples 
of mobilising heritage as an asset for local 
regeneration.
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Chapter 6 examines 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 chapter 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 includes 
a case study of urban green spaces as potential 
health promoting environments.
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1. The Land-Use System

1 This definition of a land-use system draws on the UK Foresight Study on Land Use Futures

1.1 Introduction
The purpose of this 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 is based 
on a desk study and comprises seven chapters. 
The remainder of chapter 1 examines the 
nature of the land-use system and its socio-
economic dimensions. 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 identify the 
subcomponents of each capital and, critically, 
we emphasis the interrelationships between 
these domains to maximise the multifunctional 
benefits from sustainable land-use governance. 
The following chapters examine each capital 
domain in more detail, with case studies 
(national and international) to illustrate the 
potential for positive or mutually reinforcing 
relationships to unlock the benefits of land-use 
policy. The final chapter summarises the key 
takeaways from each chapter.

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. As noted in the OECD’s (2017) 
landmark comparative study of land-use 
governance:

Land use affects the environment, public 
health, economic growth, the distribution 
of wealth, social outcomes and the 
attractiveness of cities and towns. Land-
use practices have major consequences for 
climate change mitigation. Land use has been 
linked to approximately one-third of all man-
made CO2 emissions. (OECD, 2017: 14)

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. These social and institutional factors 
have the potential to create path dependencies 
in how land is used and managed, which might 
be sub-optimal or lead to inertia. Moreover, 
land-use governance has too often been siloed 
across sectoral interests and policy agendas 
leading to fragmented policy responses.
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This emphasis on the land-use system also 
enables a focus 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.

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.

Classical economics traditionally identifies land 
as a key capital stock, as a productive resource 
with value, for example, for agriculture, mineral 
extraction or for absorbing waste (Chenoweth 
et al, 2018). From this perspective, land is 
generally viewed as a private asset and that 
the driving force behind land-use is generally 
profit and individual wealth accumulation, 
which has been institutionalised through 
land-use regulation, land and property 
ownership rights, land and inheritance taxes, 
and public subsidies relating to agricultural 
production or direct farm payments based on 
landownership (particularly within European 
Union member states). While land is often 
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 
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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.

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. However, use value 
can take a broader dimension in terms of 

satisfying human needs, from basic shelter and 
food to economic prosperity, and including 
elements essential to human flourishing such 
as recreational utility or benefits for health. 
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, in a UK context, Monbiot et 
al (2019) highlight the role of entrenched 
practices whereby land is valued as a financial 
asset rather than for its productive value. This 
includes: the hoarding of land for financial 
speculation (often by volume housebuilders) 
with unearned profits untaxed; investment in 
land as a tax shelter, with farmland subject to 
100% inheritance tax relief, and now marketed 
as a safe haven for wealth; land managed 
for short term gains at the expense of local 
communities and nature; and land owned for 
reasons of status amongst financial elites. As a 
result, the price of farmland in the UK is often 
disconnected from its agricultural productive 
value. In this context, land and property value 
is influenced by speculative investment, often 
through international financial channels with 
the aim of extracting profit. This refers to 
a process of ‘financialisation’, referring to a 
pattern of accumulation in which profit-making 
occurs increasingly through financial channels 
rather than through trade and commodity 
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production (Aalbers, 2009). While land systems 
vary considerably across the globe, research 
has increasingly focused on the role of the 
globalisation of the financial sector to both 
reallocate resources globally and to create 
asset and property bubbles by the switching 
of capital from the primary circuit of capital 
(manufacturing and industrial production) into 
a secondary circuit of real estate investment 
(Harvey, 2011).

Internationally, these trends of speculative 
investment have also been transferred to 
so-called ‘green-grabbing’ – the appropriation 
of land for environmental ends (Fairhead et 
al, 2012) with the aim of extracting profit 
(Apostolopoulou and Adams, 2015). This 
involves, for example, applying market 
instruments to mitigate environmental 
degradation, such as land-based carbon off-
setting or biodiversity offsetting schemes. For 
example, large rural estates in Scotland are 
being purchased to offset future carbon tax 
liabilities, for corporate ‘greenwashing’, or to 
access public funds for climate actions.

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  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 1.1):

• Land as economic capital (chapters 2 and 
3): 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 (chapter 4): 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 (chapter 5): 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 
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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 (chapter 6), 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.

Figure 1.1: A capitals framework to unlock 
the potential of land-use

The framework is based on Pierre Bourdieu’s 
understanding of different forms of capital and 
their interrelationships. So while Bourdieu (1986) 
refers to economic capital as material assets 
that are ‘immediately and directly convertible 
into money and may be institutionalized in the 
form of property rights’ (Bourdieu 1986: 242), 
key to Bourdieu’s analysis was his observation 
that other forms of capital (social and cultural) 
can be convertible to economic capital through 
enabling processes, such as education or social 
obligations or connections. Moreover, economic 
capital afforded opportunities for developing 
or acquiring further stocks of social and 
cultural capital, providing a positive feedback 
loop, suggesting that the complex interplay 
of economic, social and cultural capital could 
be mutually reinforcing. 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. Examples of how the different 
forms of capital can be converted to wellbeing 
outcomes are illustrated in chapters 2-6. This 
approach also has parallels with New Zealand’s 
Living Standards Framework adopted in 2018 
(New Zealand Treasury) to assess measures 
of future wellbeing (based on natural capital, 
financial capital, social capital and human capital).
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1.5 Land use in Ireland
According the CORINE dataset of land cover for Ireland 2018, 55% (3.9 million ha) is accounted 
for the classification Pastures, followed by Wetlands and Peatlands2 (15%, 1 million ha), Land used 
principally for Agriculture3 (7%, 498,954 ha), Natural Landscapes4 (7%, 489,157 ha), Forest5 (6%, 
458,399 ha), Non-irrigated Arable Land (5%, 320,819 ha), Urban Fabric (2%, 161,155 ha), Water 
Bodies (2%, 150,262 ha), and Complex Cultivation (1%, 58,422 ha).

Figure 1.2: Percentage of land-use cover in Ireland (CORINE, 2018)

In terms of changes to landcover (as defined by the CORINE dataset for Ireland), between 1990 
and 2018 forestry exhibited the highest landcover increase in terms of hectares (154,012 ha), 
followed by pastures (77,477 ha), natural landscapes (67,466 ha), urban fabric (63,379 ha), 
and land used principally for agriculture (57,563 ha) – see Figure 1.3. In contrast, wetlands and 
peatlands exhibited the greatest declines in terms of hectares (-261,771 ha), followed by arable 
land (-82,828 ha), complex cultivation (-57,524 ha), and water bodies (-18,064 ha). However, 
to fully understand the nature and extent of land use change in Ireland during this period it is 
also important to consider percentage change between 1990 and 2018 because such statistics 
characterise the true extent of actual change that has occurred, illustrated in Figure 1.4. In relation 
to percentage increases in landcover typology as defined by the CORINE dataset, urban fabric 
exhibited the highest increase (65%), followed by forestry (51%), natural landscapes (16%), land 
used principally for agriculture (13%), and pastures (2%). Conversely, complex cultivation exhibited 
the highest percentage decline (-50%), followed by arable land (-21%), wetlands and peatlands 
(-20%), and finally, water bodies (-11%). These changes are spatially illustrated in Figure 1.5.

2 The classification of Wetland and Peatlands utilised in this analysis is based on the following CORINE land cover typologies: 
inland marshes; peat bogs; salt marshes; and intertidal flats.

3 The classification of Principally Agricultural Land is based on the following: mineral extraction sites; fruit trees and berry 
plantations; and land principally occupied by agriculture.

4 Natural Landscapes is based on the following CORINE typologies: natural grasslands; moors and heathland; transitional 
woodland-shrub; beaches, dunes, sands; bare rocks; sparsely vegetated areas; and burnt areas.

5 Forest is based on the following CORINE typologies: broad-leaved forest; coniferous forest; and mixed forest. 
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Figure 1.3: Land Use Change in Ireland 1990-2018 (Hectares)

Figure 1.4: Percentage Change in Land Use Ireland 1990-2018 (%)
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Figure 1.5: Land use in Ireland in 1990 and 2018 (source: CORINE, 1990 & 2018)

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 (Upton et al., 2014). 
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.

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 1.6, 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.
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Figure 1.6: Population Change in Ireland 1991-2016 (source: CSO, 2016)

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 
(Scott et al., 2007). As recorded by the National 
Economic and Social Council (NESC) (2004), 
this increase in the level of overall construction 
was unprecedented and is also exceptional 
when compared to other European Union (EU) 
countries, both in terms of new construction 
as a percentage addition to the current stock 
of dwellings and also when the number of new 
dwellings is assessed relative to the size of the 
population. 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. 
Following the financial crisis and the housing 
market crash, 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. 
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However, this also requires a cultural shift in 
relation to consumer preferences and housing 
choice. Indeed, in the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic, across the globe we have witnessed 
a growing demand for rural housing fuelled 
by a rapid uptake of new working-from-home 
practices. This includes a demand for larger 
properties with home office potential connected 
to essential broadband infrastructure.

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.

1.5.1 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 (Committee on Climate Change, 

2018). 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.

1.6 Land use governance
Historically, land has been central to political 
debates in Ireland since at least the nineteenth 
century and was of critical importance in pre- 
and post-Independent Ireland. A history of 
colonialism, landlord estates and dispossession 
has formed an important national collective 
memory that has shaped attitudes to 
property ownership, property rights and 
agricultural policy. As Dooley (2004: 2) argues: 
‘landownership [in the 19th century] became 
indelibly related to the other great national 
issues of identity and independence’. Thus, the 
development of nationality and nationalism in 
Ireland was specifically bound up in a struggle 
for land in a largely agrarian society. Land reform 
was critical to the new Irish State and the 1923 
Land Act and the establishment of the Land 
Commission (also in 1923) underpinned land 
redistribution through compulsory acquisition 
of lands from traditional landlords and larger 
farmers, and passing these on to smallholders, 
with Dooley identifying the migration of 14,500 
farmers onto lands totalling almost 400,000 
acres. The result is a deconcentrated pattern of 
landownership in Ireland, which contrasts to the 
large rural estates which still dominate the British 
countryside. The Irish Constitution also explicitly 
protects private property rights in Article 43.
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The establishment of the planning system in 
the 1960s marked a significant departure point 
for land-use governance in Ireland. The 1963 
Local Government (Planning & Development) 
Act introduced a statutory development plan 
and development control system across the 
state. For the first time, this introduced the 
concept that all development, which refers to 
new construction and the material change of 
use of land, requires planning consent from a 
planning authority.6 A significant concern at 
the time of enactment of the legislation was 
the potential role of the planning system to 
interfere with private property rights, protected 
under Article 43 of the Constitution. This 
initial legislation indicated that if the value 
of land was reduced as a result of a refusal 
or grant of permission subject to conditions, 
the landowner was entitled to compensation 
(from the local planning authority). However, 
planning legislation in 1990 extended the 
non-compensatable reasons for refusal, 
whereby a statutory development plan was 
strengthened as representing the public good 
as a justification for limiting private property 
rights in relation to land-use. Similar to the 
wider European experience in the aftermath 
of World War II and food shortages, debates 
over land-use policy in Ireland were dominated 
by the enduring primacy and modernisation of 
agriculture, with an emphasis on maintaining 
viable family farms, concerns with food security 
and a view of farming as the backbone of the 
rural economy. Accordingly, when the Irish 
planning system was established in 1963, 
farming related activities were largely excluded 
from newly introduced statutory planning 
controls – including the construction of farm-
related buildings or landscape modifications.

6 The Planning & Development Act 2000 (as amended) defines development as “the carrying out of any works on, in, over or 
under land or the making of any material change in the use of any structures or other land”

Today, land-use governance is siloed across 
sectoral interests and (often competing) 
policy agendas, leading to fragmented 
policy responses (Hetherington, 2019). As 
noted above, farming activities are often 
exempt from the land-use planning system, 
despite the more intensive nature of modern 
agriculture. Physical development beyond 
farming, such as new housing and renewable 
energy infrastructure are, on the other 
hand, circumscribed by planning regulation. 
Landscapes are managed through a mix of 
planning policy and countryside management 
tools arrayed across the public, private and 
voluntary sectors. Nature is protected through 
wildlife management policies with top-down 
designation from European (e.g. European 
Union Birds and Habitats Directives) or national 
legislation for the protection of nature rich 
sites, often transposed to planning policy 
resulting in an ‘islands of protection’ approach 
(Cowell and Owens, 2011). Land use sectors 
related to agriculture, forestry, energy and 
amenity use are governed or licensed by 
sectoral specific policies. Ecosystem services, 
in contrast, are often managed through market-
based tools, for example, as direct payments 
to farmers for less intensive farming practices 
as an aspect of agricultural policy. The need 
for a more holistic framework is critical for the 
sustainable management of land resources that 
maximise benefits to society. This recognises 
that people and communities are intimately 
connected with the land through employment, 
through lifestyles and everyday interactions. 
Moreover, holistic approaches are urgently 
required to address global environmental 
imperatives, acknowledging that how we 
choose to use extensive land resources is 
central to addressing biodiversity loss, climate 
mitigation and adaptation, food and energy 
security and sustainable water management.
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1.6.1  Land-use and the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) were adopted in 2016 by 170 countries, 
including Ireland. In total, 17 SDGs, each with 
their own targets for 2030, are identified to have 
a transformative impact on global development. 
Within an Irish context, a National Implementation 
Plan 2018-2020 (DCCAE, 2018) has been 
published as a direct response to the SDGs, with 
a key aim of mainstreaming SDGs within national 
policy-making and ensuring policy alignment. The 
importance of land as a resource is evident from 
its potential to contribute to multiple goals if 
sustainably managed. The natural capital element 
of land-use is captured in SDG 15, which aims 
to ‘protect, restore and promote sustainable use 
of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss’ 
(https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal15). Key targets 
under this goal include:

• Ensure the conservation, restoration and 
sustainable use of terrestrial and inland 
freshwater ecosystems and their services, 
in particular forests, wetlands, mountains 
and drylands, in line with obligations under 
international agreements;

• Promote the implementation of sustainable 
management of all types of forests, halt 
deforestation, restore degraded forests 
and substantially increase afforestation 
and reforestation globally;

• Take urgent and significant action to reduce 
the degradation of natural habitats, halt the 
loss of biodiversity and, by 2020, protect 
and prevent the extinction of threatened 
species;

• Integrate ecosystem and biodiversity 
values into national and local planning, 
development processes, poverty reduction 
strategies and accounts;

• Mobilise and significantly increase financial 
resources from all sources to conserve and 
sustainably use biodiversity and ecosystems.

In addition, the sustainable management of 
land-use also contributes to the following SDGs:

• SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security 
and improved nutrition and promote 
sustainable agriculture (related to the role 
of land in food security);

• SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all at all ages (through the 
importance of land resources for recreation, 
health benefits of green space and the wider 
environmental determinants of health);

• SDG 6: Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all 
(including improving water quality through 
reducing pollution related to different land-
uses);

• SDG 7: Ensure access to affordable, 
reliable, sustainable and modern energy 
for all (including to increase substantially 
the share of renewable energy);

• SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and decent 
work (including resource efficiency 
in consumption and production and 
endeavour to decouple economic growth 
from environmental degradation);

• SDG 11: Make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable (including affordable housing, 
sustainable mobility, protection of natural 
and cultural heritage, effective waste 
management, accessible urban green 
spaces);
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• SDG 12: Ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns (including the 
sustainable management and efficient use 
of natural resources;

• SDG 13: Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts (through the 
use of land to mitigate climate change and 
to adapt to climate uncertainty and risks).
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2.  Land as Economic Capital Part I: 
The traditional land-based economy

2.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to examine 
land and property as material assets that can 
be converted to liquid assets (e.g., money) 
and that also relate to other forms of capital 
(social, cultural, natural). The nature of wealth 
generated through land-based assets has 
implications for wider quality of life outcomes, 
raising questions over the fair distribution 
of prosperity, ownership of assets, or how 
economic capital is reinvested in other forms 
of capital. It is important to recognise that 
economic capital is not considered as an end 
point or end goal within this report, but instead 
as a means to enhance quality of life and 
wellbeing and to create the foundations for 
sustainable land-use governance.

Throughout this report, we also attempt to 
highlight the relationship between economic 
capital and other capitals. To generate 
economic capital requires the valorisation of 
tangible and intangible social, cultural, and 
natural capital. These capitals require conversion 
through enabling factors, which is the ability 
to mobilise these capitals for economic 
development. Economic capital, along with the 
other capitals explored in this report, provides 
a resource for enhancing quality of life, which 
can be reinvested into each form of capital, 
creating a mutually reinforcing feedback loop. 
However, the generation of economic capital 
also has the potential to erode, rather than 
reinforce, other forms of capital. For example, 
this might be through unsustainable natural 
resource exploitation (thereby degrading 
natural capital), the hoarding of assets (e.g., 
land-banks amongst volume housebuilders), the 
extraction of resources for profit without any 
local reinvestment, or increasing local social 
inequalities through inequitable economic 
outcomes.

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 – including the construction sector and property transactions
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To consider land as economic capital, this 
chapter will examine the traditional land-based 
economy, while chapter 3 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 chapter will commence with a 
review of agriculture, followed by assessments 
of forestry, mineral extraction, peatlands, and 
the property sector.

2.2 Agriculture
According to the Food and Agricultural 
Organization Corporate Statistical Database 
(FAOSTAT, 2020), 38% of global land use is 
occupied by agricultural activity, representing 
five billion hectares. Approximately one-third 
of this land is defined as cropland with the 
remaining two-thirds defined as pastures 
for livestock production (FAOSTAT, 2020). 
Agricultural land accounts for 40% of land 
use in the EU which amounts to 174.6 
million hectares (Eurostat, 2017). In Ireland, 
agricultural activity as the main proponent of 
land use is even more apparent, with agriculture 
accounting for 67% of land cover, amounting to 
4.7 million hectares according to the CORINE 
Landcover database for Ireland 2018 (CORINE, 
2018). This is unsurprising given that Ireland 
was predominantly an agrarian society for 
much of the 20th Century (Varley, 2010).

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.

To provide an overview of the importance of 
agriculture, we examine the sector in terms of:

• The value of agricultural production in 
Ireland;

• Identifying farm typology which 
characterises the value of such production;

• The nature of farm ownership;

• The spatial profile of farm size and farm 
number;

• The spatial extent of the agricultural 
labour force in Ireland and the importance 
of agricultural employment to rural 
communities;

• The importance of land mobility and 
succession issues for the future of Irish 
farming; and

• The spatial extent associated with the 
volume and value of land sold in Ireland 
based on currently available data.
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In terms of the characteristics that define 
agricultural production, farm typology is of 
paramount importance. Annex I of Commission 
Regulation (EU) No 1242/2008 L 335/6-7 
classifies eight primary farm typologies: 1) field 
crops; 2) horticulture; 3) permanent crops; 
4) grazing livestock; 5) granivores; 6) mixed 
cropping; 7) mixed livestock holdings; and 8) 
mixed crops-livestock. According to Eurostat 
(2016) amongst the EU-28, crop farming 
accounted for 52.5% of all agricultural activity, 
followed by livestock farming (25.1%) and 
mixed farming (21.1%). In Ireland, the Central 
Statistics Office (CSO, 2016a) Farm Structure 
Survey 2016 estimated that 57% (n = 78,300 
farms) specialised in beef production, making 
it the most prominent farm typology in the 
country, followed by farms specialising in dairy 
(12%, n = 16,100) and sheep (11%, n = 15,100) 
production, with the remaining involved in 
crop/horticulture farming (20%, n = 28,000). 
In terms of land use (quantified in hectares), 
dairy was the most prominent farm typology 
occupying 59.2 hectares of land, followed by 
mixed crops and livestock (58.7 hectares) and 
tillage (58.6 hectares) (CSO, 2016a).

The ownership of land, farm size and farm 
number are also critical components in profiling 
the value of agricultural production. Using 
FAOSTAT agricultural census data, Lowder et al. 
(2015) estimated that there are approximately 
570 million farm holdings worldwide with 
family-run farms representing 75% of land 
used for agricultural activity. According to 
Eurostat’s Farm Structure Survey 2016 (Eurostat, 
2016) there are approximately 10.5 million 
farms in the EU, with 95.2% identified as family 
farms. Of Ireland’s 137,500 farms, 99.7% (n 
= 137,100) were classified as family farms in 
2016 (CSO, 2016a). Based on FAOSTAT global 
agricultural data, Lowder et al. (2015) estimated 
that from 1960 to 2000 the average farm size 
in advanced economies increased, while on 
average, farm size declined in less developed 

economies worldwide. In the context of 
Europe, Eurostat (2017) data indicates that 
the number of farm units in the EU has been 
steadily declining over recent decades while 
the size of agricultural land has been steadily 
increasing. For example, amongst the EU-27 
the average farm size increased from 11.5 
hectares in 2003 to 16.2 hectares in 2013 
(Eurostat, 2017). In the context of Ireland, 
Figures 2.1 and 2.2 illustrate the average farm 
size and farm numbers per region respectively 
in 2016 (CSO, 2016).

According to the CSO Farm Structure Survey 
2016, the average farm size in Ireland in 
2016 was 32.4 hectares. Figure 2.1 illustrates 
the largest average farm sizes were found in 
the Mid-East and Dublin regions (42.4 ha), 
followed by the South-East (42.3 ha) and 
the South-West (36.1 ha), with the smallest 
farm sizes located in the West (24.6 ha), 
Border (26.3 ha) and Mid-West (34.6) regions. 
Conversely, Figure 2.2 illustrates that the 
highest farm numbers were located in the 
West (31,400) region, followed by the Border 
(28,400) and the South-West (22,300), while 
the lowest number of farms were located in the 
Mid-East and Dublin region (10,300), followed 
by the Midlands (12,800) and the Mid-West 
(15,900). This contrast between farm size and 
farm number reflects the previously discussed 
trend whereby larger average farm size 
generally corresponds with a smaller number 
of agricultural units. The following Map 2.1 and 
Table 2.2 describe the average farm size at the 
county level in accordance with the CSO Farm 
Structure Survey 2016.
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Figure 2.1: Average Farm Size per Region in Ireland 2016 (ha)

Source: CSO Farm Structure Survey 2016

Figure 2.2: Farm Number per Region in Ireland 2016 (per 1,000)

Source: CSO Farm Structure Survey 2016
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Map 2.1: Average Farm Size per County in Ireland 2016 (ha)
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Table 2.2: Average Farm Size per County in Ireland 2016 (ha)

Kilkenny 48.7 Carlow 41.4 Louth 36.8 Galway 26.6

Dublin 47.1 Kildare 41.0 Limerick 36.6 Longford 26.2

Waterford 46.1 Laois 40.9 Kerry 33.4 Cavan 25.8

N Tipperary 43.7 S Tipperary 40.5 Clare 33.0 Leitrim 23.6

Wicklow 43.5 Offaly 39.7 Roscommon 28.8 Monaghan 23

Wexford 43.5 Cork 39.6 Sligo 28.4 Mayo 22.5

Meath 41.9 Westmeath 38.6 Donegal 27.3  

Map 2.1 and Table 2.2 show that, at county level, Kilkenny (48.7 ha) exhibited the largest average 
farm size per hectare in 2016 followed by Dublin (47.1 ha) and Waterford (46.1 ha), while Mayo 
(22.5 ha) exhibited the smallest average farm size followed by Monaghan (23 ha) and Leitrim (23.6 
ha). Map 2.1 and Table 2.2 illustrate a clear North-West/South-East divide whereby the latter 
exhibits much larger farm sizes at county level relative to the former.

The following Map 2.2 and Table 2.3 describe the approximate number of farm households at the 
county level in accordance with the CSO Farm Structure Survey 2016.

23

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



Map 2.2: Number of Farms per County in Ireland 2016
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Table 2.3: Approximate Number of Farms per County in Ireland 2016

Cork 14,000 Roscommon 6,200 Kilkenny 3,700 Longford 2,600

Galway 13,000 Limerick 5,800 Westmeath 3,500 Wicklow 2,400

Mayo 12,200 Cavan 5,200 Leitrim 3,500 Carlow 1,800

Donegal 9,200 Meath 4,500 Offaly 3,400 Louth 1,700

Kerry 8,300 Monaghan 4,500 Laois 3,300 Dublin 700

Tipperary 7,700 Wexford 4,400 Waterford 2,700

Clare 6,400 Sligo 4,300 Kildare 2,600

Map 2.2 and Table 2.3 show that, at county level, Cork (n = 14,000) exhibits the highest number 
of farms, followed by Galway (n = 13,000) and Mayo (n = 12,200), while Dublin (n = 700) exhibits 
the smallest number of farms, followed by Louth (n = 1,700) and Carlow (n = 1,800). As previously 
indicated, one can observe that Ireland exhibits a general spatial trend whereby larger farm sizes 
located to the East are characterized by smaller farm numbers, while smaller farm sizes located to 
the West are characterized by larger farm numbers.

Map 2.3 and Table 2.4 describe the change in average farm size per county between 1991 and 
2016 estimated from CSO Farm Structure Survey statistics.
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Map 2.3: Change in Average Farm Size per County in Ireland 1991-2016 (ha)

26

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



Table 2.4: Change in Average Farm Size per County in Ireland 1991-2016 (ha)

Dublin 25.0 Kilkenny 9.3 Donegal 5.8 Kerry -1.0

Laois 19.7 Sligo 9.1 Meath 2.2 Galway -4.9

Louth 15.9 Waterford 8.8 Wexford 2.1 Clare -7.6

Offaly 15.5 Limerick 8.5 Cork 1.5 Longford -7.6

N Tipperary 13.3 Wicklow 8.0 Mayo 0.9 Monaghan -7.7

Carlow 13.1 Kildare 7.2 Leitrim 0.1 Cavan -9.5

Roscommon 10.4 Westmeath 6.5 S Tipperary 0.1

Map 2.3 and Table 2.4 show that Dublin exhibited the largest growth in average farm size between 
1991 and 2016 (25 ha), followed by Laois (19.7 ha) and Louth (15.9 ha), while Cavan (-9.5 ha) 
exhibited the largest decline in farm size, followed by Monaghan (-7.7 ha) and Longford (-7.6 ha). 
The Map and Table illustrate that, in general, Border counties and the West tended to exhibit 
declines in average farm size between 1991 and 2016, while the East and some Midland counties 
exhibited the highest increase during the period. This reflects a process of farm consolidation and 
the loss of more marginal farms, often related to succession issues.

In terms of monetary importance, agricultural production is commonly regarded as amongst 
the most valuable economic activities in the world. As previously outlined, it represented 38%, 
40%, and 67% of the world, the EU and Ireland’s land use respectively. Globally it employs 
approximately one third of the world’s labour force (Kühn et al., 2018) and 9.7 million amongst 
EU-27 countries (Eurostat, 2016). According to the CSO Farm Structure Survey 2016 approximately 
265,400 persons were employed as agricultural workers on farming enterprises in Ireland. Of this 
number farm holders represented 51.7% (n = 137,100) of workers. Of those persons working on 
farms, a total of 109,800 (41.1%) were classified as family members while 18,500 (6.9%) were 
classified as non-family members (CSO, 2016a). Map 2.4 and 2.5 and Table 2.5 and 2.6 describe 
the number of farm workers and farm workers as a percentage of total employment in Ireland as of 
2016 respectively in accordance with CSO Ireland data (CSO, 2016b).
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Map 2.4: Persons employed in farming 2016
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Map 2.5: Persons employed in farming as a percentage of total employment 2016

29

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



Table 2.5: Persons employed in farming per county 2016

Cork 33,313 Meath 9,682 Waterford 6,518 Dublin City 659

Galway 18,415 Kilkenny 9,627 Sligo 5,547 South Dublin 618

Kerry 14,111 Cavan 9,338 Wicklow 5,492 DLRD 496

Mayo 14,030 N Tipperary 7,763 Westmeath 5,356 Galway City 286

Wexford 12,327 Monaghan 7,423 Carlow 4,185 Cork City 228

Donegal 12,146 Roscommon 7,019 Louth 3,610 Waterford City 158

Limerick 12,094 Kildare 6,842 Longford 3,472 Limerick City 112

Clare 9,987 Offaly 6,697 Leitrim 3,273

S Tipperary 9,968 Laois 6,602 Fingal 2,785

Map 2.4 and Table 2.5 demonstrate that the county of Cork exhibited the highest number of farm 
workers in 2016 (n = 33,313), followed by Galway (18,415) and Kerry (14,111), while Limerick (n 
= 112), Waterford (158), and Cork (228) cities exhibited the lowest number of farm workers, while 
outside cities, Leitrim (3,273), Longford (3,472) and Louth (3,610) exhibited the lowest numbers. 
Interestingly, Map 2.4 illustrates that, even in counties exhibiting the highest levels of agricultural 
employment, such as Cork and Galway, certain district electoral divisions (DEDs) exhibited large 
clusters of agricultural employment, whereas larger areas exhibited low concentrations.

Table 2.6: Persons employed in farming as a percentage (%) of total employment

Clare 17.29 Waterford 13.36 Monaghan 13.05 Kilkenny 12.61

Cavan 16.56 Carlow 13.35 Mayo 13.03 Kerry 12.46

Cork 15.51 Offaly 13.34 Meath 12.95 Kildare 12.23

DLRD 14.13 Westmeath 13.34 Leitrim 12.87 Galway 11.93

Cork City 13.88 Wexford 13.31 Longford 12.85 Dublin City 11.65

Donegal 13.69 South Dublin 13.29 Limerick 12.83 Fingal 11.29

Sligo 13.51 Wicklow 13.27 Laois 12.78 Galway City 11.08
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Map 2.5 and Table 2.6 show those employed 
in farming as a percentage of total employment 
and is more representative of the geographical 
importance of agricultural employment in 
Ireland. As such, Map 2.5 and Table 2.6 
demonstrate that counties Clare, Cavan, and 
Cork were most reliant on agriculture in terms 
of employment, whereas Galway City, Fingal, 
and Dublin City are least reliant, while beyond 
agglomerations, Galway, Kildare, and Kerry 
counties were least reliant.

In terms of actual production, the ever-
expanding and rapid growth in the world’s 
population in recent years has naturally 
resulted in an increasing demand for 
agricultural goods, a trend that will obviously 
advance in line with the continuously 
growing global population. However, this has 
not necessarily coincided with a growth in 
agricultural employment, and indeed Garibaldi 
and Pérez-Méndez (2019) estimated a global 
decline of 75% in rural employment (primarily 
based on agricultural activity). This paradox 
is primarily the result of the application of 
monocultures and homogeneous agricultural 
production (Gómez Carella et al., 2020)

In terms of labour productivity Ireland’s Farm 
Structure Survey 2016 (CSO, 2016a) estimated 
that approximately 26% of farm workers were 
employed full-time, which is the equivalent 
of one annual work unit (AWU)7 with 
approximately 43% providing less than half of 
one AWU. In total the agricultural labour force 
in Ireland produced 160,700 AWUs in 2016, 
representing an average of 1.17 AWU per 
farm, with approximately 30% (45,700 AWUs) 
contributed by family members (CSO, 2016a).

In 2016 the Farm Structure Survey estimated 
that the average standard monetary farm 
output8 in Ireland was €45,855 per annum, 

7 CSO Ireland (2016a) uses the AWU measurement as an indicator of labour force input, whereby one AWU represents 1,800 
hours of labour (or longer) per person per annum. 

8 Eurostat (2016) defines the standard farm output as the financial worth of an agricultural product at “farm-gate” price per 
hectare or per head of livestock.

with the highest output of €80,784 was 
recorded in the South-East and the lowest 
output of €19,683 was recorded in the West 
(CSO, 2016a). Nationally, approximately 20% 
(28,100 farms) had a standard output of over 
€50,000 per annum, with 70% situated in 
the South-East region according to the Farm 
Structure Survey. On the other hand, 32% 
(43,600 farms) had a standard output of less 
than €8,000, with 60% located in the Border 
Midland and West region. Interestingly, it was 
found that 300 farms of less than 10 hectares 
produced a standard output of over €100,000 
per annum in 2016 and were associated 
with specialist production such as mushroom 
farming, at the same time, non-specialist farm 
sizes of 9 hectares or less produced outputs 
of €4,000 or less (CSO, 2016a). It is also 
noteworthy that the Farm Structure Survey 
2016 estimated that approximately 75% of 
specialist dairy farms produced a standard 
annual output of €100,000, with 95% of such 
operations producing a minimum of €50,000 
per annum, while 46% of specialist sheep farms 
produced a standard output of €8,000 or less.

The rapid economic development of Ireland 
since the 1990s was not reflected in terms 
of agricultural employment. As a result, real 
farm incomes have fallen significantly in recent 
decades, with the divide between agricultural 
and average industrial incomes broadening, 
resulting in the necessity for farmers to acquire 
employment from outside the agricultural 
sector resulting in a huge increase in part-
time farming (Hennessy and Rehman, 2007). 
According to CSO Ireland (CSO, 2018) the 
average farming income per county in 2018 
was €20,835. Map 2.6 and Table 2.7 describe 
the average farm income in Ireland in 2018.
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Map 2.6: Average farming income per county 2018
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Table 2.7: Average farming income per county 2018

Dublin €33,596 Louth €25,081 Clare €14,839

Waterford €32,807 Laois €25,022 Longford €14,786

Kilkenny €31,154 Wicklow €24,883 Galway €13,767

Tipperary €30,083 Limerick €24,825 Roscommon €12,003

Cork €29,624 Offaly €22,086 Donegal €11,386

Kildare €29,251 Monaghan €20,556 Sligo €10,824

Wexford €27,635 Kerry €19,670 Mayo €10,218

Carlow €26,494 Westmeath €19,411 Leitrim €8,794

Meath €26,166 Cavan €17,125

Map 2.6 and Table 2.7 show that Dublin 
exhibited the highest average farm income at 
county level in 2018 (€33,596), followed by 
Waterford (€32,807) and Kilkenny (€31,154), 
with Leitrim (€8,794), Mayo (€10,218) and 
Sligo (€10,218) exhibiting the lowest incomes. 
Spatially, Maps 6 and Table 6 illustrate a clear 
North-West/South-East divide associated with 
average farm incomes in Ireland, mirroring 
previously outlined spatial disparities in average 
farm size and average farm numbers.

2.2.1 Land Mobility and Succession
Issues around land mobility, its consequences 
for the structural expansion and the 
commercial advancement of the agricultural 
industry are becoming increasingly problematic 
for European agriculture associated with the 
logical apprehension regarding Europe’s ageing 
community of farmers (Conway et al., 2020)
gaining access to land is widely reported to 
be the single largest barrier facing young 
people attempting to enter farming. Whilst 

land mobility is given homogenous importance 
throughout Europe, this view point paper 
highlights that policies and regulations relating 
to land differ considerably across EU Member 
States. There is also a surprising scarcity of 
literature and academic discussion on access 
to land in a European context, despite its 
crucial role in the survival, continuity and 
future prosperity of the farming industry and 
the broader sustainability of rural communities. 
By focussing on the key policy and structural 
issues hampering access to agricultural land 
throughout Europe, and using the Republic 
of Ireland’s Land Mobility Service as a good 
practice example of how to help facilitate the 
process, this paper provides a rationale for 
why a major European study is required to 
investigate the factors which influence land 
mobility in each of the 27 EU Member States 
in order to inform future Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP. The necessity for younger cohorts 
to engage with farming and to have greater 
access to land is a long-recognised requirement 
in order that the industry successfully 
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develops in the future (European Commission. 
Directorate General for Agriculture and 
Rural Development. et al., 2015). There have 
been widespread appeals across Europe for 
constitutional and procedural restraints to 
be removed in order to expediate transition 
from older to younger generations, however, 
land acquisition is considered to the greatest 
obstacle to younger generations endeavouring 
to access agricultural activity (Conway et al., 
2020)gaining access to land is widely reported 
to be the single largest barrier facing young 
people attempting to enter farming. Whilst 
land mobility is given homogenous importance 
throughout Europe, this view point paper 
highlights that policies and regulations relating 
to land differ considerably across EU Member 
States. There is also a surprising scarcity of 
literature and academic discussion on access 
to land in a European context, despite its 
crucial role in the survival, continuity and 
future prosperity of the farming industry and 
the broader sustainability of rural communities. 
By focussing on the key policy and structural 
issues hampering access to agricultural land 
throughout Europe, and using the Republic 
of Ireland’s Land Mobility Service as a good 
practice example of how to help facilitate the 
process, this paper provides a rationale for 
why a major European study is required to 
investigate the factors which influence land 
mobility in each of the 27 EU Member States 
in order to inform future Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP. This problem of access is partially 
the result of the growth of land concentration 
in European counties, with land being owned 
by an increasingly smaller farming cohort (van 
der Ploeg et al., 2015). In Ireland, agricultural 
land markets have historically been, for the 
most part, stagnant, with ownership seldom 
transferred (Geoghegan et al. 2020).

Rather, the prevailing method of land 
transfer is predominantly settled outside 
market operations and generally by means of 

inheritance and related to Ireland’s historic 
relationship with land which is associated with 
a distinct emotional attachment (Donnellan 
et al., 2008). Because of this agricultural land 
market stagnancy, little is known regarding 
the characteristics that influence agricultural 
land transactions in Ireland (Geoghegan et al., 
2020). Ireland has the smallest percentage 
of agricultural land rental in Europe with less 
than 1% of land sold each year (Geoghegan 
and O’Donoghue, 2018). In an attempt to 
understand attitudes and motivations behind 
Irish farmers apparent reluctance to engage 
in agricultural land market transaction, 
Geoghegan et al. (2020) found that farmers 
tended not to be incentivised by profit and 
were relatively open-minded in regard to 
fixed and interim land transfer arrangements. 
Obviously, this has significant implications 
in terms of policy application whereby non-
financial factors should be taken into account 
as well as the fact that there seems to exist 
the tendency for farmers to be more willing to 
lease land than had previously been assumed 
by policymakers (Geoghengan et at., 2020). 
In Ireland, the average volume of agricultural 
land sold in 2019 amounted to 1,683 hectares 
(CSO, 2019). As previously discussed, this 
represented less than 1% of total agricultural 
land in Ireland. Figure 2.3 illustrates the volume 
of agricultural land sold per region in 2019.

Figure 2.3 illustrates that the highest volume 
of agricultural land sold in 2019 in Ireland was 
found in the West region (3,848 ha), followed 
by the border (2,252 ha), the Mid-West (2,030 
ha), the South-West (1,479 ha), the Mid-East 
(1,463 ha) and the Midland region (1,444 ha), 
with the smallest volume of agricultural land 
sold in the South-East (873 ha) and Dublin 
(77 ha). Figures 2.4 and 2.5 illustrate the value 
of agricultural land sold per region and per 
hectare in Ireland in 2019.
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Figure 2.3: Volume of agricultural land sold per hectare 2019 (region)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019

Figure 2.4: Value of agricultural land sold per Region in Ireland 2019 (per million euro)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019
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Figure 2.5: Agricultural land sold per region 2019 (per ha)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019

Figure 2.4 and 2.5 illustrate that, according 
to the Central Statistics Office Ireland (CSO, 
2019), the West exhibited the highest price 
in agricultural land sold in 2019 (€38.9m) 
at €12,204 per hectare, followed by the 
Mid-West (€38,4m) at €18,904 per hectare, 
the Mid-East (€31.7m) at €25,000 per hectare, 
the Border (€27.3m) at €12,121 per hectare, 
the South-West (€26,6m) at €19,410 per 
hectare, the Midlands (€25m) at €17,326 per 
hectare, the South-East (€17.6m) at €23,386 
per hectare, and finally Dublin (€1.5m) at 
€28,029 per hectare.

The low income attained from agricultural 
activity is another primary obstacle to farm 
succession in Ireland. As previously discussed, 
the average farm income per county in 
Ireland as of 2018 was €20,835 (CSO, 2018). 
According to Leonard et al. (2017) in order to 
accelerate land mobility in Ireland, expenses 
related to land transfer should be reduced in 
order to encourage early transfer. On other 
hand, it must be noted that direct payments 
encourage farmers to delay land transfer 
until death since it is more economically 
advantageous to do so (Leonard et al., 2017). 

Another issue related to early succession or 
agricultural land transfer related to incentivised 
schemes which decreases the precariousness 
associated with farm income (Koundouri et al., 
2009). Low farm income, which accounts for 
a large majority of cases in the Irish context 
(see Map 2.6, Table 2.7) naturally results in 
apprehension regarding the ability of adequate 
income provision for farmer and successor, 
including apprehension regarding the quality 
of retirement income, which compounds to 
determine the retention of land as a rational 
form of financial security (Leonard et al., 2017). 
Upon reaching the age of 66 years, farm 
income declines since the farmer is required 
to destock, and because income derived 
from farming pensions and farm payments 
becomes the main form of income, income 
tax drops considerably, with age-related credit 
further diminishing taxes (Leonard et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, capital taxes are not applicable to 
the farm’s successor because the value of the 
asset remains above the relief threshold that is 
permitted for land transfer between parent and 
child (Leonard et al., 2017).
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One policy solution to such issues could 
engender some configuration of guarantee for 
continuous post-retirement income (Leonard 
et al., 2017) since inadequate retirement 
income naturally encourages farmers to oppose 
retirement, thus choosing to postpone transfer 
until death (Riley, 2014). This is certainly a 
contributory factor to the succession issues 
witnessed across Europe and Ireland at the 
current time, and influencing the high and 
ever-increasing number of European farmers 
over 65 years of age (Zagata and Sutherland, 
2015). Obviously, such mechanisms adversely 
influence the propensity of younger farmers 
from entering the agricultural industry which 
is fundamental for the future development of 
agriculture (Williams, 2006). In order to address 
such issues, agricultural reparation as a form of 
income during retirement is essential since, as it 
currently stands, it is more financially beneficial 
for the farmer to transfer the farm after 
death (Leonard et al., 2017). The ramifications 
associated with this moratorium on inheritance 
transfer results in the likelihood that potential 
successors have to work off-farm in order to 
supplement income, which essentially results 

in an absence of farm management expertise 
which is essential in order to efficiently operate 
a farm enterprise and in order to optimise the 
profitability of the farm (Leonard et al., 2017).

2.3 The food and drink sector
In 2018 Ireland’s output of food and drink 
was €25.7 billion according to CSO Ireland 
(2018). 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. Figure 2.6 shows the 
composition of this output by sector, illustrating 
that the largest proportion of domestic food and 
drink output was accounted by dairy products 
(€3.4b), followed by and meat products (€3.2b), 
and prepared animal feeds (€721m), with the 
remaining production accounting for €2.5b.

Figure 2.6: Domestic Firm Output of Food and Drink Product 2018

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

• Output
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Figure 2.7 illustrates the composition of dairy commodities produced by domestic Irish firms 
in Ireland in 2018. This figure shows that butter accounted for the largest proportion of diary 
commodities produced by Irish domestic firms in 2018 (30.2%), followed by cheese (24.2%), milk 
and milk products (23.9%), proteins and other compounds (17%) and other dairy products (4.8%).

Figure 2.7: Diary commodities produced by domestic Irish firms 2018

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

Figure 2.8 illustrates the value of exports associated with food and drink by domestic Irish firms 
in 2018.

Figure 2.8: Exports of Food and Drink Produced by Domestic Irish Firms 2018

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

• Exports
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The total export value of food and drink 
produced by Irish firms in 2018 accounted 
for €7.2b, and hence, 73% of food and 
drink produced by domestic firms in Ireland 
is exported. Figure 2.8 illustrates that diary 
products accounted for the largest export 
(€2.8b), followed by meat products (€2.7b), 
and other food products (€500m), with the 
remaining production accounting for €1.1b. 
Table 2.8 describes a breakdown of the 
food and drink industry in 2018 in terms of 
enterprise type and employment type.

Table 2.8: Food and Drink Enterprise 
and Employees 2018

Domestic Foreign Total

Self-employed 2,488 2,488

Corporations 1,352 53 1,405

Employees 32,070 20,521 52,591

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

Table 2.8 shows that a total of 52,591 persons 
were employed in the food and drink sector 
in 2018, with 32,070 employed in domestic 
firms and 20,521 employed in foreign-owned 
firms. Table 3 also shows that 1,405 firms were 
classified as corporations consisting of 1,352 
domestic corporations and 53 foreign-owned 
corporations, while 2,488 accounted for self-
employed domestic enterprise.

2.4  Agriculture and 
natural capital

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.

• Since 1994 it has been compulsory for 
every EU Member State to have agri-
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environmental schemes in place in an effort 
to halt the decline in biodiversity. This is 
the primary way that farmers are rewarded 
for farming in an environmentally friendly 
manner. The value of these schemes to 
biodiversity has, however, been difficult to 
ascertain and there would be benefits from 
planning such schemes at a landscape scale. 
Additionally, there has been limited success 
in attracting higher value sectors, such as 
the dairy sector, into these schemes.

• 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 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, discussed further below in relation 
to peat extraction. Chapter 6 also discusses 
payments for ecosystem services for landowners.

2.5  The economic capital 
of forestry

Historically, forestry has functioned in terms in 
terms of pastures, hunting, timber production, 
nuts and mushroom cultivation (Niemela et al., 
2005). Since the late 18th century, forestry 
has been primarily used, monoculturally, in 
terms of timber production (Mather, 2001). 
This shift to monoculture marked a move away 
from historically managing diverse semi-natural 
woodlands for multiple benefits to a situation 
where forestry became more focussed on 
timber production to meet industrial demands, 
which has led increasingly to much less 
biologically diverse forests and often to large 
areas of a single or very few tree species under 
intensive cultivation.In recent years, socio-
political developments have incentivised, 
not only timber, but non-timber production, 
including conservation, the preservation of 
biodiversity, climate change mitigation, and 
recreational amenity (Wolfslehner et al., 2013). 
Prospectively, forestry is expected to play a 
pivotal role in the development of Europe’s 
bioeconomy with forest ecosystems containing 
the capacity to diminish greenhouse gases 
by functioning as repositories that collect 
and store carbon (Dymond et al., 2016). In 
Ireland, as in other European counties (e.g. 
France, Germany, Sweden, Portugal), policy 
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discourse regarding forestry has been heavily 
influenced by sustainability and multifunctional 
rhetoric (Sotirov and Arts, 2018). However, 
beyond such rhetoric, in Ireland forestry 
remains primarily a monoculture in practice, 
being dominated by timber production (see 
Hysing, 2009). In Ireland, as elsewhere, 
publicly administered forest mangers adhere 
to standardised guidelines of practice whereby 
sustainability and multifunctionality are relayed 
as cornerstones of state-run forestry, yet 
such organisations comply with market-driven 
regulations and operationalisations, with the 
result being that the role of timber production 
is placed front and foremost as a principle 
national asset (Sotirov and Arts, 2018). 

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.

Maps 2.7 and 2.8 and Tables 2.9 and 2.10 
describe the amount of land occupied by 
forestry in hectares per county in accordance 
with the CORINE Landcover database for Ireland 
2018 as well as forestry as a percentage of 
county size in hectares. 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).

In addition to its economic benefits, the 
wider environmental goods provided by good 
forestry management practices are increasingly 
recognised by policy-makers and wider society. 
These include physical and mental health 
benefits (see Scott et al., 2020), biodiversity 
enhancement, water regulation and climate 
action. This latter role includes the role of 
forests as carbon sinks, the increased use of 
timber in construction, forest-based biomass 
for energy production, and for upstream water 
management to reduce flood risk.
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Map 2.7: Forestry landcover in Ireland 2018 (ha)
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Map 2.8: Forestry as a percentage of land per county 2018 (ha)
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Table 2.9: Forestry landcover in Ireland 2018 (ha)

Cork 51,895 Wicklow 33,481 Leitrim 14,521 Carlow 5,456

Galway 41,329 Limerick 24,428 Sligo 14,199 Meath 4,042

Tipperary 37,968 Waterford 21,217 Wexford 11,151 Monaghan 3,819

Clare 36,519 Laois 21,010 Cavan 10,702 Dublin 2,930

Kerry 34,748 Offaly 17,241 Westmeath 9,686 Louth 1,964

Donegal 34,267 Kilkenny 15,658 Longford 6,318

Mayo 33,541 Roscommon 15,187 Kildare 6,222

Map 2.7 and Table 2.9 show that Cork County exhibited the largest area of landcover occupied by 
forestry measured in hectares (51,895 ha), followed by Galway (41,329 ha), and Tipperary (37,968 
ha), with Louth (1,964 ha), Dublin (2,930 ha) and Monaghan (3,819 ha) exhibiting the smallest area 
of landcover occupied by forestry.

Table 2.10: Forestry as a percentage (%) of land per county 2018 (ha)

Wicklow 16.53 Offaly 8.62 Carlow 6.08 Kildare 3.67

Laois 12.22 Sligo 7.73 Mayo 6.00 Dublin 3.16

Waterford 11.42 Kilkenny 7.56 Roscommon 5.96 Monaghan 2.95

Clare 10.58 Kerry 7.23 Longford 5.79 Louth 2.37

Leitrim 9.14 Donegal 7.05 Cavan 5.54 Meath 1.73

Limerick 8.86 Cork 6.92 Westmeath 5.27

Tipperary 8.82 Galway 6.72 Wexford 4.70

When the extent of land occupied by forestry is viewed as a percentage of respective counties, 
Map 2.8 and Table 2.10 show that Wicklow exhibited the highest percentage cover (16.53%), 
followed by Laois (12.22%) and Waterford (11.42%), with Meath (1.73%), Louth (2.37%), and 
Monaghan (2.95%) exhibiting the lowest percentage of forest landcover at county level.

44

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



In relation to the future of the forestry sector, 
Project Woodland was established in February 
2021 to reform the regulation and vision for 
forestry in Ireland. Through consultation with 
stakeholders, Project Woodland will develop a 
new forest strategy which will underpin a new 
Forestry Programme for the period 2023-2027. 
The work programme in developing the strategy 
entails addressing the licensing backlog, 
formulating a future strategy and national 
approach and enhancing the end-to-end licensing 
process. Engagement and communication with 
the public is viewed as central to overcoming 
social barriers to licensing processes.

2.6  The economic capital 
of peatlands

Peatland are wetland habitats formed by the 
augmentation of decayed vegetation that 
incrementally decomposes over thousands of 
years in damp environments (Ward et al., 2019). 
Steadily, the combination of defective drainage 
and decomposing vegetation creates elevated 
bogs sustained by rainfall to create peatlands 
(O’Neill et al., 2020). While intact or undisturbed 
peatlands act as carbon sinks, degraded 
peatlands (as in the case across much of Ireland) 
are net emitters of carbon. Over the last century, 
peatlands have been drained for afforestation 
and agriculture, extracted for domestic and 
industrial energy purposes and also extracted 
for commercial peat moss. They have also been 
used for extensive and intensive grazing and for 
various types of infrastructural development, 
such as wind farms (NPWS, 2015).

For a nation with little natural resources like coal, 
oil, and gas, peat has been utilised for centuries 
in Ireland to heat homesteads and large energy 
industries (Toner, 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 state. Together, the 
power plants and the industrial ‘harvesting’ of 
bogs provided a key source of local employment 
in predominantly rural regions. The consumption 
of peat in energy production is particularly 
harmful to the environment since fuelling peat 
for electricity production expels greater amounts 
of carbon dioxide than coal and almost double 
as much as gas (Toner, 2018), while particulate 
matter from burning has a negative impact on 
air quality. To place this in context, in 2016 8% 
of Ireland’s electricity was produced by peat yet 
accounted for 20% of Ireland’s carbon emissions 
for electricity (Toner, 2018).

Recent years have witnessed a widespread 
reappraisal of the value of peatlands, primarily 
related to the range of ecosystem services 
flowing from sustainable peatland management 
and conservation. These relate to biodiversity, 
regulation of climate, water filtration and 
management, nutrient cycling, and contribution 
to human wellbeing as health promoting 
environments (for amenity) and as cultural 
landscapes (NPWS, 2015). Peatlands are 
critical to Ireland’s climate actions as significant 
carbon stores and for mitigating flood risk. 
These ecosystem services highlight the need 
for a shift in how we value and use peatlands, 
while recognising the potential impact of 
shifting from extraction to conservation on 
local communities and economies. To address 
this shift, the concept of a just transition has 
been applied to consider the future of peatland 
communities – see Box 2.2 below.
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Box 2.2: Just transition and the Midlands

Recent decisions by the planning appeals board (An Bord Pleanala) to refuse an application for the 
continuation of a power plant operation on environmental grounds, has led to the recent closure 
of two power plants and a growing emphasis on rehabilitating bogs rather than continued 
extraction, leading to immediate job losses. The closure of a third power plant, scheduled for 
2025 – together with other recent closures – will lead to a total of 180 direct job losses within 
the power plants. Moreover, in January 2021, Bord na Móna announced the formal end of peat 
extraction on all its lands, potentially leading to concentrated job losses in rural communities 
(NESC, 2020) with around 450 jobs at risk from the cessation of extraction activities. Concerns 
over climate change combined with the fact that the EU’s Birds and Habitats Directives classify 
certain peatland locations as important habitats for biodiversity and preservation, have led to 
a substantial transition in the industry whereby peatland is transitioning form sites of fossil 
fuel production to sites of forestry, wind energy production, biodiversity, waste management, 
and public recreation (Irish Peatland Conservation, 2019; Ward et al., 2019).

The closure of the power plants along with the halt to peat extraction marks the end of 70 
years of state-sponsored carbon intensive enterprises in the Midlands. The foundation of 
Bord na Móna along with Electricity Supply Board (ESB) owned power plants, fuelled rural 
in-migration in the region and the creation of new rural settlements and communities in 
close proximity to the bogs and power stations, which had created long-term and well-paid 
local employment opportunities, additional seasonal employment for local farmers, and also 
indirect jobs in retail and services (Mulvey, 2020). To address these regional challenges, a 
series of just transition measures were announced as part of the State budget in 2020 in 
a €31 million package. These included:

• €6 million to establish a Just Transition Fund for the Midlands region. The ESB 
contributed an additional €5 million towards this fund (€11 million in total);

• €20 million allocated for a deep retrofitting of social housing for energy efficiency, 
concentrated in the Midlands region through an area-based approach;

• €5 million for a peatland rehabilitation scheme managed by the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service.

A ‘Just Transition Commissioner’ has also been appointed to work with key stakeholders to 
coordinate the delivery of the Just Transition Fund along with a newly-established Midlands 
Regional Transition Team. Their work is further supported by the European Commission’s 
Secretariat Technical Assistance for Regions in Transition (START). While at an early stage, the 
initial workplan is focused on mitigating potential jobs losses through developing alternative 
forms of job creation, and currently involves profiling the region, identifying economic 
vulnerability and developing a pipeline of potential projects for funding. Much of this work 
involves capacity-building at a local scale to enable communities to bring forward their own 
development strategies for transition (e.g. developing remote working hubs) (Mulvey, 2020).
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These local transition measures are also complemented by an acceleration of Bord na Móna’s 
decarbonisation policy through its Brown to Green Strategy, launched initially in 2018. This 
strategy signals the body’s shift from being a traditional peat business to a so-called ‘climate 
solutions’ company (Donnellan, 2021) focused on renewable energy, peatland restoration, 
recycling and the low carbon circular economy. In November 2020, Bord na Móna launched 
its Peatland Restoration Plan, funded through €108 million of state funding along with €18 
million of its own funds. This plan aims to restore and rehabilitate industrially-excavated 
bogs through rewetting to restore peat forming conditions and re-creating biodiverse native 
habitats. The plan aims to protect 109 million tonnes of stored carbon and sequester a 
further 3.2 million tonnes of carbon emissions on 33,000 hectares of Bord na Móna owned 
bogs, while also creating new recreation opportunities along new walking tracks and trails. 
Importantly, this restoration plan also involves employing around 350 people, most of whom 
had previously been employed to harvest peat for power generation.

In addition to extraction for energy, peat 
is also extracted for its use in horticulture. 
Within the commercial sector, peat is used by 
mushroom producers, nursery stock producers 
and soft fruit producers, and is also by the 
public for domestic gardening purposes. As 
stated in a government consultation paper on 
the use of peat in horticulture (Government of 
Ireland, 2019: 12): ‘The vast majority of peat 
extracted in Ireland for horticultural use is 
being exported to markets outside of Ireland 
and there is growing need to consider the long 
term viability and sustainability of this practice 
as other countries restrict their peat extraction 
and usage’. The viability of peat extraction 
for domestic purposes has been challenged 
by recent legal rulings on the application of 
planning consent to peat extraction. Large-
scale peat extraction (i.e. peat extraction that 
involves an area of 30 hectares or more) needs 
both planning permission and EPA licensing, 
with in-depth assessment of environmental 
and climate impacts assessed under both 
regimes in line with requirements under EU 
law. Bord na Móna is the only peat company 
licensed by the EPA under IPC licensing and no 
peat companies have both planning permission 
and licences.

Map 2.9 and 2.10 and Table 2.11 and 2.12 
describe the extent of peatland in Ireland in 
hectares per county in accordance with the 
CORINE Landcover database for Ireland 2018 
as well as peatland cover as a percentage 
of county size. As outlined in the National 
Peatland Strategy (NPWS, 2015), between 
1997 and 2002, Ireland nominated a total 
of 53 raised bog sites for designation as 
Special Areas of Conservation under the 
EU’s Natura network, and a further 75 raised 
bog Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) have 
also been designated under the Wildlife 
Acts to supplement this network. Ireland has 
also identified 50 areas as Special Areas of 
Conservation for the protection of blanket 
bog and a further 73 sites containing blanket 
bog habitat have been designated as Natural 
Heritage Areas under Irish law.
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Map 2.9: Peatland in Ireland 2018 (ha)
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Map 2.10: Peatland as a percentage of land per county 2018 (ha)
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Table 2.11: Peatland in Ireland 2018 (ha)

Mayo 324,762 Leitrim 37,513 Longford 15,148 Carlow 3,020

Galway 193,975 Roscommon 36,445 Waterford 13,851 Wexford 2,719

Donegal 186,365 Tipperary 30,194 Kildare 12,789 Monaghan 2,363

Kerry 153,054 Clare 23,587 Laois 12,265 Kilkenny 2,231

Cork 55,198 Cavan 20,565 Limerick 11,677 Louth 1,668

Sligo 47,428 Wicklow 19,191 Dublin 7,322

Offaly 41,334 Westmeath 18,404 Meath 4,399

Map 2.9 and Table 2.11 show that Mayo exhibited the largest area of peatland in Ireland in 2018 
measured in hectares (324,762 ha), followed by Galway (193,975 ha) and Donegal (186,365 ha), 
while Louth (1,668 ha), Kilkenny (2,231 ha), and Monaghan (2,363 ha) exhibited the smallest area 
of peatland cover in Ireland. This description simply provides a snapshot, rather than rates of loss 
that have occurred in some counties.

Table 2.12: Peatland as a percentage of land per county 2018 (ha)

Mayo 58.11 Roscommon 14.30 Waterford 7.45 Louth 2.02

Donegal 38.33 Longford 13.88 Cork 7.36 Meath 1.88

Kerry 31.84 Cavan 10.64 Laois 7.13 Monaghan 1.82

Galway 31.54 Westmeath 10.01 Tipperary 7.01 Wexford 1.15

Sligo 25.81 Wicklow 9.47 Clare 6.84 Kilkenny 1.08

Leitrim 23.61 Dublin 7.91 Limerick 4.24

Offaly 20.66 Kildare 7.55 Carlow 3.37

When the extent of peatland is viewed as a percentage of respective counties, Map 2.10 and Table 
2.12 show that Mayo exhibited the highest percentage of peatland (58.11%), followed by Donegal 
(38.33%), and Kerry (31.84%), while Kilkenny (1.08%), Wexford (1.15%), and Monaghan (1.82%) 
exhibited the lowest percentage of peatland. Results indicate that the West of Ireland (i.e. Mayo, 
Donegal, Kerry, Galway) will be most affected by the transition from peat production to renewable 
energy and as previously discussed this will have a negative effect on both the labour force and 
local communities in peatland regions. Nevertheless, this also presents an opportunity for both 
employment and community engagement in renewable energy projects, biodiversity and public 
recreation activities, which could potentially improve the place-based quality of life of populations 
living in such areas.
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2.7 Mineral extraction
There are currently 350 active quarries in Ireland as of 2020, the spatial extent of which is 
described in Map 2.11. In addition, there are approximately 220 ready mixed concrete plants 
and 20 large scale precast concrete plants located throughout Ireland.

Map 2.11: Active Quarry Mines and Pits in Ireland 2021
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Aggregates are essential raw materials for 
Ireland’s construction sector and infrastructural 
needs. Current demand for aggregates in 
Ireland is 12 tonnes per capita, double the 
EU-28 average demand (Irish Concreate 
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). At the national 
level, the NPF outlines that the planning 
process should play a key role in realising the 
potential of the extractive industries sector 
‘by identifying and protecting important 
reserves of aggregates and minerals from 
development that might prejudice their 
utilisation’ (p. 78). The NPF further outlines 
that ‘aggregates will continue to be enabled 
where that is compatible with the protection 
of the environment in terms of air and water 
quality, natural and cultural heritage, the 
quality of life of residents in the vicinity, and 
provides for appropriate site rehabilitation’ 
(p. 78). Unauthorised development and 
extraction activity has been legacy issue for 
the sector, suggesting the need for effective 
enforcement, while the industry suggests that 
state procurement should ensure that only 
authorised operators are entitled to supply 
the marketplace (Irish Concreate Federation, 
2019). In 2020, total emissions (combustion 
and process) from the cement sector decreased 
by 5.7% and amounted to 2.68 Mt CO₂eq, 
or 4.75% of national total emissions. This 
decrease is due to a reduction in cement 
production, with most cement plants having 
extended closures in 2020 due to COVID 
restrictions. Overall, cement sector emissions 
have increased by 76.5% since 2011.9

9 Source: https://www.epa.ie/our-services/monitoring--assessment/climate-change/ghg/manufacturing-and-industry/

According to CSO Ireland (2016) a total of 
3,733 persons were employed in the mineral 
extraction sector in 2016, consisting of 900 
persons employed in the mining of metal ores, 
2,542 persons employed in other mining and 
quarrying activities and 291 persons employed 
in mining support service activities. Figure 
2.9 shows the number of persons employed 
in mineral extraction activities per region in 
Ireland in 2016.

Figure 2.9 illustrates that in terms of mining 
of metal ores the vast majority of persons 
employed resided in the Mid-East (n = 601), 
followed by the Mid-West (n = 86), Dublin (n = 
58), Border (n = 56), Midlands (n = 35), South-
East (n = 28), West (n = 25) and South-West 
(n = 11) region. In respect to other mining and 
quarrying activities, Figure 2.9 shows that the 
west exhibited the highest number of persons 
employed (n = 495), followed by the Border 
(n = 403), Mid-East (n = 376), South-East (n 
= 370), Mid-West (n = 332), South-West (n = 
271), Midlands (n = 200) and Dublin (n = 95) 
region. Finally, in relation to mining support 
and service activities, Figure 2.9 shows that 
Dublin exhibited the highest number of 
persons employed (n = 78), followed by the 
West (n = 65), South-West (n = 40), Mid-West 
(n = 31), Mid-East (n = 29), South-East (n = 20), 
Border (n = 19) and Midland (n = 9) region.
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Figure 2.9: Person Employed in Mineral Extraction in Ireland 2016 (Regional)

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

Ireland has a diverse geology and a range 
of rich mineral deposits including zinc, lead, 
copper and gold-bearing quartz veins10. 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. In recent 
years, gypsum, dolomite, silica sand, brick 
shale and fireclay have all been mined. Ireland 
is internationally renowned as a major zinc-
lead mining province. Minerals are essential 
raw materials that underpin products from 
batteries, medical devices, electrical wiring and 
electrical and communication devices. A mine 
for a scheduled mineral in Ireland is subject to 
obtaining three separate State authorisations: 
planning permission from the relevant local 
authority; an Integrated Pollution Control 
(IPC) or Industrial Emissions (IE) licence from 
the Environmental Protection Agency; and a 
State Mining Licence/Lease/Permission from 
the Minister for the Environment, Climate 
and Communications (DECC). At the time 
of writing, the Department of Environment, 

Energy and Communications is preparing a 
new Policy Statement on Mineral Exploration 
and Mining. This is framed around five key 
principles for future resource management: 
robust regulation; increasing awareness 
and participation; sustainable development; 
building capacity and access to knowledge; and 
international co-operation. A critical issue is 
to ensure that the mineral sector contributes 
to Ireland’s ambitions around promoting a 
circular economy and climate change targets 
(e.g. raw materials for electric vehicle batteries). 
This Draft Policy Statement includes the ban 
on new prospecting licences, mining licenses 
or leases for coal, lignite and oil shale, in 
accordance with the Circular Economy Bill 
2021.
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2.8  The economic capital 
of property (housing)

The construction sector directly contributed 
€7.5 billion to Irish GDP in 2020, employing 
around 147,000 workers in 2020 (Q1) and 
119,000 in 2021 (Q1). Construction and the 
property market, including the housing market, 
is the bedrock of most developed economies 
(Lyons, 2013) and a robust supervision of the 
property market is fundamental in terms of 
macroeconomic interpretation and associated 
policy implementation (Warisse, 2017). Lessons 
learned from the subprime mortgage crisis 
originating in the U.S. and resulting in the 
2007/8 global crisis, commonly referred as the 
great recession, emphasise how malfunctioning 
mortgage markets can ultimately result in the 
collapse of entire markets throughout the 
world, with certain European economies, such 
as Spain and Ireland in particular, illustrating 
how an over-reliance on property markets can 
result in the collapse of economic activity. 
In an Irish context, by the mid-late 2000s, 
the Irish economy had become increasingly 
reliant on the construction sector and property 
development (Kelly, 2010). As Whelan (2010: 
233) highlights:

As house completions went from 19,000 
in 1990 to 50,000 in 2000 to a whopping 
93,000 in 2006, construction had become 
the dominant factor in the Irish economy 
… By 2007, construction accounted for 
13.3 per cent of all employment, the highest 
share in the OECD.

Moreover, the Irish exchequer had become 
increasingly reliant on housing related tax 
revenues throughout the 2000s, with revenues 
from stamp duty and capital gains rising from 
2 per cent of tax revenues in 1988 to 12 per 
cent in 2006 (Whelan, 2010). Significantly, in 
parallel to this construction boom, the Irish 
housing market was also characterised by 
rapidly rising house prices: annual house price 

growth jumped from 8 per cent per annum 
between 1990 and 1993 to 22 per cent per 
annum between 1996 and 2002 (Norris and 
Winston, 2011).

The financial crisis revealed key structural 
deficiencies within the Irish housing market. 
Firstly, while housing supply increased at 
a historically rapid rate, house prices also 
accelerated rapidly, fuelled not by demand, 
but by the increasing financialisation of the 
mortgage market and excess credit. As noted 
by the then Governor of the Central Bank, 
from 2003 onwards, the property boom was 
‘bank-led’, as new entrants to the mortgage 
market and incumbents competed aggressively, 
stimulating demand with innovations such 
as 100 per cent loan-to-value mortgages, 
increasingly offered to first time buyers; 
mortgage brokers paying little attention to real 
credit trustworthiness of the borrower, while 
also becoming more prominent in the market; 
and a distinct decline on loan appraisal quality.

Secondly, the 2007 Irish banking crisis also 
revealed that the speculative boom in house-
building stemmed from a surge in credit to 
developers and extraordinarily risky lending 
behaviour of banks, itself fuelled by foreign 
borrowing from banks (Honahan, 2009; 
Kelly, 2010). This behaviour has been well 
documented with a government commissioned 
independent investigation into the Irish 
banking crisis (referred to as the Nyberg 
Report) (Nyberg, 2011) providing a robust 
commentary of the house building boom. 
The Nyberg Report suggests that Ireland’s 
banks had invested heavily in a speculative 
property market underpinned by behaviour 
characterised as bandwagon effects both 
between institutions (‘herding’) and within 
institutions (‘groupthink’), reinforced by a 
widespread belief in the efficiency of the 
market. The speculative housing market was 
also facilitated through the underperformance 
of the planning system, whereby the over-
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zoning of land for residential purposes (i.e., 
beyond projected demographic projections) 
led to an oversupply of housing in locations 
with low demand. Combined with the financial 
crash, this resulted in the emergence of so-
called ghost estates of unfinished housing 
developments. By 2011, the Department 
of Environment, Community and Local 
Government’s Advisory Group on Unfinished 
Development (2011) estimated that there were 
1,655 unfinished housing developments across 
Ireland. This example illustrates the interaction 
between land-use demands and market and 
financial conditions, while also highlighting 
the importance of evidence-based residential 
zoning, which is now central to core strategies 
within local authority development plans.

The price of housing has begun to rise 
significantly in most European countries in 
recent times (Fuller et al., 2020). Map 2.1211 
and Table 2.13 and Map 2.13 and Table 2.14 
show the total value of house sales per county 
in 2020 and the average value of house sales 
per county in 2020 respectively. In chapter 
4, we also consider housing as an essential 
social infrastructure rather than as an economic 
asset, which includes issues of affordability and 
increasing housing supply.

11 Executed Stamp Duty Events 2020.
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Map 2.12: Total value of house sales per county in Ireland 2020
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Map 2.13: Average value of house sales per county in Ireland 2020

Euro
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Table 2.13: Total value of house sales per county in Ireland 2020

Dublin €40,334.3m Waterford €1,578.4m Cavan €614.2m

Cork €8,292.7m Kerry €1,512.4m Offaly €607.7m

Kildare €5,174.6m Tipperary €1,213.5m Carlow €562.9m

Meath €3,852.5m Clare €1,172.8m Sligo €546.9m

Wicklow €3,686.4m Donegal €1,105.3m Roscommon €503.4m

Galway €3,326m Mayo €1,010.1m Monaghan €315.6m

Limerick €2,265.5m Westmeath €989.2m Leitrim €290m

Wexford €2,097.6m Kilkenny €902.7m Longford €280.9m

Louth €1,678.6m Laois €853.2m

Map 2.12 and Table 2.13 show that Dublin exhibited the highest total value for house sales in 
2020 (€40,334.3m), followed by Cork (€8,292.7m), and Kildare (€5,174.6m), while Longford 
(€280.9m), Leitrim (€290m), and Monaghan (€315.6m) exhibited the lowest value for house sales.

Table 2.14: Average value of house sales per county in Ireland 2020

Dublin 404,604 Waterford 180,497 Cavan 127,702

Wicklow 327,721 Wexford 179,886 Monaghan 127,389

Kildare 296,529 Laois 171,485 Sligo 126,419

Meath 266,668 Westmeath 168,367 Mayo 125,056

Cork 236,540 Carlow 168,276 Donegal 122,088

Galway 217,776 Kerry 162,592 Longford 112,613

Limerick 189,417 Clare 160,861 Leitrim 108,038

Louth 189,018 Offaly 145,179 Roscommon 108,019

Kilkenny 186,468 Tipperary 135,554

Map 2.13 and Table 2.14 show that Dublin exhibited the highest average value for house sales 
in 2020 (€404,604), followed by Wicklow (€327,721) and Kildare (€296,529), while Roscommon 
(€108,019), Leitrim (€108,038), and Longford (€112,613) exhibited the lowest average value 
for houses in 2020. The Maps and Tables show that both the total value of house sales and the 
average value of house sales for 2020 exhibited a distinct spatial trend whereby the lowest values 
were found in counties in the Border and Midland regions, while the highest values as expected 
tended to cluster around the major urban centres of Dublin, Cork and Galway.
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Map 2.14 and Table 2.15 and Map 2.15 and Table 2.16 show the total value of house sales per 
county between 2011 and 2020 and the average value of house sales per county between 2011 
and 2020 respectively.

Map 2.14: Total change in value of house sales per county in Ireland 2011-2020
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Map 2.15: Average change in value of house sales 2011-2020
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Table 2.15: Total change in value of house sales per county in Ireland 2011-2020

Dublin €5,654.9m Limerick €280.5m Donegal €121.6m Sligo €65.6m

Cork €1,053.7m Louth €229.3m Mayo €112.1m Roscommon €60.4m

Kildare €743.1m Waterford €199.2m Laois €109.8m Monaghan €38.5m

Meath €544.4m Kerry €174.8m Kilkenny €104.6m Longford €37.5m

Wicklow €508.1m Tipperary €138.9m Offaly €79.7m Leitrim €31.9m

Galway €416.9m Clare €134.9m Carlow €78.3m

Wexford €287.4m Westmeath €124.3m Cavan €74.7m

Map 2.14 and Table 2.15 illustrate that Dublin exhibited the highest increase in the total value 
of house sales between 2011 (what could be provisionally labelled as the height of the great 
recession corresponding with available CSO Ireland data) and 2020 (€5,654.9m), followed by Cork 
(€1,053.7m) and Kildare (€743.1m), while Leitrim (€31.9m), Longford (€37.5m), and Monaghan 
(€38.5m) showed the lowest increases in the total value of house sales.

Table 2.16: Average change in value of house sales per county in Ireland 2011-2020

Dublin €159,209 Wexford €71,495 Kerry €54,700 Donegal €26,918

Wicklow €158,687 Laois €69,316 Offaly €48,973 Mayo €25,247

Kildare €119,706 Kilkenny €65,238 Clare €46,027 Roscommon €25,162

Meath €112,646 Carlow €64,547 Sligo €41,710 Leitrim €21,269

Cork €92,084 Westmeath €63,979 Monaghan €38,547 Tipperary €21,171

Galway €78,218 Limerick €63,441 Longford €38,425

Louth €71,507 Waterford €63,127 Cavan €28,533

Map 2.15 and Table 2.16 show that Dublin (€159,209) exhibited the highest increase in the 
average value of house sales in Ireland between 2011 and 2020, followed by Wicklow (€158,687) 
and Kildare (€119,706), while Tipperary (€21,171) showed the lowest average increase, followed 
by Leitrim (€21,269) and Roscommon (€25,162). In terms of the total increase in house prices 
and the average increase in house prices the Maps and Tables illustrate how spatial trends again 
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exhibit the highest increase around the major 
urban centres, particularly around Dublin 
and to a lesser extent Cork, with counties 
in the Midland, Border and Western regions 
exhibiting the lowest increase.

2.9 Conclusion
This chapter has examined the traditional land-
based economy, which forms the backbone 
of prosperity in Ireland. 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 within the framework proposed 
in chapter 1, how economic capital relates to 
social, cultural and natural capital and how 
these other forms of capital relate to economic 
growth. This suggests the need to move 
beyond extracting profit from land towards 
a land-use strategy that focuses on wider 
wellbeing, national and community wealth-
building, and is aligned with ecological limits. 
This may require sectors such as agriculture 
to transition to a less intensive model – any 
shift in approach should be underpinned by 
a just transition to ensure political and public 
support, while supporting those affected to 
explore alternative models. In the next chapter, 
we explore the new land-based economy 
which attempts to reconcile economic and 
environmental objectives.
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3.  Land as Economic Capital Part II: 
The ‘new’ land-based economy

3.1 Introduction
While traditional land-based economic sectors 
remain central to local and regional economies 
across Ireland, 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). Within the context of 
the restructuring countryside, the differential 
performance of rural regions and localities has 
been the focus of much debate over recent 
decades. As recorded by Bryden and Munro 
(2001), differences in economic development 
success between rural localities may be 
explained by the interplay of global and local 
factors. The external environment of rural 
regions, for example, is affected by current 
globalisation processes and by macro-economic 
conditions. These relate to international 
conditions – including global economic 
growth, exchange rates, interest rates, global 
commodity prices (energy costs etc.), and 
domestic supply side issues –international 
competitiveness, wages and broader input 
costs, and regulatory burdens (Riordan, 2005). 
However, increasingly both academic literature 
and policy-makers have focused on territorial 
dynamics to denote a set of specific regional 
and local factors that influence relative 
economic performance (Terluin, 2003). These 
factors include developing 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 (2006) in its 
publication, The New Rural Paradigm: Policies 
and Governance (2006) 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.

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; Scott and 
Murray, 2009). 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 (discussed in 
chapter 2) are outlined in Table 3.1 below.
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Table 3.1: 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 – including the construction sector and property transactions

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

While a number of commentators have 
highlighted the tensions between environmental 
and economic objectives for land-use policy, 
good practice suggests the urgent need to 
realise the value of interdependencies between 
economic growth, social well-being and 
environmental quality in developing sustainable 
and resilient places (Phillipson et al., 2011). In 
other words, environmental protection should 
not be viewed as a barrier to economic and 
social well-being, but rather the environment 
adds value to the economy. There have been 
a number of overlapping conceptualisations of 
this integration, including:

• The eco-economy (Kitchen and Marsden, 
2006: 5): defined as the effective 
management of environmental resources in 
ways designed to mesh with and enhance 
the local and national ecosystem rather than 
disrupting and destroying it. That is, the eco-
economy consists of viable businesses and 
economic activities that utilise the varied 
and differentiated forms of environmental 
resources in sustainable ways that do not 
result in a net depletion of resources but 
provide net benefits and add value to the 
environment, intertwining to create both 
economic and environmental added value.
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• The green economy: defined by the OECD 
(2011) as a means of fostering economic 
growth and development, while ensuring 
that natural assets continue to provide the 
resources and environmental services on 
which our wellbeing relies. Natural capital 
and ecosystem services are both valued and 
commoditised by enterprises, with land-
use policy performing a role in ensuring 
economic activities enhance environmental 
resources through effective development 
management practices.

• The low carbon economy: land-use 
frameworks should attempt to capture 
the potential afforded by the shift to a low 
carbon economy. This includes examining 
the renewable energy potential of places 
and the role of the planning system in 
mediating conflicts over the siting of 
renewable energy infrastructure and 
capturing benefits of sustainable energy 
production for local rural communities 
through community or planning gain. 
Assessing the potential for local community 
ownership models of renewable energy 
schemes can be explored in local land-use 
strategies while also sensitively enabling 
facilities that extract energy from agricultural 
and forestry by-products.

In the remainder of this chapter, we consider 
established aspects of this land-based economy, 
namely renewable energy, the bioeconomy, and 
tourism. In chapter 5, we also outline international 
examples of how heritage and cultural capital 
relate to local economic development and in 
chapter 6, we highlight the role of payment for 
ecosystem services (PES) as a source of income 
for landowners and land managers.

12 Ktoe refers to Kilotonnes in Oil Equivalent.

3.2  The economic capital of the 
renewable energy sector

As outlined in the recently published Climate 
Action Plan (Government of Ireland, 2021), a key 
element in the government’s decarbonisation 
plan is to increase the proportion of renewable 
electricity to up to 80% by 2030. This 
commitment seeks to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions from electricity while also enabling 
an electrification of other sectors, including 
transport and heat. Sources of renewable 
energy including solar, wind, hydropower, ocean 
energy resources and biomass production are 
imperative alternatives to fossil fuel production 
if the transition towards carbon neutral 
ambitions are to be achieved. In recent years, 
encouraging developments have taken place in 
relation to renewable energy production, which 
have accelerated in line with the significant and 
continuous decline in the cost of wind and solar 
energy (Motyka et al., 2019). Ireland has been 
amongst the most import dependent countries 
in Europe in terms of energy production over 
the past 40 years and, as of 2016 has the least 
fuel diversification, and has the least fuel import 
diversity amongst vulnerable energy producing 
countries in Europe (Chalvatzis and Ioannidis, 
2017).

Figure 3.1 shows Ireland’s primary energy 
production (Ktoe)12 for 2019 (CSO, 2019). 
Figure 3.1 shows that Ireland produced 
35% of its energy in 2019 from renewable 
resources, with wind energy being the largest 
contributor (21%), followed by biomass (9%). 
These statistics are marginally above the EU-
27 average of 34% renewable production in 
2019 (Eurostat, 2020), but are structurally very 
different from the European average whereby 
biomass is the largest contributor to EU-27 
renewable energy production (20%), followed by 
hydropower production (5%) and wind energy 
(4%) (Eurostat, 2020). Figure 3.2 shows Ireland’s 
net energy imports for 2019.
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Figure 3.1: Primary energy production in Ireland 2019 (Ktoe)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019

Figure 3.2: Net energy imports to Ireland 2019 (Ktoe)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019

Figure 3.2 shows that gasoil/diesel/diesel engine road vehicle (DERV) was the largest contributor 
to Ireland’s energy imports in 2019 (28%), followed by crude oil (25%), gasoline (23%) and jet 
kerosene (14%). Figure 3.3 shows the amount of fuel used in the production of electricity in 
Ireland in 2019. If one considers that Ireland’s primary energy production in 2019 accounted for 
37% (6,292 Ktoe) of the nation’s total energy production (see Figure 3.1), while 63% (10,596 Ktoe) 
accounted for net energy imports as shown in Figure 3.2, Chalvatzis and Ioannidis’ (2017) contend 
that Ireland, despite producing 35% of energy production through renewables, is still vulnerable 
in terms of renewable energy production. This is because of Ireland’s over-reliant dependency on 
energy imports.
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Figure 3.3: Fuel used in electricity production in Ireland 2019 (Ktoe)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019

13 See https://www.gsi.ie/en-ie/geoscience-topics/energy/Pages/Geothermal-Energy.aspx

Figure 3.3 shows that 21% of fuel for 
electricity production in Ireland in 2019 was 
derived from renewable energy sources, 
with the vast majority produced from wind 
power, and the remaining 79% of total energy 
produced from fossil fuels. These statistics 
are below the EU-27 average, whereby 29% 
of fuel used for electricity production was 
derived from renewable energy, including 13% 
derived from hydropower, 11% derived from 
wind energy, and 4% derived from solar energy 
production (Eurostat, 2020).

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). The Geological Survey of 
Ireland (GSI) also highlights that Ireland has 
excellent shallow geothermal energy reserves 
all over the country13. Shallow groundwaters 
provide a stable resource of thermal energy 
that can be used to provide heating at very 
high efficiencies. Ground Source Heat Pumps 
(GSHPs) are becoming increasingly popular and 
with sufficient insulation these can be a very 
efficient method of heating our homes and 
businesses. Furthermore, the GSI outlines that 
Ireland has recognised potential for deep low-
to-medium temperature geothermal energy 
resources suitable for large-scale or district 
heating and cooling in municipal, residential 
and industrial areas. While the GSI highlights 
that geothermal electricity production is 
possible given Ireland’s geothermal resources, 
these projects may not be economically 
feasible and more research is needed. 
Under the Climate Action Plan 2021, the 
government plans to introduce a small-scale 
generator scheme for farmers, businesses, and 
communities to generate their own electricity 
and feed into the grid. However, the SEAI 
also noted that Ireland was second slowest in 
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making progress towards meeting renewable 
energy targets amongst EU member states. 
Box 3.1 examines potential social barriers 
towards the further roll-out of wind energy 
infrastructure and methods to increase social 
acceptance.

Figure 3.4 illustrates an example of providing 
local benefits from a wind energy scheme 
developed by Bord na Móna, through the 

creation of new amenity and recreation 
facilities. In this example, the Mountlucas 
Wind Farm in the Midlands includes 10 kms of 
new looped amenity trails open to the public, 
which have recorded over 45,000 annual visits. 
The new amenities are primarily used by local 
residents, including as a venue for a weekly 
community parkrun.

Box 3.1: Overcoming social barriers to onshore wind energy development

As noted by Ellis and SQW (2012), the efficient and continued expansion of wind energy 
in Ireland and the degree to which this sector can contribute to GHG emission reductions, 
is underpinned by the extent to which Irish society accepts wind technology as a semi-
permanent feature of the Irish landscape. Spatial planning has an important role in the 
deployment of wind power, with policy-makers recognising its role in steering turbine 
development towards environmentally and more socially acceptable locations and designs, 
while also providing opportunities for concerned publics to engage in decision-making 
processes (Cowell, 2007). Within Ireland, although a SEAI commissioned survey in 2003 
revealed general public support for increasing wind energy output, at a local scale the siting 
and location of wind turbines can often prove difficult to resolve, as those directly affected 
by turbine development (‘host’ communities) oppose wind energy schemes on the basis of 
visual impacts on local landscapes and perceived noise and nuisance grounds. In other words, 
although sustainable energy goals are publicly acceptable at a national level, at the point of 
implementation (the local scale), the deployment of wind energy becomes more contested.

Critical to overcoming social barriers to wind energy projects is procedural and distributive 
justice. Procedural justice refers to fair, open, transparent and just decision-making 
processes in relation to wind energy policies contained on local authority development 
plans and also individual decisions for planning consent for specific planning applications. 
Opaque decision-making tends to increase local resentment and opposition (Ellis and SQW, 
2012). Distributional justice refers to ‘who benefits’. At times, it seems that potential ‘host 
communities’ are asked to bear the costs of wind energy deployment, but without any 
benefits. To address this balance of benefits, Cowell et al. (2008) outline the following range 
of methods for generating local benefits:

1. Conventional economic benefits:

• The use of locally manufactured content, and local contractors for construction, operation 
and maintenance of wind turbines

• Land rental income to land owners and any royalties

• Generation of local business rates
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2. Flows of financial benefits to local communities:

• Some form of ownership/investment in the project among local people, either as equity 
or a form of profit share

• Some form of community fund, with lump sum and/or annual payments, either focused 
on specific purposes (such as energy efficiency) or more open-ended

• Cheaper electricity

• Sponsorship of local events

3. Contributions in kind to local assets and facilities:

• To landscape and ecological enhancement measures, perhaps that mitigate or compensate 
for any environmental costs caused by the windfarm.

• To tourism/visitor facilities

4. Provision of other local services:

• Educational visits or other educational programmes

5. Involvement in the development process

• Various forms of liaison activity

Figure 3.4: Bord na Móna’s Mountlucas Wind Farm, including new amenity and walking tracks 
and trails for local community use

Source: Authors (Offaly, Ireland)
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3.3  The economic capital 
of the bioeconomy

To address some of the deficiencies of the 
traditional land-based economy (identified in 
chapter 2) and the erosion of natural capital, 
over the last decade, the potential of the 
bioeconomy has been promoted to foster 
a more sustainable and circular economy. 
They key principles of the bioeconomy are 
outlined in the EU’s updated 2018 strategy, ‘A 
Sustainable Bioeconomy for Europe, Strengthening 
the connection between economy, society and 
environment’, outlined in Box 3.2 opposite.

The aim of promoting the bioeconomy is to 
reduce the use of petrochemicals, to mitigate 
climate change, to reduce the dependency on 
imports of natural resources, and to promote 
local economies (Kardung et al., 2021). Critical 
driving forces include technological advances 
(e.g. biological sciences, ICT); horizontal and 
vertical integration in market organisation 
creating new bioeconomy value-chains; resource 
availability (or resource constraints); climate 

change and pressure on ecosystems; consumer 
preferences; and policy signals. The concept of 
the bioeconomy is often linked to the bio-based 
economy; however, this is a narrower concept 
focused on bio-based products. Similarly, the 
bioeconomy is often used interchangeably 
with the circular economy. Both concepts 
have overlaps and emphasise the importance 
of recycling and waste reduction. Figure 3.5 
attempts to clarify these conceptual relationships.

Ronzon et al. (2020) estimate that 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).

Figure 3.5: Conceptual relationship between the bioeconomy, bio-based economy, green 
economy and circular economy (source: Kardung et al., 2021)
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Box 3.2: The EU’s bioeconomy approach

The bioeconomy covers all sectors and systems that rely on biological resources (animals, plants, 
micro-organisms and derived biomass, including organic waste), their functions and principles. 
It includes and interlinks: land and marine ecosystems and the services they provide; all primary 
production sectors that use and produce biological resources (agriculture, forestry, fisheries and 
aquaculture); and all economic and industrial sectors that use biological resources and processes 
to produce food, feed, bio-based products, energy and services. To be successful, the European 
bioeconomy needs to have sustainability and circularity at its heart. This will drive the renewal 
of our industries, the modernisation of our primary production systems, the protection of the 
environment and will enhance biodiversity. (European Commission, 2018: 4)

Ireland’s first National Policy Statement for 
the Bioeconomy was published in 2018 
(Government of Ireland, 2018). As Kelleher et 
al. (2019) outline, while this policy statement 
provides an assessment of Ireland’s comparative 
advantages for bioeconomy growth, it does 
not set out specific targets for this emerging 
sector. Moreover, Kelleher et al. note that the 
bioeconomy (by its horizontal and vertical 
nature) cuts across existing and well-established 
policy domains, which may negatively impact 
on the overall coherency in creating a nurturing 
policy environment for this sector. However, 
despite some limitations, 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 (Deavaney 
and Henchion, 2017). Land based primary 
sectors of agriculture and forestry, along with 
the marine sector, play a foundational role in 
the bioeconomy as a producer of biomass that 
underpins other aspects of the bioeconomy. 
The challenge is to recognise biomass as an 
additional income stream by key actors, and 
for primary producers to become integral 
to bioeconomy value-chains. Examples are 
summarised in Boxes 3.3 and 3.4.

Box 3.3: The AgriChemWay project and reusing by-products from diary processing

The AgriChemWhey project led by Glanbia Ireland is building a first-of-a kind, industrial-scale 
bio-refinery, in Lisheen in County Tipperary. The AgriChemWhey project will take low value 
by-products from the dairy processing industry – excess whey permeate (WP) and delactosed 
whey permeate (DLP) - and convert them into cost competitive, sustainable lactic acid. 
Lactic acid can then be used in value-added bio-based products for growing global markets, 
including biodegradable plastics, bio-based fertiliser and minerals for human nutrition. This 
was funded by €22 million from the EU’s Horizon 2020 programme.

Source: Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation, 2019.
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Box 3.4: The bioeconomy and forestry (source: COFORD, 2017)

As outlined by COFORD’s (2017) assessment of the forestry sector’s contribution to the 
bioeconomy, forest biomass has a triple carbon benefit. Carbon is sequestered as forests 
grow, while forest biomass can be used to make products which displace materials with high 
embedded carbon such as steel, aluminium and concrete. COFORD identifies potential for 
increased use of timber as a low carbon material within the construction sector (including 
engineering wood and composite materials for eco-construction) and the increasing use of 
wood products to replace plastics in packaging. At the end of its useful life sustainably sourced 
forest based biomass products can be converted into carbon neutral thermal energy and 
used for heating and/ or electricity. Wood biomass provides approximately 25% of Ireland’s 
renewable energy and approximately 1.4 million m3 is combusted to produce energy annually.

14 CSO Ireland do not classify tourism as a separate industrial employment category, rather there are a number of occupations 
which may represent tourist-related activities. It should be noted that these occupations do not include all tourist-related 
activities and are not all tourist-related. According to CSO Appendix 4: Occupational Profile 2016 these occupations are as 
follows: Waiters and waitresses; Travel agency managers and proprietors; Restaurant and catering establishment managers 
and proprietors; Marine and waterways transport operatives; Leisure and travel service occupations n.e.c.; Leisure and 
theme park attendants; Hotel and accommodation managers and proprietors; Bar staff (CSO, 2016).

3.4  The economic capital 
of tourism

A broad body of research emphasises the high 
value that tourists place on Ireland’s natural 
capital and landscape-related activities (e.g. 
Pafi et al., 2020; Hegarty, 2005; Cronin and 
O’Connor, 2003; Pollard, 1994). This value is 
embedded into Irish culture, its society, and 
the relationship that the tourist perceives 
between themselves and Irish communities 
(Cawley and Gillmor, 2016). This value also 
has a more tangible quality since Irish tourism 
has immense monetary value for the economy. 
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 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 2019 (CSO, 2019).

Outside of city breaks to Ireland’s urban 
centres, 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, 2019a). 
Visitors also reported that their experiences 
exceeded expectations in relation to the quality 
of natural scenery. Participation in outdoor 
activities is also central to Irish tourism, with 
Failte Ireland reporting 2,679,000 visitors 
engaged with hiking/country walking, 504,000 
visitors engaged with cycling, 221,000 visitors 
playing golf, 146,000 visitors participating 
in angling and equestrian engaged with by 
126,000 visitors (Failte Ireland, 2019b). Map 
3.1 and 3.2 and Table 3.2 and 3.3 describe the 
spatial extent of tourist-related occupations 
in Ireland in 2016 as defined by the Central 
Statistics Office (CSO, 2016)14 as well as the 
extent of tourist-related activity operators, 
tours, museums and attractions respectively.
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Map 3.1: Tourism-related occupations in Ireland 2016
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Map 3.2: Activity operators, tours, museums and attractions Ireland 2018
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Table 3.2: Tourism-related occupations in Ireland 2016

Dublin City 7,287 Galway County 1,819 Clare 1,401 Offaly 686

Cork County 3,906 DLRD 1,799 Tipperary 1,379 Cavan 686

Kerry 2,853 Limerick 1,792 Louth 1,279 Roscommon 531

Fingal 2,780 Wexford 1,775 Waterford 1,248 Carlow 513

South Dublin 2,357 Mayo 1,682 Kilkenny 1,177 Monaghan 474

Donegal 2,245 Wicklow 1,498 Westmeath 875 Leitrim 354

Kildare 1,862 Cork City 1,492 Sligo 760 Longford 268

Meath 1,846 Galway City 1,410 Laois 703

Map 3.1 and Table 3.2 show that Dublin City showed the highest number of persons employed in 
potentially tourist-related activities as defined by CSO (2016) (n = 7,287), followed by the counties 
of Cork (n = 3,906) and Kerry (n = 2,853), with Longford (n = 268), Leitrim (n = 354), and Monaghan 
(n = 474) exhibiting the smallest number of persons in this occupational profile as of 2016.

Table 3.3: Activity operators, tours, museums and attractions Ireland 2018

Dublin 531 Waterford 123 Kilkenny 80 Laois 37

Cork 310 Wicklow 122 Meath 76 Cavan 35

Galway 286 Wexford 99 Louth 59 Leitrim 34

Kerry 274 Limerick 92 Westmeath 48 Monaghan 30

Donegal 195 Kildare 92 Roscommon 46 Longford 18

Mayo 192 Sligo 90 Offaly 43

Clare 172 Tipperary 82 Carlow 40

Map 3.2 and Table 3.3 show that the county of Dublin exhibited the highest number of tourism-
related activity operators, tours, museums, and attractions in Ireland in 2018 according to Fáilte 
Ireland (2018) (n = 531), followed by Cork (n = 310) and Galway (n = 286), while Longford (n = 18), 
Monaghan (n = 30), and Leitrim (n = 34) exhibited the lowest number of activity operators.
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In contrast to any other economic activity, 
tourism in Ireland, as elsewhere, is uniquely 
place dependent. Due to this singular 
characteristic, two key elements are essential 
in order for the industry to flourish. First, is 
the necessity for tourism development to be 
sustainable and second is the necessity for 
tourism to engender community engagement. 
Regarding sustainability, in order for tourism 
to avoid having a negative impact on the 
landscape and natural environment (e.g. Lee 
and Hsieh) sustainable development is requisite. 
However, whether the sustainable development 
of tourism can actually be quantified at the 
community level is a matter of some debate 
(Modica et al., 2018). Despite this contestation, 
the objective of sustainable tourism is 
basically to maintain a holistic approach which 
accommodates the needs of local communities, 
the economy and the environment (Hall et al., 
2015). Regarding community engagement, 
commentators such as Derrett (2003) maintain 
that sustainable and successful tourism can 
only flourish when local communities are 
involved. If one is open to the previously 
outlined hypothesis that the value of tourism 
is inherently embedded into the culture of the 
local community and the perceived relationship 
between the tourist and the community, then 
Derrett’s (2003) contention appears logical. The 
aspiration of a well-developed, sustainable and 
community-engaged programme of tourism 
is that it generates egalitarian trajectories of 
development that would otherwise have not 
existed in the community (Hardwood, 2010). 
Aspects of landscape and heritage-based 
tourism are further considered in chapter 5.

3.5 Conclusion
While environmental protection can often be 
negatively portrayed as a barrier to economic 
development, particularly in rural places (Scott 
and Murray, 2009), this chapter contends 

that a positive land-use policy can provide a 
supportive policy environment for promoting 
rural and land-based economies. In this context, 
effective land-use policy should be positioned 
as an enabler (rather than barrier) of rural 
economic development based on engaging 
and understanding the changing nature of the 
economy across different types of rural areas 
and land-use types. A national land-use policy 
can perform a critical role in nurturing a green 
economy and ensuring that sustainable natural 
capital management is central to our national 
prosperity. Therefore, there is potential to 
create synergies between any new national 
land-use strategy and the Government’s 
rural development policy – Our Rural Future, 
Rural Development Policy 2021-2025 (DCRD, 
2021). Much of the primary sector, particularly 
agriculture, relies on functioning ecosystems 
and an environmentally sound image in terms 
of marketing food produce. This chapter also 
explored aspects of the land-based economy 
that has the potential to create future job 
growth while also reducing carbon emissions. 
Specifically, renewable energy is critical to 
Ireland’s climate ambitions; however, greater 
effort could be made to ensuring that direct 
benefits for the local community from new 
renewable energy infrastructure are realised. 
Promoting the bioeconomy is a priority at both 
EU and national level – a land-use strategy has 
the potential to ensure that land-use decisions 
support the growth of the bioeconomy sector 
and to unlock the potential of land-based 
resources and for seeking mutually reinforcing 
relationships between environmental, economic 
and social objectives in how land is used, 
and for bridging the traditional gap between 
environment and economy. The chapter also 
briefly considered the importance of the tourism 
sector and how central the Irish landscape is 
for attracting visitors to Ireland – this provides 
a significant incentive for ensuring that Ireland’s 
cultural landscape is carefully managed, which 
is further considered in chapter 5.
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4. Land as Social Capital
4.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the 
relationships between social capital and land. 
In the previous chapters, we examined how 
land can be considered as a form of economic 
capital and the various ways that land 
assets can be converted to wealth-building. 
However, the land-use system has critical 
social components that interact and shape our 
connections with land and how we perceive (or 
seek to influence) aspects of land-use change. 
For example, how land is used will influence 
how ‘place’ is conceived, which in turn will 
shape place-making and a sense of community. 
Social capital has been much debated across 
social sciences and within policy since 
the 1990s. For example, Robert Putnam’s 
influential work examined social capital in 
terms of networks, social connections, norms 
and trust, which can have positive impacts on 
both individuals and socio-spatial communities 
(Putnam, 1995) and thus contribute to societal 
wellbeing. The term social capital was initially 
developed to temper the analysis of capital 
in purely economic terms. Sociologists and 
others argued that classical analyses of capital 
as purely financial and physical, ignored the 
value that lies both in individual’s knowledge 
and skills and in the social networks and shared 
values that facilitate cooperation between 
actors. While there are differences in theorists 
understanding of social capital, there is one 
central feature in all of their definitions, that is 
that social capital relates to the relationships 
between individuals. For Putnam ‘social capital 
refers to connections among individuals – 
social networks and the norms of reciprocity 
and trustworthiness that arise from them’ 
(Putnam, 2000:19). Thus, social capital refers 
to the manner in which people interact through 
social networks and other social relationships. 

This interaction is facilitated by the trust 
which people place in each other, by norms 
of reciprocity and a sense of mutual obligation.

The appeal of social capital and the reason why it 
is of key interest to academics and policy makers 
alike is the belief that higher levels of social 
capital can lead to positive outcomes in a range 
of areas. These impacts could relate to the 
inclusiveness of place, to local wealth-building, 
good governance, or positive environmental 
outcomes. In this context, social capital is 
fundamental to understanding a community’s 
capacity to act, because ‘it places emphasis on 
the will and capacity of people to solve problems 
and improve their lives in a joint enterprise’ 
(Flora, 1998: 503). However, while stocks of 
social capital can be built and lead to positive 
economic, social and environmental benefits, 
social capital can also be eroded, for example, 
through declining trust in political institutions 
or socio-spatial inequities. Moreover, stocks of 
social capital are uneven across place, suggesting 
that some communities may be disadvantaged 
through an absence of social networks.

In the context of this report, the relationship 
between social capital and land is considered 
as follows: firstly, social capital may influence 
how individuals and communities interact 
with or seek to influence land-use decisions. 
This may include social attitudes to land-use 
change (e.g. increasing forest cover, renewable 
energy infrastructure, new housing) and 
support or opposition to change through active 
participation in decision-making. Secondly, 
social capital may influence more direct forms 
of community action in relation to land-use 
management, including community initiatives 
to convert land-based assets to local wealth 
creation or to enhance local natural capital. 
Thirdly, land-use can be considered in terms of 
land as a socially productive asset. This refers 
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to using land in a way that creates pathways to 
more socially just outcomes, generating inclusive 
growth and societal benefits from the ownership, 
management and use of land resources.

4.2  Active citizenship, 
participation and 
collaboration

The arguments for community involvement 
in land-use decision-making have been well-
rehearsed (see for example, Burby 2003; Healey, 
2008; Scott et al., 2012) and can be summarised 
as both a ‘means’ and an ‘end’ in environmental 
governance: involving people is viewed as a 
means of addressing complex, multidimensional 
environmental problems, while also espoused 
as an end in itself by building ‘inclusive’ and 
‘empowered’ communities (Jones, 2003). 
Therefore, as Burton et al. (2006) suggest, if local 
citizens are more involved in policy processes, 
decisions will be better in two respects: they 
will command greater respect from local 
residents and hence carry more legitimacy and 
secondly, they will benefit from the insights 
and local knowledge brought by local residents 
acquired through living in the area.

Participation is defined by Parry et al. (1992: 
16) as ‘taking part in the process of formulation, 
passage and implementation of public policies’. 
As Lowndes et al. (2006) outline, this 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.

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 (illustrated in table 4.1 below).
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Table 4.1: Summary of residents’ groups participation methods in a study undertaken of local 
planning in Dublin by Scott et al. (2012)

Policy formulation Policy implementation

Formal 
arrangements

Statutory involvement in 
development plan formulation:

• Pre draft public meetings

• Written submissions on 
Issues Paper

• Public meetings following 
publication of draft plan

• Submissions on draft plan

Written submissions on 
applications for planning 
permission

• Appeals: 3rd party appeals 
against the granting of 
planning permission

• Judicial review: on point 
of law (this cannot reopen 
planning merits of case)

Informal 
practices

• Organising community 
meetings

• Form coalitions with other 
residents’ groups (often 
involving an ‘up-scaling’ of 
conflicts)

• Lobbying of elected 
representatives

• Media campaigns

• Use of social capital 
networks to lobby officials 
and elected representatives

• Negotiating directly 
with developers prior to 
submission of planning 
application

• Street protest

• Petitions

• Lobbying elected 
representatives and officials

• Letter writing campaigns in 
local media

• Generating high levels of 
local interest through social 
networks

This study by Scott et al. (2012) provides some 
insights into how local residents potentially 
may engage with policy decisions which impact 
on land-use. 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. In 
the context of climate action, the fundamental 
changes required in the Irish landscape will, 
therefore, need to build support amongst 
communities directly affected. 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 
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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) (see chapter 3). 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. Box 4.1 outlines the 
influence of social barriers in relation to flood 
risk management schemes and the need to 
move beyond traditional approaches to public 
participation to enable transformative change 
(adapted from Clarke et al., 2016).

Box 4.1: Barriers to Transformative 
Adaptation: Responses to Flood Risk in 
Ireland (source: Scott and O’Neill, 2022)

An Irish study exploring barriers to 
transformative adaptation in response 
to flood risk concerns at Clontarf (Co. 
Dublin) and Skibbereen (Co. Cork) 
highlighted three thematic barriers to 
implementation of transformational 
adaptation strategies:

i. Social and cultural values, particularly 
place attachment and identity can 
inhibit transformational change where 
certain values are ascribed to a place. It 
may not be until extreme events exceed 
social thresholds that transformation 
becomes a societal demand.

ii. Institutional reliance on technical 
expertise which fails to look beyond 
traditional technocratic approaches. 
Whilst flood risk management is now 
advocated, this study found a continued 
reliance on traditional structural 
measures to address flood concerns.

iii. Institutional regulatory practices. The 
traditional forms of public consultation 
via existing institutional bureaucracies 
and regulations are inflexible and 
impede adaptation with a more 
inclusive model that engenders public 
engagement and support for the 
process required to enable movement 
towards transformative change.

Findings in this study (Clarke et al., 
2016) suggested that where social 
or institutional barriers emerge, that 
transformational adaptation strategies 
may have more chance of success when 
progressed incrementally.
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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 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. Below, we consider the 
application of deliberative modes of policy-
making and the potential of citizen science 
to co-produce new insights.

4.2.1 Deliberative land-use governance
To address the need to harness active 
citizenship for transformative change, carefully 
designed deliberative forms of engagement 
have moved centre-stage as a means of 
reaching collective decisions under conditions 
of conflict – as Warren (2007) suggests, 
decisions resulting from deliberation are likely 
to be more legitimate, more reasonable, more 
informed, more effective, and more politically 
viable. Developed largely from Habermasian 
ideas, deliberative or collaborative approaches 
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, 1992, 1997; Innes, 1996, 
1998; Booher, 2008). Its proponents argue 
that deliberative methods potentially offer a 
model for policy-making within diffuse and 
fragmented governance-beyond-the-state 
processes, formalising the style, rules and 

arenas for policy formulation to overcome 
narrow self-interest and to incorporate 
difference and oppositional views into 
negotiation and consensus-building.

Experiments with deliberative policy-making 
are common across a range of related policy 
domains and at a range of spatial scales. 
These include the use of citizen assemblies 
at national scale, exemplified by Ireland’s 
Citizen Assembly on Climate Change as a 
deliberative forum for climate action dialogue 
(Farrell et al., 2019). Citizens’ assemblies bring 
together randomly selected, representative 
samples of the population and task them 
with deliberating on public policy questions 
(Devaney et al., 2020). Similarly, citizen juries 
or citizen panels have been deployed at a more 
local scale to deliberate on environmental 
policy problems (Murray, 2008). As outlined 
by Flynn (2009), in practice citizen juries 
typically involve a small group of citizens, 
usually from a given local area, who are asked 
to decide over a fairly specific question or 
policy problem. Juries vary in size between 
12 to 25 members and are facilitated in their 
‘deliberations by an adjudicator or moderator(s) 
and by teams of expert witnesses as well as 
other facilitators whose job is to prod and 
probe the jurors into debate and discussion. 
The jury is allowed to call expert witnesses 
and examine them through oral, written and 
audio-visual evidence’ (Flynn, 2009: 58). More 
common than assemblies or juries, however, 
is the use of deliberative methods designed 
to engage multiple (and often large groups 
of) stakeholders in problem-solving based on 
principles of consensus and open dialogue, 
frequently employed in spatial planning and 
environmental management. Examples include 
visioning exercises (Gaffikin and Sterrett, 2006), 
participatory village design statements (Owen 
et al., 2011), design charrettes (Richardson and 
White, 2021), or ‘game-based’ methods as a 
means of problem-solving (Lennon et al., 2016) 
(see Box 4.2).
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Box 4.2: Case study of applying a game-
based methodology – the Eco-Plan approach 
for green infrastructure (adapted from Scott 
et al., 2016)

The Eco-Plan project, funded by the 
EPA, examined the integration of a green 
infrastructure approach into spatial 
planning frameworks as a means of 
capturing ecosystem services within the 
planning system. As part of the project, 
the research team devised a game-based 
methodology to act as an interactive 
tool to encourage stakeholder problem-
solving, applied at national, regional and 
local levels. The approach was based on 
a GI Quest ‘board game’, which required 
small teams of participants to solve local 
environmental problems via a green 
infrastructure approach (see chapter 6 for 
a detailed review of GI). These problems 
could relate to local flooding, biodiversity 
loss, recreation needs, etc. The advantage 
of applying a game-based approach was to 
work creatively across professional silos or 
across different stakeholder backgrounds 
in an informal setting which allowed social 
learning (amongst the stakeholders) and 
enabled the application of new learning to 
specific ‘real world’ problems. A game-based 
approach helped break down social barriers 
and intuitional barriers, built trust amongst 
participants, and enabled the co-production 
of new knowledge and solutions towards 
sustainable land-use decisions.

For the full EPA report and a ‘how to guide’, 
see: https://www.epa.ie/publications/
research/biodiversity/research-188.php

Deliberative methods offer significant potential 
for harnessing local knowledge in land-use 
governance. 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. For example, Ayers (2011) 
argues that local experience and culturally 
specific knowledge are critical resources in 
understanding vulnerability to climate change 
risks which requires adaptation decision-making 
processes that are open to insights generated 
by local stakeholders rather than being 
restricted to impacts-based scientific inputs 
alone. Moreover, deliberative decision-making 
includes a dialogue which may challenge pre-
existing positions or lead to social learning 
amongst participants. These processes require 
institutional support and investment; however, 
Ireland already has well established community 
structures in place, such as local Public 
Participation Networks (PPN) and Strategic 
Policy Committees (SPCs) to enable the public 
to take an active, formal role in policy-making 
and oversight (Rafferty and Lloyd, 2014) 
established under local government reforms.

4.2.2 Citizen science
A further method to co-produce new 
knowledge (between citizens, policy-makers 
and scientists) in relation to the land-use system 
relates to citizen science, which in turn has 
potential to influence behaviour amongst citizen 
participants (Kumar et al., 2020) or inform 
land-use decisions. Citizen science is the active 
participation of the public in scientific research 
projects, and is a rapidly expanding field. Two 
methods offer potential to inform land-use 
decision-making, specifically in providing data 
collection tools for geospatial data. Firstly, the 
use of volunteered geographic information (e.g. 
web-based georeferencing tools) can assist 
with providing crowdsourced environmental 
monitoring data, for example, in relation to 
coastal erosion, biodiversity or local flooding, 
that not only has potential to influence policy 
but also can build local knowledge of change 
processes. Secondly, the use of low-cost 
sensors has enabled citizen science methods 
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Box 4.3: Citizen science and the iScape Horizon 2020 project

The iScape project was funded by the EU’s Horizon 2020 Programme and coordinated by UCD to 
examine citizen science approaches to air pollution monitoring. The project adopted a ‘living labs’ 
approach to engage with local communities across six European cities (including Dublin). At the 
heart of the project was an ethos of ‘co-creation’ of new knowledge that would empower local 
communities to collect data using low cost sensor monitors and to mobilise this data to influence 
policy actors and also to influence individual behaviour amongst participants. As outlined by 
Riccetti and Vaittinen (n.d.), such co-creation, based on human-centred methods, eventually leads 
to having informed citizens, conscious about the real challenges both from a technical and non-
technical perspective. Acquiring the knowledge on air pollution issues and challenges and being 
part of an active space as the Living Lab, the citizen is empowered and facilitated in approaching 
real solutions, by developing and improving new and existing local policies. The method was also 
applied to local schools to examine air pollution as a result of school drop-offs by car, with Kumar 
et al. (2020) concluding that data on air pollution levels highlighting higher concentrations during 
peak drop-offs and collections. This data was collected through a co-designed approach involving 
a primary school and local community, which raised new awareness of air pollution impacts and 
resulted in shifts in commuting behaviour to the school.

For project details, see: https://www.iscapeproject.eu

For the iScape manifesto on citizen science methods, see https://www.iscapeproject.eu/
wp-content/uploads/2020/01/iSCAPE_Policy_Brief_No2_iSCAPE-manifesto-for-citizen-
engagement-in-science-and-policy.pdf

to be applied to environmental monitoring 
in relation to air quality, noise pollution or to 
real-time flooding data. Box 4.3 below outlines 
a case study of a citizen science project in 
Dublin in relation to urban air quality that 
demonstrates how this translated to community 
knowledge and change of behaviour.

4.3 Community-led action
While participation and deliberative methods 
have potential to enhance opportunities to 
include collective, community voices in land-
use policy and decision-making, 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. Traditionally, community initiatives have 
often focused on social and economic goals, 
but increasingly addresses environmental goals 
(which in turn often have positive benefits for 
local economic development e.g. tourism). For 
example, LEADER funding has supported a wide 
range of community-led biodiversity projects 
across Ireland, including the preparation of local 
biodiversity plans, management of wetlands 
and maintenance of wild meadows (see NRN, 
2020 for a range of local case studies).
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Internationally, one area of increased 
community level response relates to flood risk 
management with an onus being increasingly 
placed on actions beyond-the-state in adapting 
to risk. For example, Forrest et al. (2017) 
identify 234 flood groups currently working 
in England and Wales (community flood 
‘forums’, ‘committees’ and ‘action groups’). 
Their research shows that flood groups were 
involved with elements of both action and 
advocacy. Several flood groups were action-
orientated and focused on preparation 
measures to reduce flood risk (e.g. clearing out 
ditches or creating temporary water storage 
areas). Other flood groups focused on actions 
to reduce the consequences of flooding (e.g. 
flood stores). Advocacy activities ranged 
from discussing local flood issues to actively 
pressuring and seeking to influence authorities 
on flood issues (e.g. the development of flood 
attenuation ponds or commenting on planning 
applications with flood risk implications).

A further example of direct action relates 
to community ownership of land assets 
with potential for enhancing local resilience, 
specifically in relation to transfers of land 
assets to community-based organisations or 
community land trusts. As outlined by Moore 
and McKee (2012), community land trusts 
(CLTs) have a long history, first established 
in the USA in the late 1960s to provide 
marginalised communities with greater access 
to land and asset ownership. Interest in CLTs 
has grown rapidly since the early 2000s. 
Community management and ownership of 
assets represents a local response to economic, 
social and environmental change in rural 
locations (Moore, 2019). For example, in a 
rural context, communities often respond to 
the challenges posed by service withdrawal 
or market failure (due to low profitability) 
by assuming greater responsibility for the 
provision of services and amenities through 
direct ownership.

CLTs are non-profit, community-led 
organisations constituted to deliver community 
facilities or amenities through the ownership 
of land assets. There is a growing body of 
literature examining the role of CLTs in England 
in delivering affordable housing in rural 
communities (e.g. Paterson and Dunn, 2009; 
Moore, 2019). This evidence suggests that 
CLTs are effective in overcoming some of the 
barriers to affordable housing provision in rural 
England, particularly community opposition to 
new housebuilding in rural localities through a 
focus on delivering local benefits. This includes 
meeting local housing need and through 
reinvesting rental and sales income into further 
community projects. Gallent et al (2020: 547) 
suggest that the rise of interest in CLTs ‘can 
be viewed as both an outlet for community 
frustrations and ambition’, but has often been 
inhibited in England by land availability and a 
dearth of mechanisms for bringing land into 
community ownership.

4.3.1  Community ownership of land: 
insights from Scotland

Land reform – and the consequent transfer of 
land into direct community ownership – has 
been the response to the challenges identified 
by Gallent et al. (above) in Scotland. Land 
reform has evolved substantially in Scotland 
over the last twenty years which, following the 
devolution of powers to a Scottish Parliament, 
has introduced a series of land reform Acts. 
The drive for reform came from an increasing 
awareness of the extraordinary extent of 
land ownership concentration that is largely 
feudal in origin. In contrast to a more diverse 
pattern of land ownership in Ireland, most land 
in Scotland remains in large private estates. 
Indeed, by the mid 1990s, it was estimated 
that 57% of all private land was owned by 
0.0001% of the population, with half of 
privately owned rural land divided among 343 
individuals (Hoffman, 2013).

84

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



Through the Land Reform Act 2003, rural 
communities in Scotland with populations 
below 10,000 were granted the right to first 
refusal on the sale of private estates. The 
Act further granted ‘crofting communities’ 
(comprising small holdings of tenant farmers) 
the right to buy their croftlands on a collective 
basis even where landowners did not wish to 
sell (Bryden and Geisler, 2007). A Scottish Land 
Fund was established to assist communities 
with the purchase of private land. More 
recently, the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 
2016 (Scottish Parliament, 2016) established 
a ‘community right to buy for sustainable 
development’, which like the right given to 
crofting communities, compels landowners 
to sell land to a community (or nominated 
third party) if that sale is judged to support 
sustainable development. This assessment 
role is performed by a newly established 
Scottish Land Commission, which is also 
driving a programme of land reform based 
on a mission of creating a Scotland where 
land is owned and used in ways that are fair, 
responsible and productive. As outlined in its 
2020 Strategic Plan: ‘We have a fixed amount 
of land, but the list of demands on that land is 
ever increasing. We need to share the benefits 
from Scotland’s land more widely across our 
growing and changing population’ (Scottish 
Land Commission, 2020: 4). Furthermore, the 
Scottish government published its Scottish 
Land Rights and Responsibilities Statement in 
2017, which further supports a more diverse 
pattern of land ownership and tenure, with 
more opportunities for citizens to own, lease 
and have access to land and to empower more 
local communities to have the opportunity 
to use buildings and land in ways that 
contribute to their community’s wellbeing 
and future development. Moreover, the 
Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 
(Scottish Parliament, 2015) gave community 
organisations a right to request the transfer of 
ownership or other rights in land from public 

sector bodies, where they can make better 
use of that land. Together, these legislative 
changes – along with technical support from 
the Scottish Land Commission and funding 
through the Community Land Fund – have 
enabled communities throughout Scotland to 
engage in novel community projects, including 
affordable housing developments, community 
energy schemes and new land-based social 
enterprises. In an urban context, communities 
have purchased vacant properties to reuse 
for community purposes, such as meeting 
places, community halls or venues for social 
enterprises. The case study outlined in Box 4.4 
illustrates the impact of community ownership 
through an example of a community-owned 
forest combined with a social enterprise in the 
Scottish Highlands.

The above example demonstrates how 
community land trusts or direct community 
action can reimagine how land is used that 
has significant potential to generate economic, 
social and environmental benefits – in 
other words, it demonstrates the mutually 
reinforcing relationships between land and 
different forms of capital. Community buy-
in is generated through providing immediate 
local social and economic benefits, suggesting 
that multi-functional schemes offer significant 
potential. However, the Scottish experience 
also demonstrates that effective community 
action is not simply a spontaneous process, but 
requires institutional support, capacity building, 
and also financial support.
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Box 4.4: Aigas Community Forest, Scotland (adapted from Gkartzios, Gallent and Scott, 2022)

Aigas Forest is located along the River Beauty around 20km west of Inverness in the 
Highlands of Scotland, and adjacent to the parish of Kilmorack with a population of around 
2,300. Aigas Community Forest is a community-led social enterprise responsible for 
managing 260 hectares of forest. Previously, Aigas Forest had been managed and owned 
by the Forestry Commission Scotland, which had engaged in tree planting in the 1960s 
on land adjacent to native woodland. The forest had been neglected and poorly managed 
over a 20 year period, and by the late 2000s, the Forestry Commission advised the local 
Kilmorack Community Council that it would be putting Aigas Forest on the market, giving 
the local community the first option on the sale. An initial community meeting was held in 
2009 in which there was unanimous support for the creation of a steering committee tasked 
to explore the feasibility of purchasing the forest. With funding from the local municipality 
and Highlands and Islands Enterprise, an initial business plan was prepared to explore the 
feasibility of community ownership and a business model to underpin a social enterprise 
based on the sustainable use of the forest’s resources while also deriving additional social 
and environmental benefits for the local community. Following the feasibility report, funding 
support and a community vote, the forest was purchased as a new community asset.

The primary benefits of the new community owned forest relate to social and economic 
benefits. In terms of social benefits, the forest now provides a new community space, used 
for local education, events and for recreation and health benefits. Local job creation and 
enterprise development is based on sustainably managing and harvesting commercial timber 
and tourism income from camping. Moreover, increasing biodiversity gain and ecosystem 
service benefits have also been central to the community’s vision. This involves a new planting 
and woodland management strategy. For example, trees have been removed from naturally 
wet lands in favour of willows, and drains have been dammed to construct new ponds to 
increase wildlife hubs. As an ancillary benefit, the forest now retains more water following 
heavy rain, reducing downstream flood risk for the nearby village from the River Beauty.

This case illustrates how a local community has taken a neglected and poorly managed asset 
owned by a state body and reimagined it as the basis for new economic activities, as an ecological 
resource and as a focal point for community activities. This initiative is possible through the 
advancement of a new legislative framework alongside both technical capacity-building and 
access to funding that allows local communities to take direct ownership and to transform 
land into an asset for local prosperity and local wellbeing. Encouragingly, the community 
trust is putting land to a socially-productive purpose but based on sound environmental 
management and through recycling of income into further community-based activities.
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4.4  Land as a socially 
productive asset

While the previous chapters examined land 
as an economically productive asset, this 
section outlines how land can be framed as a 
socially productive asset – i.e. how can land-
use maximise social benefits and contribute to 
quality of life and wellbeing? Various examples 
are identified throughout this report as follows:

• One of the lessons from the Scottish 
example considered above suggests 
that more plural forms of landownership, 
specifically direct community ownership or 
ownership through charitable trusts, may 
counter trends towards the financialisation 
of land assets or the extraction of profit 
external to local communities (this chapter 
and chapter 2). Community ownership 
can ensure a wider range of motives in 
managing land resources.

• Effective governance for sustainable land-
use can ensure that competing demands 
on finite land resources are effectively 
managed, ensuring that land is used as a 
multifunctional resource, as an asset for 
sustainable livelihoods, and as a platform 
for transitioning to a zero-carbon society 
(this chapter). Effective governance ensures 
fairness, equity, transparency and inclusivity 
in land-use decisions and contribute to 
co-producing new knowledge (see also 
example of catchment based natural capital 
accounting in chapter 6).

• Natural capital is essential to ensuring 
human health and wellbeing – chapter 6 
explores the health promoting benefits 
of well-designed green infrastructure 
and the multifunctional benefits of green 
infrastructure approaches.

• Just transition is a critical concept 
underpinning reorientating land-use 
towards more sustainable outcomes 
while addressing its potential social 

consequences. For example, chapter 2 
highlights the example of a just transition 
in relation to peatland rehabilitation and 
chapter 3 examines how securing local 
benefits can overcome social barriers to the 
deployment of renewable energy schemes. 
Chapter 6 also briefly examines the role 
of results-based agri-environmental 
schemes to support farm livelihoods while 
transitioning to less intensive practices. 
Just transitions are essential for ensuring 
fairness and mitigating negative aspects 
of shifting societal goals or environmental 
obligations, and also ensure public support 
and ‘buy-in’ for necessary transitions.

• Access to the countryside (for recreation) 
is outlined in chapter 5, noting that in an 
international context, Ireland has limited 
access rights, and how barriers are being 
overcome. Access to the countryside 
should be protected and advanced as 
critical to enhancing the countryside 
as a public amenity, which is vital for 
capturing health and wellbeing benefits and 
increasing tourism opportunities for rural 
communities.

• The relationship between land as a cultural 
landscape and place-based identity is 
explored in chapter 5, whereby landscape 
can underpin a sense of place and place 
attachment that permeates social networks 
and obligations.

In addition to these features, underpinning 
land as a socially productive asset is a fair 
land taxation system that would enable the 
redistribution of wealth, including via land value 
capture on unearned uplift (further below). 
Land hoarding is particularly damaging to the 
supply of housing, particularly in relation to 
serviced and zoned land, with hoarding, rather 
than an absence of planning permissions, a 
more significant barrier to increasing supply. 
Underutilisation of serviced sites within 
smaller towns and villages can also hinder 
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comprehensive development. The issue of 
vacant sites has also been a high-profile issue 
in recent years. The recent budget introduced 
a Zoned Land Tax to replace the previous 
underperforming Vacant Site levy. This new 
taxation approach should be closely monitored 
to ensure desirable social outcomes. However, 
addressing vacancy requires a holistic approach 
beyond taxation. For example, the National 
Town Centre Health Check Programme led by 
the Heritage Council, RGDATA and the Retail 
Consortium demonstrates the importance of 
developing a local evidence-base on overall 
vacancy rates at a local level and how this 
relates to retail activity and residential land-
uses. The programme also demonstrates 
the important multifunctional roles of town 
centres, not only in supporting local economies 
but also as an interactional social space, 
highlighting the value of the Town Centres First 
policy approach.

Housing is also an essential element to how 
land is used in a socially productive manner. 
Chapter 2 highlighted housing as a productive 
activity related to construction activity and the 
financial services sector. However, housing is 
an essential social infrastructure. The availability 
of housing at affordable cost determines social 
mix and the sustainability of a community; 
whether, for example, young people can 
exercise their right to access housing and 
therefore provide a secure home for their 
children; or whether housing supply and quality 
enables older people to remain in a community 
in later life. The housing sector remains central 
to the overall shaping of opportunity structures 
in societies in terms of family formation, 
mobility and asset accumulation (Forest and 
Hirayama, 2009). Housing affordability has 
been a critical issue in Ireland over the last 
two decades, with the so-called Celtic Tiger 
era associated with price increases through 
rapid credit growth and more recent price rises 
through housing undersupply.

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 in a 
briefing note on housing affordability in Ireland, 
undertaken the European Commission’s 
Directorate General for Economic and Financial 
Affairs (Doval-Tedin and Faubert, 2020), 
included:

• The relative cost of housing is generally 
higher for tenants than for owners;

• Affordability constraints are more 
pronounced in Dublin ad 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: the 
housing stock per capita has decreased 
(due to modest housing supply outstripped 
by population growth) and the number of 
second-hand properties for sale and rent 
has shrunk since 2012;

• At a national level, construction costs are 
similar to those in other EU countries, but 
Dublin is the third most expensive place in 
Europe to build;

• 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%). 
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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, 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.

To consider housing in terms of the state’s 
essential social infrastructure implies the 
need for the housing system to ‘evolve from 
a speculative and highly cyclical system to 
a permanently affordable, stable and more 
sustainable system of housing’ (NESC, 2020: 
viii). As NESC (2020) outlines, this includes 
two elements: first, bridging the supply gap 
by actively managing land and locational 
value for public good; and second, bridging 
the affordability gap by engineering-in 
permanent affordability. To respond to these 
issues, the Government’s policy direction is 
signalled in its Housing For All plan published 
in 2021 (Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage, 2021). This is 
a wide ranging plan, including elements 
related to homelessness, housing finance, 
and construction costs. However, the plan 
also outlines key goals with explicit land-
use dimensions. In relation to increasing 
new housing supply, measures include (and 
summarised in Fig 4.1):

• Introduction of land value sharing: this is 
to address the uplift in land price due to 
zoning and planning decisions. Land value 
sharing ‘involves securing a proportion 
of the value uplift of a development 
site, tracked from the point of zoning 
or designation, to a point of planning 
permission’ (DHLGH, 2021: 79) to 
secure community benefits i.e. share of 
the difference between the value of the 

land before and after re-zoning. These 
measures will operate in addition to Part V 
(Planning & Development Act, as amended) 
obligations for social/affordable housing, 
and may be used for the provision of public 
infrastructure and facilities, or may be used 
for additional social/affordable housing.

• Introduction of new Urban Development 
Zones (for large scale comprehensive 
development schemes) and new 
arrangements for large-scale residential 
developments (to replace Strategic 
Housing Zones).

• Improve the functioning of the planning 
system, including updated Section 28 
Guidance.

• Implementation of a new tax to activate 
land zoned for residential purposes and 
planning permission to penalise the non-
activation of sites. In this context, a new 
Zoned Land Tax replaces the previous 
Vacant Site Levy.

• To increase the supply of public lands 
to the Land Development Agency for 
residential purposes.

In relation to addressing vacancy and to 
increase the efficient use of the existing 
building stock, key measures include:

• Establish and fund a Town Centres First 
Policy.

• Launch a Compulsory Purchase Orders 
programme for vacant properties.

• Introduce a Vacant Property Tax to 
encourage the re-use of properties and 
local authority operated rates based 
incentives for the conversion of suitable 
vacant commercial properties to residential 
use.

• Unlock the potential of heritage building 
stock.
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Figure 4.1: Pathways to increasing new 
housing supply (source: Housing For All, 
Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage, 2021: 73)

4.5 Conclusion
This chapter 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 
(see chapter 1), 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. This chapter firstly explored the nature 
of public engagement with land-use decisions, 
particularly through the planning system, and 
the different avenues for community action. 
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 increased conflict between different 
values. In this context, the chapter explored 
the potential for more 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. 
The chapter are explored the potential for 
more direct forms of community action, 
which draws on Ireland’s rich tradition of 
active citizenship and community self-help. 
The example of community land trusts and 
the Scottish experience of direct community 
ownership of land assets was also highlighted 
as an interesting model of community action. 
Finally, the chapter examined land as a socially 
productive asset, focusing on land-use decision 
outcomes that can generate community 
benefits, social justice or enhance natural 
capital.
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5. Land as Cultural Capital
5.1 Introduction
This chapter explores land as embodying cultural 
capital. As outlined in the introduction, 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. The 
chapter will primarily focus on landscape – this 
includes a discussion on landscape character, 
access and amenity, and landscape as heritage 
(along with various approaches to preservation). 
The chapter also briefly considers aspects of 
built heritage and its protection.

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 and 
different (Atik et al, 2014), thus contributing to a 
sense of place and place-based identity, which in 
turn can be a critical resource for tourism or for 
place-based branding, including the local branding 
of ‘bespoke’ agricultural products. The interaction 
of humans and nature is critical in understanding 
landscape uniqueness. This may relate, on the 
one hand, to climatic conditions, geology and 
natural landform and biodiversity combined with, 
on the other hand, land-use shaped by historic 
and contemporary social, economic and political 
systems. This includes the evolution of settlement 
patterns, farming practices, forestry, energy 
production, and religious/spiritual practices.

These material processes and elements also 
interact with ‘perception’ and the intangible 
landscape experience, which may relate to 
memory, cultural preferences, and aesthetic 
preferences and perceptions. Landscapes are 
also ‘mediated’ by cultural agents, imbuing some 
places with significant cultural capital. This may 
include how landscapes are (re)interpreted 
through creative arts practice (e.g. film, poetry, 
painting) or through their international or 
national designation as prized or protected 
landscapes, such as UNESCO’s inclusion of 
some cultural landscapes in their list of World 
Heritage Sites, or through the establishment of 
a national park. However, it is also important to 
consider ‘ordinary’ landscapes (Rouse, 2009), 
which at the scale of everyday life provide 
important local resources, for example as places 
for recreation or as restorative environments.

Ireland is a signatory of the European Landscape 
Convention (ECL), adopted in 2002. The ECL 
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. This is inclusive of damaged or 
degraded landscapes, which implies a change 
of emphasis from narrow protection towards 
a more proactive management approach that 
incorporates restoration. Despite adopting 
the ECL in 2002, progress in developing an 
Irish landscape policy has been slow; however, 
the publication of the National Landscape 
Strategy for Ireland 2015-2025 (Department 
of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2015) 
has marked an important milestone. 
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This strategy recognises that:

Our landscape reflects and embodies 
our cultural values and our shared natural 
heritage and contributes to the well-being 
of our society, environment and economy. 
We have an obligation to ourselves and 
economy and to future generations 
to promote its sustainable protection, 
management and planning. (Department of 
Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2015: 8)

The strategy has four key objectives (p. 10):

• Implement the European Landscape 
Convention by integrating landscape into 
our approach to sustainable development;

• Establish and embed a public process 
of gathering, sharing and interpreting 
scientific, technical and cultural information 
in order to carry out evidence-based 
identification and description of the 
character, resources and processes of the 
landscape;

• Provide a policy framework, which will 
put into place measures at national, 
sectoral – including agriculture, tourism, 
energy, transport and marine – and 
local level, together with civil society, to 
protect, manage and properly plan through 
high quality design for the sustainable 
stewardship of our landscape;

• Ensure we take advantage of opportunities 
to implement policies relating to landscape 
use that are complementary and mutually 
reinforcing and that conflicting policy 
objectives are avoided as far as possible.

Thus, the landscape strategy attempts to 
emphasise the landscape scale as a means of 
operationalising commitments and obligations 
relating to climate action, biodiversity, heritage, 
and water management as set out in EU 
directives, while also fulfilling obligations 
as a signatory to the European Landscape 
Convention.

5.2 Landscape as character
Our landscape is central to national, regional 
and local identity. As outlined in chapter 3, our 
landscape is highly valued by visitors and of 
critical importance to the tourism sector, and at 
the same time landscape values are expressed 
through artistic, cultural, and spiritual practices. 
Landscape character is central to understanding 
place-based identity and a sense of place that 
often interrelates to local community identity. 
To understand local distinctiveness, landscape 
character assessments (LCAs) have been 
advanced to understand the differences between 
landscapes and to enable decision-makers to 
manage environmental and spatial change in the 
context of character and distinctiveness – i.e. 
what is it that makes every landscape distinctive 
and how sensitive is a landscape to change?

To partly address these themes, the government 
published Draft Guidelines for Planning Authorities 
on Landscape and Landscape Assessment in 
2000 (Department of Environment and Local 
Government, 2000). While these guidelines were 
never formally adopted beyond their draft status, 
they provide some useful insights in LCA practice 
while also prompting local authorities to produce 
LCAs in the 2000s to respond to the draft 
guidance. The LCA method promoted in these 
guidelines emphasised characterisation i.e. the 
identification of the character of the landscape 
based initially on landcover – trees, vegetation, 
settlements, and water, and landform, which 
results from geological and geomorphological 
history. In addition to this initial analysis, the 
LCA process was also to include an assessment 
of landscape values, including historical, cultural, 
religious and other understandings of the 
landscape into account. From an assessment 
of character and values, an evaluation of 
landscape sensitivity can then be developed 
to assess the extent to which a landscape can 
accommodate change without unacceptable loss 
of existing character or interference with values 
– this process is outlined in Figure 3.1. This 
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assessment is based on indicators relating to 
quality, distinctiveness, popularity, rarity, cultural 
meaning, sense of public ownership, and social 
importance. The LCA should then be translated 
into statutory development plan policies and 
as a decision-making tool for development 
management in relation to planning applications 
with a potential landscape impact. However, 
this mainstreaming of landscape assessment 
into planning policy was uneven. For example, 
in relation to rural settlement planning, Scott 
et al. (2013) notes limited evidence that LCAs 
were integrated into decisions regarding 
planning applications for rural housing.

A key stated aim of the National Landscape 
Strategy 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. The strategy outlines the 
need for an evidence-based national landscape 
character map to be followed by new statutory 

guidelines planning authorities on local 
character assessment (under section 28 of the 
Planning and Development Act (as amended)). 
However, to date, the national LCA map 
and new guidance has not been published, 
suggesting slow progress in this area. Local 
LCAs are on an ad hoc. basis, informed by the 
2000 draft guidance. Moreover, the Heritage 
Council (2021) also note that the regional level 
represents a policy deficit, with an opportunity 
for regional landscape character assessments 
to integrate with Regional Spatial and 
Economic Strategies and to assess landscape 
character and values across neighbouring 
local authority boundaries. More recently, 
the National Planning Framework (2018: 70) 
identifies a national policy objective to ‘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 places to 
live, work and visit’.

Figure 5.1: The Landscape Character Assessment Process (adapted from Department 
of Environment and Local Government, 2000)
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5.3  Landscape as amenity 
and recreation

It has long been recognised that interaction 
with land brings benefits to individuals and 
communities (Swanwock, 2009). 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 and tolerance of landowners’ 
(Department of Environment, Community 
and Local Government, 2013: 5). Ireland’s 
waymarked trails are ‘permissive routes’ that 
have been developed with the landowners’ 
agreement. Government and semi-state bodies 
often encourage access to their lands (see 
below), but access is permissive, and the public 
does not have a right of access.

A public right of way is a strip of land (road or 
path) connecting one public place to another, 
along which the public has a right to travel. 
Under the Planning & Development 2000 
Act (as amended), a local authority has the 
power to create a public right of way subject 
to landowner compensation. There are very 
few public rights of way in Ireland that are 
not on maintained public roads (Department 
of Environment, Community and Local 
Government, 2013). The National Countryside 
Recreation Strategy (2006) instead emphasises a 
local community-based approach as a means to 
find agreements for access rather than through 
legislative changes. The Occupiers’ Liability Act 
(1995) was introduced to reduce landowners’ 
exposure to potential claims arising from 
injuries to recreational users.

Walkers in Ireland, therefore, who wish to 
access uncultivated lands, hills and beaches, 
have to rely on the existence of a public 
rights of way over land, on the goodwill 
of the landowner, or on a limited number 
of negotiated walking paths, which have 
no guaranteed longevity (Burns, 2013). 
Burns suggests that Ireland lags behind its 
European neighbours in allowing access to 
the countryside for recreational purposes, 
such as England’s right to roam approach, 
access provided through Scotland’s land 
reform laws, or flexible rights of way access 
across Scandinavian countries and Germany. 
However, despite limited legislative progress, 
enhancing access to landscape amenities 
and heritage is firmly established as an aim 
across a range of strategies. For example, 
the National Planning Framework (2018: 15) 
includes enhanced amenities and heritage 
as a key National Strategic Outcome that 
underpins a good quality of life. This includes 
amenities in rural areas, such as national and 
forest parks, activity-based tourism and trails 
such as greenways, blueways and peatways: 
‘This is linked to and must integrate with our 
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’ (Government 
of Ireland, 2018: 15).

Reflecting the increasing awareness of the 
potential health and wellbeing benefits arising 
from landscape access and amenity, a number 
of national semi-state and non-governmental 
organisations have developed policies and 
initiatives which foster a new understanding and 
approach to maximising amenity potential. For 
example, in 2005, the Irish Sports Council and 
Coillte (semi-state commercial forestry company) 
commissioned a study on the Economic Value 
of Trails and Forest Recreation in the Republic of 
Ireland. The study recommended that:
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Provision of new trails should take account 
of the varying requirements of individual 
trail users and the long-term issues of 
management and sustainability. The 
majority of users require trail lengths that 
take between one and three hours to walk. 
International experiences shows that the 
provision of different trail length and difficulty 
options from a common starting point has 
proved successful. New trails need not 
necessarily involve entirely new infrastructure, 
but should preferably build on existing 
facilities such as forests, parks, watersides etc. 
(Irish Sports Council and Coillte, 2006: 59)

In itself, this collaboration was recognition 
by sporting and environmental organisations 
(with responsibility over green and natural 
environments) that they can work together 
to provide spaces for sport and recreation 
with multiple benefits. The recommendation 
quoted above represents careful consideration 
of the infrastructural needs of different users. 
The study concluded that any investment 
plan will require close interaction between 
Coillte and other agencies such as the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service and Waterways 
Ireland. Furthermore, the study identified the 
implementation of effective trail management 
structures (with appropriate financial support) 
involving a combination of local level 
knowledge and manpower with specialist 
trail development expertise as being key to 
effective trail and path maintenance.

The findings from this study influenced the 
development of the Coillte Recreation Policy, 
published five years later in in 2010. Coillte has 
provided some further innovative and practical 
design guidance relating to health, wellbeing 
and social benefits that can be derived from 
access to landscape amenities. The Coillte 
Recreation Policy sets out a comprehensive and 
user focused approach to management. While 
maintenance priorities are set out, functions 
beyond maintenance - from public information 

to ‘risk management’ and the provision of 
signage – are also prioritised. Such specific and 
practical design guidance that gives careful 
consideration to the needs of different kinds 
of users can potentially inform public policies 
to a greater extent. Coillte Nature has now 
been established as the not-for-profit branch 
of Coillte that is dedicated to the restoration, 
regeneration and rehabilitation of nature across 
Ireland, with a mission is to address the climate 
and biodiversity crises through large-scale 
projects – these include the Wild Western 
Peatlands, Dublin Mountains’ Makeover, 
Restoring Hazelwood (Co. Sligo) and Midlands 
Native Woodlands.

More recently, an Outdoor Recreation Plan for 
Public Lands and Waters in Ireland 2017-2021 
was published on behalf of five State bodies 
comprising Bord na Móna, Coillte, Inland 
Fisheries Ireland, National Parks and Wildlife 
Service and Waterways Ireland. The report 
aims to provide a coordinated approach to 
recreation management and to evaluate its 
societal and economic benefits. The report 
outlines that public bodies control or own 
around 15% of land in Ireland (concentrated 
in rural areas) and in addition regulate 
over 1000km of inland waterways and 
watercourses. While these public bodies do not 
have a primary remit for providing recreation, 
the report recognises the opportunities and 
demand for enhancing recreational access. 
Significantly, the report recognises the 
contribution that outdoor recreation can make 
to ‘Healthy Ireland’ goals, through enhancing 
physical activity, mental health benefits 
through providing enhanced exposure and 
access to nature and ‘blue-green spaces’, and 
providing healthy outdoor recreation in all parts 
of the country.
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In July 2018, the Department of Transport, 
Tourism and Sport (DTTS) published its Strategy 
for the Future Development of National and 
Regional Greenways. The strategy follows on 
from objectives outlined in the NPF and NDP 
in relation to developing national and regional 
greenways and enhancing amenities and heritage 
as a key National Strategic Outcome. Within 
the NPF, developing a greenway strategy was 
included as a key rural development objective, 
with a network of greenways framed as key 
tourism assets. As the lead department, DTTS 
emphasises the tourism potential of investing 
in greenways and their role in stimulating rural 
tourism. However, health and wellbeing benefits 
are also to the fore:

The Department of Transport, Tourism 
and Sport recognises the benefits that 
can arise from the further development of 
Greenways in Ireland, as a tourism product 
with significant potential to attract overseas 
visitors, for local communities in terms of 
economic benefits, and for all users as an 
amenity for physical activity and a contributor 
to health and wellbeing. (DTTS, 2018: 5)

In this context, the strategy highlights its 
contribution to the National Physical Activity 
Plan for Ireland, through developing walking, 
cycling and physical activity infrastructure, and 
by maximising physical activity and recreation 
amenities in the natural environment. The strategy 
defines greenways as ‘a recreational or pedestrian 
corridor for non-motorised journeys, developed 
in an integrated manner which enhances both 
the environment and quality of life of the 
surrounding area’ (p. 7) and outlines that the 
strategy’s key objectives is to deliver (p. 6):

1. A Strategic Greenway network of national 
and regional routes, with a number of 
high capacity flagship routes that can be 
extended and/or link with local Greenways 
and other cycling and walking infrastructure;

2. Greenways of scale and appropriate 
standard that have significant potential to 
deliver an increase in activity tourism to 
Ireland and are regularly used by overseas 
visitors, domestic visitors and locals thereby 
contributing to a healthier society through 
increased physical activity;

3. Greenways that provide a substantially 
segregated off-road experience linking 
places of interest, recreation and leisure in 
areas with beautiful scenery of different 
types with plenty to see and do;

4. Greenways that provide opportunities for 
the development of local businesses and 
economies;

5. Greenways that are developed with all 
relevant stakeholders in line with an agreed 
code of practice.

The strategy and related funding call for 
investment is focused on national greenways, 
which are at least 100 km long, and regional 
greenways, which are at least 20 km in length, 
but preferably closer to 40 km, or which can 
be extended to connect to a longer strategic 
route. Recognising that land rights are strongly 
protected in Ireland, the strategy outlines 
potential models for greenway development:

• The preferred model is to prepare 
greenways on land without disputed 
ownership issues or on state controlled 
land, enabling unrestricted access and 
reducing liability for insurance. Examples 
include land owned by state agencies such 
as Coillte or disused railway lines.
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• Permissive Access: the majority of existing 
walking trail developments in Ireland have 
been established on a ‘permissive access’ 
basis. Some Greenways developed to date, 
most notably the Great Western Greenway, 
have been developed using the permissive 
access model where the landowner 
(private or public) gives permission for the 
Greenway/trail to pass over the property. 
Permissive access does not lead to a route 
becoming a right of way.

• Land purchase: it is anticipated that 
voluntary agreements could be entered into 
to sell the small sections of land required 
to construct a Greenway. It is recognised, 
however, that there may be instances 
where a voluntary agreement cannot be 
reached or alternative route possible. In 
such circumstances and when efforts to 
arrive at a mutually agreeable solution have 
been exhausted, the purchase of the land 
using the available legal mechanisms may 
need to be considered.

While framed primarily as a tourism initiative, 
evidence from the Waterford Greenway 
suggests that new greenways are used 
extensively by locals with the explicit purpose 
of increasing activity and physical exercise 
(see Box 5.1 below), suggesting that the new 
National and Regional Greenways will provide 
important health promoting environments for 
local people in rural areas as well as for visitors. 
Moreover, opportunities exist to link local 
greenways (smaller in scale) and cycle ways into 
these national and regional routes, providing 
extensive networks of recreation spaces 
providing opportunities for outdoor activity and 
enhancing restorative contact with nature.

Box 5.1: Waterford Greenway

The Greenway was officially opened to 
the public in March 2017 and at 46km, 
Waterford Greenway is currently the 
longest Greenway in Ireland. The off-road 
walking and cycling trail links Waterford 
City to Dungarvan, predominantly using 
the alignment of a disused rail line. 
Waterford City and County Council 
commissioned a baseline survey of 
Greenway users in 2017 (1,180 people 
surveyed on the Greenway), providing 
a useful profile of users and also some 
of its potential benefits.

• While promoted as a resource for 
tourism, 64% of users were from 
Co. Waterford with 53% living in close 
proximity to the route, suggesting 
that investing in greenways provides 
a major outdoor recreation facility for 
local citizens.

• 58% of survey respondents visited the 
greenway at least once per month, 
with 43% visiting the greenway on a 
daily or weekly basis, again suggesting 
that local people benefit significantly 
from this resource.

• 53% of regular users stated that 
their primary purpose for visiting the 
greenway was for physical exercise 
(walking and/or cycling)

5.4 Landscape as heritage
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. People’s 
interactions with the physical environment 
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around them can also play a key role in the 
formation of identity, particularly in terms of 
the symbolism of heritage, rooted in collective 
memories of past events (Parkinson and 
Pendlebury, 2019). Our landscapes have been 
formed through incremental change over many 
years in response to shifting economic, social 
and environmental dynamics to produce a 
complex and highly differentiated landscape 
fabric in terms of visual appearance, structure, 
ownership, and the historic periods represented. 
The shared characteristics of landscapes 
make them primary cultural assets, which are 
increasingly being reframed and recognised for 
their potential to deliver wider economic, social, 
cultural and sustainability benefits (UNESCO, 
2011). As recognised by the European 
Commission (2014: 2), cultural heritage is:

… an irreplaceable repository of knowledge 
and a valuable resource for economic growth, 
employment and social cohesion. It enriches 
the individual lives of hundreds of millions of 
people, is a source of inspiration for thinkers 
and artists, and a driver for our cultural and 
creative industries. Our cultural heritage and 
the way we preserve and valorise it is a major 
factor in defining Europe’s place in the world 
and its attractiveness as a place to live, work, 
and visit (European Commission, 2014: 2).

The protection or preservation of heritage 
has traditionally been expert-driven and top-
down, whereby tangible heritage assets are 
protected on the basis that they represent 
intrinsic universal (transcendent) values, 
creating a hierarchy of significance privileging 
historic, scientific and aesthetic value as a 
basis for protecting the authenticity of tangible 
assets. However, today, heritage management 
embraces a wider notion of heritage to include 
both tangible and intangible aspects – this 
latter dimension might include, for example, 
how tangible landscape features might relate to 
cultural practices, traditions, rituals and beliefs, 
language and oral traditions. Moreover, heritage 

is increasingly viewed as plural, shifting and 
to be debated whereby recognition is given 
to a wide range of values that underpin how 
heritage is socially constructed and the social 
dimensions of its value (Harrison, 2013). This 
involves a reorientation away from heritage 
as artefact towards the relationships between 
these objects and with people. According 
to this perspective, the conservation gaze 
broadens from a focus primarily upon the 
physical, to engage with the economic, social, 
and cultural context, conceiving of landscapes 
as a dynamic process as well as physical 
objects, where landscapes become interwoven 
with cultural practice, and where the diversity 
of layered cultural experiences is emphasised. 
As such, landscapes should be understood 
through this experience – often through the 
intrinsic relationship between people and place 
– and not simply professional measurement and 
observation. This community and bottom-up 
dimension is illustrated through the case studies 
considered towards the end of this chapter.

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 5.1 below – or the preservation of 
built and archaeological heritage – outlined 
in Table 5.2.
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Table 5.1: Landscape and natural heritage conservation

International Agreement Focus

1971 UNESCO Man and 
Biosphere Programme

Biosphere reserve – two 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 – two 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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International Agreement Focus

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 Focus

National Parks

(NPWS)

Six 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.
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National instruments Focus

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 three designated – Howth Head, Liffey Valley, Bull Island 
(Dublin)

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
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Table 5.2: 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

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.
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Map 5.1 illustrates the spatial distribution associated with landscape and heritage sites of Ireland 
in 2021 in terms of: 1) UNESCO World Heritage Sites; 2) Nationals Parks; 3) Natural Heritage 
Areas; 4) Special Areas of Conservation; and 5) Special Protection Areas. A World Heritage Sites is 
associated with a landscape or landmark that has legislative protection under the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). Such sites are classified to be of such 
cultural, historical or scientific importance that they are designated as locations of exceptional 
value to society. As Figure 5.2 illustrates, Ireland currently retains two UNESCO World Heritage 
Sites considered of cultural significance, the first located in County Meath known as the Brú 
na Bóinne Archaeological Ensemble of the Bend of the Boyne designated in 1993 and the second 
located off the coast of County Kerry, the island of Sceilg Mhichíl designated in 1996. Currently 
Ireland retains six officially designated National Parks, the largest is the Wicklow Mountains 
National Park located in County Wicklow (20,500 ha) designated in 1998, followed by Glenvegh 
in County Donegal (17,000 ha) designated in 1984, Killarney in County Kerry (15,000 ha) 
designated in 1932, Wild Nephin in County Mayo (11,000 ha) designated in 1998, Connemara in 
County Galway (2,000 ha) designated in 1980, and finally the Burren in County Clare (1,500 ha) 
designated in 1991. Table 5.3 describes the spatial extent of Natural Heritage Areas in Ireland per 
county as of 2021.

Table 5.3: Natural Heritage Areas per County in Ireland 2021 (ha)

Galway 17,823 Westmeath 2,866 Cavan 770 Waterford 0

Mayo 9,355 Offaly 2,430 Laois 477 Carlow 0

Roscommon 6,939 Cork 2,187 Meath 436 Dublin 0

Leitrim 5,881 Kerry 2,177 Kildare 260 Louth 0

Donegal 5,466 Sligo 2,160 Limerick 173 Wicklow 0

Tipperary 5,275 Longford 1,835 Wexford 80

Clare 5,199 Monaghan 1,135 Kilkenny 35

Map 5.1 and Table 5.3 show that Galway exhibited the largest extent of Natural Heritage Areas 
per hectare in Ireland (17,823 ha), followed by Mayo (9,355 ha) and Roscommon (6,939 ha), with 
Waterford, Carlow, Dublin, Louth and Wicklow exhibiting no spatial coverage associated with 
Natural Heritage Areas.
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Table 5.4: Special Areas of Conservation per County in Ireland 2021 (ha)

Kerry 174,127 Roscommon 68,426 Westmeath 21,605 Longford 10,068

Galway 169,592 Limerick 56,128 Cavan 17,770 Louth 6,084

Mayo 162,437 Sligo 46,824 Wexford 17,568 Kildare 5,438

Cork 115,868 Wicklow 37,574 Kilkenny 16,908 Meath 4,122

Donegal 88,724 Dublin 34,459 Offaly 16,332 Monaghan 52

Clare 84,112 Leitrim 26,486 Carlow 14,267

Tipperary 68,468 Waterford 25,024 Laois 14,125

Map 5.1 and Table 5.4 show that show that Kerry exhibited the largest extent of Special Areas 
of Conservation per hectare in Ireland (174,127 ha), followed by Galway (169,592 ha) and 
Mayo (162,437 ha), with Monaghan (52ha), Meath (4,122 ha) and Kildare (5,438 ha) exhibiting 
the smallest spatial extent. Table 5.5 shows that Galway exhibited the largest extent of Special 
Protection Areas per hectare in Ireland (129,774 ha), followed by Kerry (109,975 ha) and Limerick 
(109,803 ha), with Carlow exhibiting no spatial coverage, and Kilkenny (415 ha), Leitrim (854 ha) 
and Louth (1,573 ha) exhibiting the smallest extent.

Table 5.5: Special Protection Areas per County in Ireland 2020 (ha)

Galway 129,774 Tipperary 39,012 Longford 9,271 Kildare 2,009

Kerry 109,975 Wicklow 32,761 Sligo 5,619 Louth 1,573

Limerick 109,803 Dublin 31,065 Wexford 4,789 Leitrim 854

Clare 106,498 Offaly 29,267 Cavan 4,379 Kilkenny 415

Cork 72,433 Roscommon 26,538 Waterford 3,779 Carlow 0

Mayo 65,477 Laois 22,189 Monaghan 3,392

Donegal 47,231 Westmeath 17,415 Meath 2,766
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Map 5.1: Landscape and Heritage Sites of Ireland 2021
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5.6 Heritage and regeneration
The instrumental use of heritage for economic 
regeneration is not new. Pendlebury (2009, 
2013), for example, provides an extensive 
review of the ways that built heritage has been 
revalorised for its economic potential and how 
the reuse of historic buildings or environments 
have provided a foundation for wider local 
regeneration efforts. Moreover, Pendlebury 
also highlights how heritage actors themselves 
have incorporated these values into official 
heritage discourses as a means of positioning 
heritage vis-à-vis wider government objectives 
regarding the economy, demonstrating the 

so-called heritage dividend. While conservation 
practice has been concerned with loss 
and preservation of heritage, increasingly 
conservation is recognised for its value-
creation and its economic potential. Similarly, 
although conservation has been associated 
as a cost (or as a bureaucratic burden for 
landowners), heritage is now framed as an 
asset for social and economic transformation. 
The example of Waterford City, discussed in 
Box 5.2, provides an illustrative example of 
making use of heritage within urban renewal, 
while further examples of heritage and rural 
development are discussed below.

Box 5.2: Waterford City’s Viking Triangle

If managed effectively, the urban historic landscape can act as an economic catalyst in terms 
of tourism, new commercial uses, higher land and property values, and as a prestigious 
environment for attracting high-end service sector businesses and employees. Within this 
context, Waterford City’s ‘Viking Triangle’ historic urban core has been the focus of the city’s 
renewal over the last decade (see Figure 5.2). Waterford City and County have linked the 
city’s tangible built cultural heritage with its economic strategy to exploit the tourism potential 
of the city, with the Viking Triangle promoted as Waterford’s cultural and heritage quarter. In 
2013, the Economic Strategy for Waterford City and County (DKM Economic Consultants 
Ltd, 2013) identifies tourism as one of a series of ‘high-level interventions’ marked out to 
assist in securing economic growth, and identifies the Viking Triangle as an initiative that 
can be built on ‘as a catalyst for further tourist activity’ (p.v). In this regard, the report states 
that ‘Heritage and culture should continue to form the backbone of the tourist strategy for 
Waterford’ (p.42), and goes on to make a case for the importance of a process of enhancing 
built heritage assets, and continued financial investment in this, to achieve an attractive tourist 
offer. In this document, heritage forms the crucial element of the strategy, highlighting the 
need for heritage to form the backbone of the city’s tourism and place-making strategies to ‘...
attract visitors of a ‘Cosmopolitan’ nature that are the highest spenders.... [thereby] creating jobs and 
business opportunities’ (DKM Economic Consultants, 2013: 44). Waterford City Council (2010, 
2011) have invested almost €30 million in the physical regeneration of the Viking Triangle, 
generating a cultural and heritage quarter to generate economic and tourism potential, 
as well as creating a new cultural identity for the city. The initiative aims to reinforce the 
medieval urban grain, conserve monuments, improve existing route ways and public spaces, 
promote increased residential occupancy and develop a more comprehensive commercial 
tourism and retail offering. The initiative is also illustrative of the intersection between 
historic environments (providing authenticity and identity) and the wider promotion of cultural 
enterprises. For example, the promotional website of the Viking Triangle promotes artisan 
producers, local farmers’ markets, galleries and craft beer tours in the re-imaging of the city.

Adapted from Scott et al. (2020)
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Figure 5.2: Reginald’s Tower in Waterford City’s Viking Triangle

15 For a useful resource base for rural heritage-led regeneration, see https://www.ruritage.eu project website of the EU 
Horizon 2020 Project, led by NUIG

For rural communities facing depopulation, 
erosion of local services and higher levels of 
unemployment, heritage-led rural development 
offers a potential pathway towards generating 
economic activity15. in this context, heritage 
acts as a place-fixed and specific asset that 
relates to a uniqueness of place. In turn, this 
cultural capital can be mobilised as a local 
resource for wider rural development. At its 
most basic level, this relates to tourism that can 
generate local income; however, its potential 
is much broader and can relate to place-
branding for agricultural products or to attract 
new businesses attracted by landscape-based 
amenities. Moreover, heritage can be mobilised 
to generate a sense of local pride and to build 
community inclusiveness through heritage. In 
Boxes 5.3 and 5.4 we outline brief examples 
of heritage focused projects funded under the 
LEADER programme (source: NRN, 2021), 
before some insights from an international 
example relating to a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site in Røros, Norway. The Irish cases, in 
particular, demonstrate the importance 
of social capital in mobilising heritage and 
cultural capital and how, in turn, a unique 
cultural capital can further build local social 
networks. The Norwegian case demonstrates 
how cultural landscapes can underpin rural 
development in terms of tourism and place-
branding for local agricultural products.
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Box 5.3: Clonmel Applefest: exploring community through food, heritage and nature

Clonmel Applefest, funded by Tipperary LDCD, is a festival focused on celebrating Clonmel’s 
sense of place through ‘food-heritage-nature’. This is based on apple produce and how this 
relates to the area’s wider industrial and agricultural heritage. The initial idea started with a 
tree trail to celebrate the apple harvest, and this provided the foundation for a larger scale 
festival in subsequent years. The first Clonmel Applefest was held in 2018, which included 
a community-orientated programme of workshops, demonstrations, music and local food, 
involving local artists, crafters, food producers, performers and the community to celebrate 
the area’s heritage. The festival also includes a series of projects that explore local identity 
and traditions. This includes outdoor workshops exploring local rituals and traditions through 
crafts, ‘our sense of place’ project involving a collaboration between writers and members of 
Clonmel’s international community, and a local biodiversity trail.

Adapted from https://www.clonmelapplefest.ie and NRN (2021)

Box 5.4: Managing natural heritage in Laois

The Irish Wildlife Trust Laois/Offaly Branch is a voluntary organisation that aims to promote 
wildlife and habitat conservation and the positive use and enjoyment of natural heritage 
within Laois and Offaly. The local landscape has a variety of different habitats including 
raised and blanket bogs, a variety of different farmland types comprising hedgerows and tree 
lines, native woodland, and rivers and streams. Laois LDCD provided LEADER funding to 
support the purchase of equipment and machinery to enable the organisation to successfully 
establish and manage wildflower meadows in the county in partnership with local community 
groups. The equipment also allows for the harvest of local wildflower seeds to use on these 
meadows, which will help increase the diversity of native species in the locality. The aim is to 
contribute to the National Pollinator Plan and also to local Tidy Towns groups.

Adapted from https://iwtlaoisoffaly.weebly.com/about.html and NRN (2021) 
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5.6.1  Mobilising built and natural heritage 
for local regeneration: the case of 
Røros, Norway

The municipality of Røros is in Southern 
Norway, located in Trødelag county. The area 
covers approximately 2,000 square kilometres 
and is a sparsely populated mountain region 
with a mix of forests, mountains, agricultural 
lands and small settlements. There is a 
population of approximately 5,500 people, 
with around 3,800 people living in the historic 
mining town of Røros. The town, along with its 
surrounding landscape, is a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site designated for the cultural 
legacies of its 350-year history of copper 
mining. This activity has resulted in a unique 
land-use system and interaction between 
resource use and landscape change, and 
an extensive assemblage of well-preserved 
buildings protected for its universal cultural 

value (Kaltenborn and Bjerke, 2002). The 
history of Røros is intrinsically linked to copper 
mining in this mountainous region. The town 
was founded around the establishment of 
copper mining in 1644, with production 
peaking during the 19th Century before 
declining from the early 1900s and ceasing 
operations in 1977 (Guttormsen and Fageraas, 
2011). The town has a distinctive townscape 
assemblage, characterised by wooden one- and 
two-storey houses, with blackened wooden 
façades (and often with turf roofs) giving the 
town a medieval appearance (UNESCO, 2020). 
Around 2,000 wooden structures dating 
from the 17th and 18th centuries survive 
today, located within a distinctive townscape 
comprising a single street, with houses around 
courtyards (Lillevold and Haarstad, 2018). 
Figures 5.3-5.4 provide illustrative examples 
of the built heritage in Røros.

Figure 5.3: Røros and its surrounding mining and agricultural landscape

Source: Photo supplied by Dag Kittang and reproduced with permission
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Figure 5.4: The distinctive wooden structures in Røros, along with its prominent masonry church

Source: Photo supplied by Dag Kittang and reproduced with permission

Today, the town’s fortunes have been revived 
following UNESCO’s listing of Røros and its 
industrial heritage as a World Heritage Site in 
1980. Initially, only the actual town of Røros 
was selected as a World Heritage Site – being 
viewed as a historical townscape representing 
an important technological phase in European 
history (Bye, 2008). However, a second 
application was ratified in 2011 to significantly 
extend the area to include the wider mining 
and cultural landscape. The World Heritage 
Site now comprises ‘Røros Mining Town 
and the Circumference’, which includes the 
town’s built heritage, the surrounding cultural 
landscape (including both derelict mined areas 
and agricultural lands).

Preservation of the historic structure of Røros 
has been critical in developing a post-mining 
economy. Unsurprisingly, given the international 
recognition of its heritage value, tourism is now 
a significant economic activity in the town and 
its rural hinterland, with approximately 1 million 
visitors per year. Røros is marketed as a living 
museum, with its unique townscape being the 
major draw for visitors (Bowitz and Ibenholt, 
2009). However, the town’s wider industrial 
heritage has now become part of an expanded 
tourism product, aligned with the extension 
of the World Heritage Site. This includes 
museums focused on the mining experience 
and ‘mining safaris’ to explore the extensively 
scarred landscape and remaining slagheaps. 
In addition to tangible heritage assets, the 
place identity of Røros is widely used as an 
inspiration for events and for the branding of 
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local products, specifically local food products 
(further discussed below) and Røros tweed. 
The town has used events and festivals to 
generate income throughout the year, including 
outdoor theatre, outdoor music festivals, and 
markets, all using the historic townscape as a 
backdrop (Lillevold and Haarstad, 2018). The 
most important event is the Rørosmartnan, an 
annual winter market in February (held every 
year for over 165 years), which now attracts 
around 70,000 visitors over five days.

Related to tourism and its heritage ‘brand’, 
Røros has also developed a strong identity 
connected to food quality, organic food and 
speciality products. Two key initiatives have 
emerged since the early 2000s – the start-
up of Røros Meat Ltd and Røros Diary – with 
both companies seeking to capitalise on 
the brand recognition of Røros as a distinct 
cultural landscape to create locally embedded 
products with the wider aim of developing 
Røros as a food region based on local 
production, traditions and clean production 
(Münchhausen et al, 2017). The development 
of these two food production enterprises 
has, in part, stemmed from an alliance of 
producers and local NGOs concerned with 
forging a relationship between food, health 
and environment. They have joined forces to 
create a network of local stakeholders in an 
organisation called ‘Food from the Mountain’ 
(Kvam and Bjørkhaug, 2015a). Key stakeholders 
in this network include primary producers, 
local food processors, the local authority and 
consumers, who share the goal of supporting 
local food production. This includes creating 
new chain partners and supply chain integration 
(Münchhausen et al, 2017) and selling organic 
products under the brand of Røros Food to 
local hotels and restaurants in the region, and 
more recently through a retail chain. Similar to 
Røros Meat, Røros Diary also sells directly to 
local restaurants and hotels, and has also linked 
up with the supermarket chain, Coop.

The success of Røros has been based on the 
preservation of the town’s built and landscape 
heritage as the basis of economic renewal. 
Local development has combined tangible 
heritage assets along with intangible heritage 
factors, including place identity, reputation, 
and food producing traditions. Lillevold and 
Haarstad (2018) claim that almost everything 
in Røros is connected to the historical layers 
of the town and its cultural landscape. This 
‘authenticity’ is critical for traditional crafts, 
local food production, adventure experiences, 
local retail and restaurants, sightseeing, 
festivals, and plays and outdoor theatre, 
defining the cultural and economic life of Røros 
(Guttormsen and Fageraas, 2011).

Heritage is framed as a key source of wealth 
creation, and local residents see themselves 
as ‘caretakers’ of the historic built fabric, much 
of it in private ownership (Bye, 2008). In this 
regard, the municipality requires that houses 
owned in the historic core of Røros must be 
used as permanent residences, preventing the 
hollowing out of the historic built environment 
by second homes and holiday lets. Røros 
municipality has also played a key role in 
fostering Røros as a centre of speciality and 
quality food, developing networks of food 
producers to develop the ‘Food from the 
Mountain’ alliance. The emergence of Røros as 
‘Norway’s local food capital’ has been a bottom-
up process, building on the cooperation of local 
producers, processors, the local authority and 
retailers to build a brand for local speciality and 
organic products. While the development of a 
local food sector draws on the heritage brand 
of Røros and the name recognition of the area 
within Norway, local food production and 
processing provides an important diversification 
of the Røros economy, which has now extended 
beyond the tourism market to establish supply 
links throughout Norway.
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5.7 Conclusion
This chapter has explored cultural capital 
embodied in landscape and heritage – both 
natural and built. It examined the influence 
of the European Landscape Convention in 
reframing landscape policy from a focus on 
protecting prestigious landscapes to a more 
inclusive approach focused on character, 
identity and management of values. While 
Ireland is a signatory to the Convention, 
progress has been slow in developing 
landscape policy. Guidelines for Planning 
Authorities on Landscape and Landscape 
Assessment from 2000 remained in draft 
status, and although a National Landscape 
Strategy was published in 2015, key priorities 
such as producing a national landscape 
character map have not been published along 
with new planning guidelines for landscape 
character assessment. The regional tier is 
also underdeveloped. Access issues are 
central to how we experience the landscape. 
In a European context, access rights are 
underdeveloped in Ireland and remain largely 
permissive in nature. However, considerable 
progress has been made in relation to 
developing access and recreational strategies 
for public lands, while the development of 
greenways, blueways and peatways have 
been a significant boost to local tourism as 
well as providing important health promoting 
infrastructure for local people/users. In 
terms of conservation of natural and built 
heritage, Ireland has a mosaic of designations 
(international, EU and national) which provide 
protection underpinned by legislation. Built 
heritage protection has advanced significantly 
with the Planning and Development 2000 
Act (as amended), and the value of built 
heritage for regeneration is increasingly 
recognised. A downside to natural heritage 
protection is its emphasis on an ‘islands 
of protection’ approach, which tends to 
emphasis preservation of valued landscapes, 

but places less emphasis on restoration and 
spatial connectivity. In the next chapter, we 
address this potential deficit by examining 
an ecosystem approach to policy and green 
infrastructure as a means of wider biodiversity 
gain and capturing the flows of benefits from 
ecosystem services.
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6. Land as Natural Capital
6.1 Introduction
Natural capital, as representative of the natural 
world, is the foundation of both human 
existence and human activity. Defining natural 
capital, let alone quantifying it, is challenging 
since it engenders both tangible and intangible 
qualities. From the perspective of sustainable 
development, natural capital is often framed 
as an economic asset, and similar to any 
other economic asset, it contributes to the 
wealth of nations (Missemer, 2018). Hence, 
in simplistic terms, one can state that natural 
capital is an asset that has a social, economic 
and cultural value, and must be preserved in 
order to prevent its deterioration, and should 
be improved in order to maximise its value as 
an asset (Helm, 2014). From the perspective 
of neoclassical economics, natural capital is 
an asset that yields a current flow of revenue, 
but unlike other forms of revenue such as 
manufactured (e.g. infrastructure) and human 
capital (e.g. skills and education), natural 
capital can be depleted far more rapidly than 
it can be restored, and to the extent where it 
can cease to exist entirely, either naturally or 
through human intervention (Barbier, 2019). 
Initially, this understanding exclusively referred 
to renewable and non-renewable resources 
(e.g. Freeman et al., 1973), but was developed 
to encompass the natural environment as a 
whole which included its more intangible and 
less quantifiable attributes such as biodiversity, 
landscape-related activity and the aesthetic 
qualities associated with nature, the natural 
environment and natural scenery (e.g. Howe 
et al., 1979). From this perspective, natural 
capital incorporates ecosystems, which can be 
managed to produce essential services (e.g. 
food, good quality water, unpolluted air), goods 
(e.g. timber), systems that support life on earth 
(e.g. pollination), and more intangible aesthetic 

qualities that benefit health and wellbeing (e.g. 
landscapes of natural beauty and tranquility) 
(Daily et al., 2000). This chapter explores the 
natural capital aspects of land-use governance 
and how it relates to the wider land-use 
system and its socio-economic dimensions. 
We firstly examine the ecosystem services 
concept, before identifying various means of 
operationalising ecosystem services in policy – 
this includes payment for ecosystem services 
(PES), natural capital accounting and green 
infrastructure planning.

6.2  The Concept of Ecosystem 
Services

Modern thinking on ecosystem services stems 
from the 1970s and a developing belief that 
‘by weighing the benefits to society of nature 
in the undeveloped state against the benefits 
of resource development, an objective basis for 
decision-making will be achieved’ (Westman, 
1977: 960). This increasing desire to stimulate 
public interest in conservation initiatives by 
a utilitarian framing continued through the 
1980s (Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 1983; WCED, 
1987). However, it was not until the 1990s 
that the mainstreaming of ecosystem services 
truly emerged (Gómez-Baggethun, et al., 2010), 
with a growing number of academics from 
diverse backgrounds advocating the ecosystem 
services perspective as a means to facilitate 
better decision making (Costanza et al., 1997; 
Daily, 1997; Pearce and Moran, 1994). In 
2005, the Millennium Ecosystems Assessment 
(MA, 2005) significantly raised the profile of 
ecosystem services and securely placed it on 
the global policy agenda (Gómez-Baggethun 
et al., 2010). This heightened profile was 
subsequently reflected by the establishment 
in 2010 of a United Nations sponsored 
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Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystems Services (IPBES) in a desire to 
repeat the awareness raising successes of 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(Larigauderie and Mooney, 2010). Buttressing 
such efforts was the publication of a report 
endorsed by the United Nations on ‘The 
Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity’ 
(TEEB, 2010) and subsequent studies 
exploring the usefulness of this perspective 
to decision making (Ring et al., 2010; Wittmer 
and Gundimeda, 2012). Today, the ecosystem 
services concept is resolutely situated within 
academic and practice debates on how to more 
accurately consider the value of environmental 
resources in decision making (Apitz, 2013; 
Gilvear et al., 2013; Peh et al., 2013; Tobias, 
2013; van Wensem and Maltby, 2013).

The ecosystem services discourse references 
the manner in which people and nature 
are intertwined and function as a dynamic 
system embedded in the biosphere (Folke et 
al. 2021). Broadly conceived as ‘the benefits 
people obtain from ecosystems’ (MA, 2005: v), 
thinking on ecosystem services most frequently 
follows the categorisation of services advanced 
by the Millennium Ecosystems Assessment. 
These are namely (MA, 2005: 40):

• Supporting Services: services ‘necessary 
for the production of all other ecosystem 
services’ (e.g. nutrient cycling, water 
cycling, soil formation).

• Regulating Services: services ‘necessary for the 
production of all other ecosystem services’ 
(e.g. air quality regulation, climate regulation, 
water purification and waste treatment).

• Provisioning Services: the provision of ‘products 
obtained from ecosystems’ (e.g. food, fibre, 
fuel, pharmaceuticals, fresh water).

• Cultural Services: the ‘nonmaterial 
benefits people obtain from ecosystems 
through spiritual enrichment, cognitive 
development, reflection, recreation, and 
aesthetic experiences’ (e.g. recreation and 
tourism, aesthetic values, sense of place, 
cultural heritage values).

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. 
However, such delineations have not been 
immune from criticism with some authors 
questioning the appropriateness of the different 
categories advanced by the Millennium 
Ecosystems Assessment (Costanza, 2008; 
Wallace, 2007) and how they may be applied in 
practice (Lamarque et al., 2011). Of particular 
concern is the potential to confuse ‘structures’ 
and ‘functions’ with ‘services’ and ‘benefits’.

Haines-Young and Potschin (2010; 2016) 
address this issue by proposing a ‘services 
cascade’. This model distinguishes ‘between 
ecological structures and processes created or 
generated by living organisms and the benefits 
that people eventually derive’ (Haines-Young 
and Potschin, 2010, 115). These authors 
illustrate the clarity provided by their model via 
reference to how the presence of ecological 
structures like woodlands may function in 
slowing the passage of surface water. This 
capacity to reduce the intensity of river 
flow and potentially diminish the likelihood 
of flooding may be something that people 
then find useful. However, this perception 
of ‘usefulness’ is not a fundamental property 
of the ecosystem itself. Rather, the decision 
as to whether this function is regarded as a 
‘service’ or not depends upon whether flood 
control is regarded as a ‘benefit’. Society 
will consider or disregard this function as a 
‘benefit’ in different places at different times. 
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Figure 6.1: The relationship between biodiversity, ecosystem function and human well-being 
through a services cascade (source: Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2017)

‘Therefore in defining what the ‘significant’ 
functions of an ecosystem are and what 
constitutes an ‘ecosystem service’, an 
understanding of spatial context (geographical 
location), societal choices and values (both 
monetary and non-monetary) is as important, 
as knowledge about the structure and 
dynamics of ecological systems themselves’ 
(Haines-Young and Potschin, 2010: 116). 
The concept of a services cascade has been 
adopted within the National Biodiversity Action 
Plan (2017-21), as illustrated in figure 6.1.

From a policy perspective, analytical 
frameworks and policy instruments to promote 
ecosystem services have often been rooted in 
environmental economics, such as ecosystem 
valuation methodologies (e.g. ‘willingness to 
pay’) and payment for ecosystem services 
market-based policy tools. While appropriate 
in some cases, narrowly-focused economic 
approaches have been criticised for hampering 
the engagement of diverse stakeholders, and 
giving a limited reflection of the full range 
of values of nature, sometimes triggering 
opposition to the ecosystem services framework 
(Diaz et al., 2018; Farrell et al., 2021a).

6.2.1  From ecosystem services to nature’s 
contribution to people

In response to these limitations, 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. As outlined by Diaz 
at al. (2018), while embracing ecosystem 
services, 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. The 
IPBES community outline 18 categories of 
nature’s goods and services and emphasise 
that all of these are highly culturally contingent, 
and that culture mediates the relationship 
between people and all NCP (Diaz et al. 
2018). Thus, the NCP approach enables 
generalisable and contextual perspectives (the 
latter culturally specific). The framework also 
recognises that NCP benefits have overlapping 
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material, non-material and regulating dimensions, 
thereby suggesting a need to move beyond 
a discussion of monetary values. Figure 6.2 
outlines the 18 categories of benefits identified 
by Diaz et al., with the right hand-side of the 
figure highlighting how NCP relates to nature, 
quality of life, drivers of change and institutions 
and governance. These categories represent 

different facets of the flows between nature 
and quality of life, ranging from direct physical 
connections (e.g. food) through to symbolic 
or psychologically important components 
that give meaning to people’s identity in their 
relationships with and through nature, and 
therefore relate to social and cultural capital 
discussed in previous chapters.

Figure 6.2: 18 Categories of Nature’s contribution to people (NCP) and interrelationships to 
the social-ecological system (adapted from Diaz et al., 2018)

Natures benefits to people (Diaz et al 2018)
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6.3 Natural capital and policy
In this section, we examine how natural 
capital and ecosystem services have been 
articulated within policy and how various policy 
instruments have been deployed to enhance 
natural capital. The ecosystem services 
approach has gained huge traction in policy 
and has become robustly institutionalised 
(Bouwma et al. 2018). The UN Environment 
Programme launched the Economics of 
Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) project 
in 2007, and 2012 saw the establishment of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) (Maes et al. 
2016). The UN has further launched in 2021 
the Decade of Ecosystem Restoration (2021-
2030) to build on previous UN agreements and 
support the scaling-up of efforts to prevent, 
halt and reverse global ecosystem degradation.

Ecosystem services underpins Ireland’s 
National Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-2021 
(Government of Ireland, 2017), the third 
iteration of the state’s biodiversity policy with 
a new strategy under preparation. The 2017-
2021 strategy recognises that the ecosystem 
services concept provides a critical rationale 
for nature conservation, based on the social, 
cultural, and economic value of biodiversity. 
A key goal within this action plan is to initiate 
natural capital accounting through sectoral 
and small scale pilot studies, including the 
integration of environmental and economic 
statistics using the framework of the UN 
System of Experimental-Ecosystem Accounting 
(SEEA). This latter element has been undertaken 
by the national Central Statistics Office (CSO) 
(discussed below). The strategy also aims to 
mainstream biodiversity into decision-making 
across all sectors. Within planning policy, for 
example, this has been operationalised via the 
green infrastructure concept. For example, 
the National Planning Framework (Government 
of Ireland, 2018) includes a national policy 
objective of incorporating green infrastructure 

and ecosystem services into the preparation of 
statutory county and city development plans. 
The following subsections will examine the 
following policy tools for enhancing natural 
capital:

• Payment for Ecosystem Services;

• Natural capital accounting (national and 
local);

• Green infrastructure (including a case study 
of urban green spaces as health promoting 
infrastructure).

6.3.1 Payment for Ecosystem Services
Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) is an 
example of applying market-based instruments 
to sustainable land management. They are 
defined by Daniels (2019) as financial incentives 
that governments and non-governmental 
actors offer landowners or managers (such 
as tenant farmers) to induce desirable land-
use or 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. Juntti 
(2019) positions this growth of interest in a 
wider governance shift which has embraced 
market-based instruments to complement 
traditional top-down regulatory approaches as 
part of a neoliberal trend to scale down the role 
of the state and to use the market to coordinate 
the actions of large groups of stakeholders. 
In this context, 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.
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In essence, PES provide incentives by paying 
land managers (e.g. farmers) to maintain or 
improve the provision of ecosystem services 
over and above what would be provided in 
the absence of payment (DEFRA, 2013). 
This may prove particularly important where 
the activities of landowners or managers, in 
search of a livelihood or to maximise profit, 
can lead to an erosion of ecosystem services, 
such as biodiversity loss through intensive 
farming practices. A PES scheme provides 
an opportunity to put a price on previously 
unpriced ecosystem services, such as climate 
regulation, habitat protection, or water quality 
regulation and, in so doing, bring them into 
the wider economy (DEFRA, 2013). The basic 
principle is that those who provide ecosystem 
services should be paid for doing so by the 
beneficiaries. In this way, PES can serve a 
dual purpose: firstly, through incentives, 
encourage more sustainable land management 
and enhance the flows of services from well-
managed ecosystems, while secondly, provide a 
source of income, particularly in rural contexts, 
and therefore a potential pathway to rural 
prosperity. Economic valuation of ecosystem 
services is an important tool in the process 
of developing payment schemes; however, 
valuations do not determine the prices paid 
by beneficiaries of services, with those prices 
subject to negotiation between beneficiaries 
and providers, reflecting the voluntary nature 
of PES schemes (Smith et al, 2006).

PES can be designed in different ways. Juntti 
(2019), for example, distinguishes between 
location specific PES – such as watershed 
management – and ecosystem services not 
tied to a specific location, for example carbon 
sequestration. Furthermore, Juntti identifies 
different forms of payments arising from PES, 
including:

16 O’Rourke and Finn (2020) Farming for Nature: the role of results-based payments (Teagasc & NPWS: Wexford), available at: 
https://www.teagasc.ie/environment/biodiversity--countryside/farming-for-nature/

• Direct payments to landowners or land 
managers (e.g. farmers), which can be from 
a private company or as a public subsidy 
payment (e.g. the EU’s agri-environmental 
schemes);

• Reciprocal benefits as a PES in-kind, often 
applied in a global south context, or when 
weak institutions exist. Examples may 
include beneficiaries supplying in-kind 
labour or other services;

• Indirect payments for ecosystem services, 
focusing on the ability of communities to 
derive direct and indirect income from 
local ecosystem provision, for example, 
employment within the eco-tourism sector.

PES have wide applicability in relation to 
encouraging less intensive farming practices 
and to help support a just transition within the 
agricultural sector towards alternative practices 
which maximise the potential synergies 
between farmland management and capturing 
ecosystem services. For an extensive review, 
see O’Rourke and Finn’s (2020) collection of 
case studies. These examples highlight a range 
of results-based agri-environment payment 
schemes in Irelan16d (often in pilot form) 
that have potential for up-scaling to support 
biodiversity outcomes, carbon sequestration, 
water quality enhancement, and conservation 
goals. Results-based schemes focus on 
payments based on outcomes, rather than the 
dominant model of action-based schemes 
which reward farmers for performing specific 
management actions (O’Rourke, 2020). In this 
context, PES seek to support farmer livelihoods 
through financial supports for producing 
evidenced environmental goods.
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6.3.2 Natural capital accounting
Natural capital can be interpreted as an 
accounting framework (Farrell and Stout, 2020) 
that includes the systematic assessment of 
the supply and flow of natural capital (Obst, 
2015). It includes accounting for respective 
environmental assets such as energy, mineral 
deposits and timber for example, as well as 
assets related to ecosystems such as peatlands, 
forestry, rivers and natural landscapes, and 
including attributes related to biodiversity 
and ecosystem services (Ruijs et al., 2019). 
In relation to the latter, natural capital is the 
supply of assets that produce ecosystem 
services and how these relate to the flow of 
benefits society yields from the respective 
ecosystem service (Droste and Bartkowski, 
2018). As such, ecosystem accounting 
necessitates the evaluation of the tangible flow 
of ecosystem services acquired from detailed 
spatial analysis related to causal factors of 
service utility as manifest in demand and the 
potential for demand (Vallecillo et al., 2019). 

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.  As identified by Farrell et al. 
(2021a), a common misconception of natural 
capital approaches is that natural capital is 
a synonym for natural resources, and that 
natural capital accounting is simply a means 
to monetise nature or to identify the value 
of nature through assigning monetary value. 
However, natural capital accounting attempts 
to capture a wide array of ecosystem services in 
an attempt to ensure that nature is valued and 
mainstreamed across policy decision-making.

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 and 
comprises a system for the collation, analysis 
and dissemination of relevant data regarding a 
nation’s environmental profile and its economic 
implications (McGrath and Hyne, 2020). The 
groundwork for the eventual development of 
natural capital accounting and the application 
of the SEEA standard began in the 1970s with 
a number of European counties, including 
Norway and the Netherlands, investigating 
methods of incorporating information on the 
environment into national accounts, with the 
UN and other international bodies starting 
the process of systematically organising such 
methods into a standardised approach (Hecht, 
2007). Such developments were stimulated 
by the proceedings of the Rio Earth Summit 
in 1992 (Radermacher, 1999) and in 1993 a 
provisional guidance framework for the UN’s 
SEEA was first published, with much more 
comprehensive, legitimate and fit-for-purpose 
guidance published in 2003 (Hecht, 2007). 
The latest version of SEEA guidance was 
developed in 2012 and published in 2014 
(UN et al., 2014). The importance of SEEA 
for environmental policy and sustainable 
development cannot be overstated. This 
is because the conventional standard for 
assessing a nation’s economic accounts, 
the UN’s System of National Accounts (SNA) 
framework, does not include the criteria 
to account for natural capital (Pearce and 
Atkinson, 1995), but rather presents, what 
many regard, as a limited analysis of economic 
development that is not appropriate for the 
evaluation of environmental policy (Dasgupta, 
2001). There are two elementary divisions of 
the SEEA, they are the System of Environmental-
Economic Accounting Central Framework (SEEA-
CF), usually associated with natural capital 
accounting, and the System of Environmental-
Economic Accounting Experimental Ecosystem 
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Accounting (SEEA-EEA)17, usually associated 
with ecosystem accounting. The SEEA-CF 
provides guidance related to the physical 
aspects of natural capital and associated 
incomes and expenditures, emphasising more 
quantifiable productive natural assets such 
as land, crops, energy, minerals ores, water 
and timber (Farrell and Stout, 2020). The 
SEEA-CF measures: 1) physical flow accounts, 
which quantify flows, usually negative, from 
the economy to the environment, such 
as pollutants, as well as flows from the 
environment to the economy such as timber 
production; 2) environmental asset accounts, 
which quantify stocks of natural capital, such 
as hectares of cropland or cubic metres of 
mineral ore, catalogued under SEEA guidance 
as a) mineral and energy assets, b) land, c) 
timber, d) soil, e) water, f) marine assets, and 
g) other biological assets (UN et al., 2014) 
as well as the net financial value of current 
assets as projections for future capital flows; 
3) environmental expenditure accounts related 
to those previously reported as part of the 
SNA process such as state expenditure on 
environmental protection, the administration 
of natural assets, the administration 
of environmental taxes and subsidy 
investments; and 4) environmentally adjusted 
macroaggregates which place a financial 
value on the depletion of natural assets and 
environmental deterioration (McGrath and 
Hynes, 2020). The SEEA-CF is structured to be 
analogous to a nation’s convention SNA, which 
quantifies the sum of all economic transactions 
taking place annually in a country’s economy 
(McGrath and Hynes, 2020) and is included in 
the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 

17 SEEA-EEA is currently under review since 2018.

It currently acts as the official framework 
for natural capital accounting in the EU. The 
second division of the SEEA, the SEEA-EEA, is 
a geospatial measurement of natural assets at 
variety of scales such as the regional, county-
level, local, or catchment range (Farrell and 
Stout, 2020). However, it should be noted 
that the SEEA-EEA is not yet a standardised 
approach and its framework is still preliminary 
with only a narrow field of research attempting 
to analyses the feasibility of the framework’s 
practical application (e.g. Vallecillo et al., 2019; 
Keith et al., 2017; La Notte et al., 2017). 
Nevertheless, the framework represents an 
attempt to provide a more comprehensive 
approach to natural capital accounting 
generating data regarding the volume and 
constitution of natural assets which can 
facilitate an understanding of how such assets 
can be measured in terms of benefits to 
society through the coordination of biophysical 
information (Farrell and Stout, 2020).

6.3.2.1 Natural capital accounting in Ireland
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 in accordance with: 
Annex I Module for Air Emissions Accounts; Annex 
II Module for Environmentally related Taxes by 
Economic Activity; Annex III Module for Economy-
wide Material Flow Accounts; Annex IV Module for 
Environmental Protection Expenditure Accounts; 
Annex V Module for Environmental Goods and 
Services Sector Accounts; and Annex VI Module 
for Physical Energy Flow Accounts. Below, we 
briefly highlight a sample of key measures.
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Figure 6.3: Greenhouse Gas Emissions by Sector in Ireland 2019 and 2015

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019/2015

Air emission accounts are of vital importance 
for the development of a national climate 
change adaptation/mitigation policy and 
can be effective tool for assessing strategies 
implemented to accomplish environmental 
policy ambitions. Figure 6.3 illustrates Ireland’s 
greenhouse gas emissions for 2019 and 2015 
respectively, and in accordance with Annex 
I of EU Regulation 691/2011. Figure 6.3 
indicates that, as of 2019, the services sector 
was the highest contributor to greenhouse gas 
emission (24m T CO₂) in Ireland, followed by 
agriculture, forestry and fishing (21.3m T CO₂), 
industry (18.4m T CO₂) and finally households 
(13m T CO₂). Figure 6.3 also illustrates that the 
service sector showed the highest increase in 
greenhouse gas emissions between 2015 and 
2019 (7.4m T CO₂) followed by agriculture, 
forestry and fishing (1.2m T CO₂), with industry 
showing the highest decline (-1.8m T CO₂) 
followed by households (-0.3m T CO₂).

Table 6.1 describes Ireland’s environment 
taxes from 2016 to 2020 in accordance with 
Annex II of EU Regulation 691/2011. Table 6.1 
shows that Ireland collected a total of €4.5b 
environmental taxes in 2020, which amounted 
to €567m (13%) less taxes than in 2016. Table 
6.1 shows that most environmental taxes 
were levied on the energy sector in 2020 
(€2.8b), followed by transport (€1.7bm) and 
pollution and resources (€11m). It also shows 
that between 2016 and 2020, €47m (81%) 
less environmental taxes were collected from 
pollution and resource, followed by energy 
(€354m (11%) and transport €195m (10%).
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Table 6.1: Ireland’s Environment Taxes 2016 – 2020

Type 2016
€m

2017
€m

2018
€m

2019
€m

2020
€m

Energy

Transport

Pollution & Resource

TOTAL

Annual % change

% of total taxes

3,135

1,924

58

5,117

2.8%

8.2%

3,258

1,929

46

5,232

2.2%

7.9%

3,176

1,917

26

5,119

-2.2%

7.1%

3,015

1,987

18

5,020

-1.9%

6.5%

2,781

1,729

11

4,520

-10.0%

6.1%

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2016-2020

Material flow accounts describe the nation’s reliance on materials, and when used in conjunction 
with macroeconomic data, can provide information regarding the productivity of natural assets 
(McGrath and Hynes, 2020). Table 6.2 describes Ireland’s economy-wide material flow accounts 
from 2015 to 2019 in accordance with Annex III of EU Regulation 691/2011. Table 6.2 shows 
that, as of 2019, non-metallic minerals accounted for Ireland’s largest material consumption 
(59.8m T), followed by biomass (39m T), fossil fuels (14.9m T), metallic minerals (6.7m T), 
and other products (1.2m T). Table 6.2 also shows that between 2015 and 2019 non-metallic 
minerals exhibited the highest percentage increase (25.6m T, 75%), followed by other products 
(0.3m T, 33%) and biomass (1.3m T, 3%), with fossil fuels exhibiting the highest decline (1.7m 
T, 10%) followed by metallic minerals (0.1m T, 1%).

Table 6.2: Ireland’s Economy-wide Flow Accounts 2015-2019

Million Tonnes

Type 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Biomass

Metallic Minerals

Non-Metallic Minerals

Fossil Fuels

Other Products

Domestic Material Consumption

37.7

6.8

34.2

16.6

0.9

96.1

36.8

6.2

42.2

17

1

103.2

38

6

47

18.1

1.1

110.3

39.4

5.9

52.7

19.2

1.1

118.2

39

6.7

59.8

14.9

1.2

121.7

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2015-2019
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Table 6.3 shows Ireland’s environmental protection expenditure accounts from 2014 to 2018 in 
accordance with Annex IV of EU Regulation 538/2014. This table shows that, as of 2020, the 
state subsidised the production of renewable energy to the greatest extent (€382m), followed by 
the protection of biodiversity and landscapes (€238m), wastewater management (€230m), other 
(€156m), and heat/energy saving and management (€99m). The table also shows that between 
2014 and 2018, the production of renewable energy received the largest percentage increase in 
investment (€337m; 749%), followed by other (€106m; 212%), wastewater management (€71m; 
45%), protection of biodiversity and landscapes (€26m; 12%) and finally heat/energy saving and 
management (€9m; 10%).

Table 6.3: Ireland’s Environmental Protection Expenditure Accounts 2014-2018

Domain 2014
€m

2015
€m

2016
€m

2017
€m

2018
€m

Production of energy from 
renewable resources

Protection of biodiversity 
and landscapes

Wastewater management

Heat/Energy saving 
and management

Other

 
45

 
212

159

 
90

50

 
97

 
124

172

 
90

154

 
183

 
141

199

 
88

90

 
282

 
210

230

 
87

111

 
382

 
238

230

 
99

156

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2014-2018

Table 6.4 shows Ireland’s environmental goods and services sector accounts in accordance 
with Annex V of EU Regulation 538/2014. Table 6.4 shows that Ireland’s gross output for 
environmental goods and services in 2018 was €7.2b which amounted to an increase of €1.7b 
(31%) gross output since 2014. This consisted of €4.2b gross output derived from resource 
management and €3b derived from environmental protection in 2018. Table 6.4 also shows that 
between 2014 and 2018 €1.2b (41%) more output was generated through resource management, 
followed by €481m (19%) generated through environmental protection.
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Table 6.4: Ireland’s Environmental Goods and Services Sector Accounts 2014-2018 (Gross Output)

Broad environmental activity 2014
€m

2015
€m

2016
€m

2017
€m

2018
€m

Environmental protection

Resource management

TOTAL

Annual % change

% of modified Gross 
National Income

2,497

2,991

5,488

8.2%

 
3.7%

2,506

3,279

5,785

5.4%

 
3.6%

2,805

3,291

6,096

5.4%

 
3.5%

2,910

3,819

6,729

10.4%

 
3.6%

2,978

4,221

7,199

7%

 
3.6%

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2014-2018

Finally, in terms of natural capital accounting, Table 6.5 shows Ireland’s physical energy flow 
accounts in accordance with Annex VI of EU Regulation 538/2014. Table 6.5 shows that 
renewable energy as energy consumption in Ireland amounted to €95m in 2018, which 
represented 1% of total energy consumption. The Table also shows that between 2009 and 2018 
renewable energy as energy consumption increased by €58m, representing growth of 157%.

Table 6.5: Ireland’s Physical Energy Flow Accounts 2009-2018

Energy Consumption by Energy Product 2009-2018

€m ex. VAT

Energy Product 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Electricity

Natural Gas

Petroleum Fuels

Solid Fuels

Renewable Energy (incl. Waste)

Road Transport Fuels

Rail Transport Fuels

Aviation Transport Fuels

Total

2,467

1,792

439

464

37

1,242

45

1,437

7,922

2,439

1,976

518

421

46

1,368

49

1,440

8,257

2,424

1,834

470

426

51

1,283

57

2,100

8,645

2,562

1,765

540

554

60

1,358

61

2,343

9,241

2,729

2,025

530

462

63

1,420

65

1,978

9,272

2,674

1,752

529

453

71

1,343

59

1,847

8,727

2,586

1,585

426

497

69

1,353

49

1,442

8,007

2,570

1,754

386

489

92

1,081

38

1,385

7,795

2,589

1,788

412

443

99

1,102

30

1,872

8,336

2,973

2,057

473

421

95

1,236

31

2,463

9,749

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2009-2018
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6.3.2.2 Ecosystem Accounting in Ireland
The CSO also generates ecosystem accounting in Ireland which aims to produce a systematic 
and coordinated knowledge base of the ecosystem and its relationship with the Irish economy. 
It is essentially an attempt to quantify ecosystem benefits to society. As such, the CSO focuses 
on three ecosystem domains: 1) Peatlands and Heathlands; 2) Grasslands and Croplands; and 3) 
Household Environmental Behaviour. Figure 6.4 shows Ireland’s land use (in hectares) of peat bogs 
and heathlands in 2018. Figure 6.4 illustrates agriculture accounted for the largest extent of peat 
bogs and heathlands land use in Ireland in 2018 (776,424 ha), followed by other land use, including 
natural peatlands and heathlands (238,328 ha), followed by land used for peat production (51,881 
ha), forestry (23,118 ha) and finally biodiversity areas and archaeology (3,537 ha).

Figure 6.4: Peatlands and Heathlands in Ireland 2018 (Ha)

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

Figure 6.5 illustrates the total spatial extent of benefiting peat bogs in Ireland in 2018. Under the 
Arterial Drainage Act 1945 and the Arterial Drainage (Amendment) Act 1995, the Office of Public 
Works (OPW) carried out drainage and flood defence schemes to improve land for agriculture and 
mitigate flooding. The OPW has a statutory obligation to maintain these drainage schemes. For 
the same purpose, Drainage Districts schemes were carried out by the Commissioners of Public 
Works under different drainage and navigation acts from 1842 to the 1930s. The maintenance 
of Drainage Districts schemes is the responsibility of Local Authorities. The OPW refers to lands 
drained or improved by the execution of drainage works through the Arterial Drainage and 
Drainage Districts schemes as benefiting lands. Benefiting peat bogs include: 1) peatlands drained 
under arterial drainage schemes; 2) peatlands drained under drainage districts schemes: and 3) 
peatlands drained both under arterial drainage and drainage district schemes. Figure 3 illustrates 
that other land use, which includes natural peatlands and heathlands accounted for the largest 
extent of benefiting peat bogs in Ireland in 2018 (20,289 ha), followed by land used for peat 
production (12,610 ha), agriculture (9,450 ha), forestry (1,719 ha) and cultural land use (1,407 ha).
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Figure 6.5: Extent of Benefiting Peatlands in Ireland 2018

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

Maps 6.1 and 6.2 illustrate the total area of benefiting peatlands in Ireland in 2018 at the 
county level in relation to hectares and the proportion of benefiting peatlands to total peatlands 
respectively. Map 6.1 and Table 6.6 show that, at county level, Offaly exhibited the largest area 
of benefiting peatland per hectare in Ireland in 2018 (13,476 ha), followed by Westmeath (7,543 
ha) and Galway (6,004 ha). The Table also shows that Cork, Dublin, Kilkenny, Louth, Monaghan, 
Waterford, Wicklow, and Wexford exhibited an absence of benefiting peatland in 2018. Map 6.1 
and Table 6.6 illustrate a clear divide between the East coast of Ireland and the rest of the country 
in terms of benefiting peatland.

Table 6.6: Total Area of Benefiting Peatland per County in Ireland 2018 (ha)

Offaly 13,476 Meath 1,782 Leitrim 183 Louth 0

Westmeath 7,543 Longford 1,339 Limerick 94 Monaghan 0

Galway 6,004 Sligo 1,054 Donegal 40 Waterford 0

Mayo 5,084 Tipperary 901 Cork 0 Wicklow 0

Kerry 2,823 Laois 300 Carlow 0 Wexford 0

Kildare 2,507 Cavan 287 Dublin 0

Roscommon 1,829 Clare 229 Kilkenny 0
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Map 6.1: Total Area of Benefiting Peatland per County in Ireland 2018 (ha)
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Map 6.2: Proportion of Benefiting Peatland in Ireland 2018

Map 6.2 and Table 6.7 show that Meath exhibited the largest proportion of benefiting peatland in 
Ireland in 2018 (90.3%), followed by Westmeath (66.5%) and Offaly (40.6%), with the previously 
mentioned counties exhibiting an absence of benefiting peatland. Once again, Map 6.2 and Table 
6.7 illustrate a clear divide between the East coast and the rest of the county, while also exhibiting 
a particularly high concentration of benefiting peatland as a proportion of total peatland in Meath, 
Westmeath, Offaly and Kildare.
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Table 6.7: Proportion of Benefiting Peatland per County in Ireland 2018 (ha)

Meath 90.3% Galway 3.9% Clare 1.1% Louth 0

Westmeath 66.5% Tipperary 3.7% Leitrim 0.8% Monaghan 0

Offaly 40.6% Sligo 3.1% Cork 0 Waterford 0

Kildare 24.1% Mayo 2.6% Carlow 0 Wicklow 0

Longford 11.9% Cavan 2.3% Donegal 0 Wexford 0

Roscommon 5.9% Kerry 2.1% Dublin 0

Laois 4.2% Limerick 1.7% Kilkenny 0

Figure 6.6 illustrates the total area in hectares of Annex I peatland and heathland habitats in 
Ireland in 2019 based on Article 17-EU Habitats Directive data. Figure 6.6 shows that under 
Annex I, peatland and heathland habitats in Ireland for 2019 based on Article 17-EU Habitats 
Directive, blanket bogs exhibited the largest area of land use per hectare (257,451 ha), followed 
by wet heaths (159,851 ha), dry heaths (123,001 ha), alpine and subalpine heaths (15,074 ha), 
alkaline fens (12,531 ha), transition mires and quaking bogs (7,741 ha), cladium fens (6,971 ha), 
degraded raised bogs (2,500 ha), active raised bogs (1,659 ha) and petrifying springs (14 ha).

Figure 6.6: Annex I Peatland & Heathland Habitats (Ha) in Ireland 2019

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019
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Figure 6.7 illustrates the total area in hectares of Annex I peatland and heathland habitats 
protected by Special Areas of Conservation in Ireland in 2019 based on Article 17-EU Habitats 
Directive data. Figure 6.7 shows that under Annex I, peatland and heathland habitats protected 
by Special Areas of Conservation in Ireland for 2019 based on Article 17-EU Habitats Directive, 
blanket bogs exhibited largest area of land use per hectare (163,237 ha), followed by wet heaths 
(81,154 ha), dry heaths (62,163 ha), alpine and subalpine heaths (11,625 ha), alkaline fens (6,483 
ha), transition mires and quaking bogs (4,525 ha), cladium fens (4,070 ha), degraded raised bogs 
(1,218 ha), active raised bogs (1,195 ha) and petrifying springs (12 ha).

Figure 6.7: Annex I Special Areas of Conservation (Ha) in Ireland 2019

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2019

Figure 6.8 illustrates the total area in hectares of peatlands under restoration projects from 
European Programmes and National Organisations as of 2021. Figure 6.8 shows that the largest 
extent of peatlands under restoration programmes up until 2025 were facilitated under the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service (12,016 ha), followed by the EU-LIFE project (5,542 ha), and 
finally Bord na Móna (3,602 ha).
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Figure 6.8: Total area of peatlands under restoration projects from European Programmes and 
National Organisations 2021

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2021

Figure 6.9 illustrates the total area of peatlands in hectares under rehabilitation projects from Bord 
na Móna in 2021. Figure 7 shows that the largest extent of peatland rehabilitation projects under 
Bord na Móna are due to occur between 2021 and 2025 (33,000 ha), followed by 10,745 ha of 
peatland under the rehabilitation project between 2016 to 2020 and 10,118 ha up to 2015.

Figure 6.9: Total area of peatlands under rehabilitation projects from Bord na Móna 2021

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2021
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Figure 6.10 illustrates the extent of Annex I grassland habitats found in Ireland in 2018. Figure 
6.10 shows that the largest extent of Annex I grassland habitats in Ireland in 2018 was accounted 
for by Calcareous grassland (1,416 ha), followed by Nardus grassland (1,416 ha), Molinia meadow 
(1,416 ha), lowland hay meadow (1,416 ha), Hydrophilous tall herb (1,416 ha), and Calaminarian 
grassland (1,416 ha). In respect to the assessment of grassland habitats, CSO Ireland (2019) 
report that Calcareous grassland, Nardus grassland, Molinia grassland, lowland hay meadow and 
Hydrophilous tall herb are classified as “bad” in terms of conservation status, while Calaminarian 
grassland is classified as “inadequate”. CSO Ireland (2019) also report that Calcareous grassland, 
Molinia grassland, lowland hay meadow, Hydrophilous tall herb and Calaminarian grassland are 
classified as “deteriorating” in respect to overall trends in conservation status, while Nardus 
grassland is classified as “stable”.

Figure 6.10: Annex I Grassland Habitats in Ireland 2018

18 Natura 2000 is a network of nature protection areas in the European Union.

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

Figure 6.11 illustrates the composition of soil texture associated with grasslands and croplands 
in Ireland in 2018. Figure 6.11 shows that the largest extent of soil texture recorded in Ireland in 
2018 was accounted for by fine loamy soil (2.6m ha), followed by coarse loamy soil (912,886 ha), 
peat soil (632,857 ha), all soil types (263,579 ha), loamy soil (167,762 ha), clayey soil (115,248 ha), 
unclassified soil type (81,145 ha) and sandy soil (30,575 ha). In respect to structural ecosystem 
attributes, CSO Ireland (2018) report that 83.3% of grassland habitats listed under Annex I of 
the Habitats Directive show “unfavourable” conservation trends, with only 4.3% of grasslands 
and croplands in protected areas, 3.7% accounted for under Natura 200018 Special Areas of 
Conservation and Special Protection Areas, and 2.4% of grasslands and croplands accounted for 
under nationally designated National Heritage Areas and National Heritage Areas.
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Figure 6.11: Soil Texture associated with Grasslands and Croplands in Ireland 2018

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2018

19 A total of 2,984 (73%) of households taking part in the survey resided in urban locations, while 1,078 (27%) resided in rural 
locations. For 579 households it was not known whether residences were located in urban or rural locations.

The CSO Ireland (2021) General Household Survey Environment module for Quarter 3 2021 based 
on responses from 4,641 households provides data on: 1) the frequency of household visits to 
green and natural spaces for the objective of recreation; 2) activities engaged with during visits; 
and 3) types of expenditure associated with such visits.

In respect to the frequency of household visits to green and natural spaces for the objective 
of recreation, Figure 6.12 illustrates the typology of such visits taken daily (i.e. most days) and 
weekly (i.e. most weeks) respectively. Figure 6.12 shows that, by a considerable extent, urban 
green spaces, such as a parks, fields or playgrounds, were visited most regularly on a daily basis 
(i.e. most days) (32%), followed by fields, farmland or the countryside (16%), rivers, lakes or canals 
(8%), beaches, other coastline areas or the sea (8%), woodland or forest (7%), hills, mountains or 
moorlands (3%), and finally nature or wildlife reserves (1%). Figure 10 also shows that, in respect 
to the frequency of visits on a weekly basis (i.e. most weeks), urban green spaces were again 
most commonly visited (34%), followed by woodland or forest (24%), rivers, lakes or canals (20%), 
beaches, other coastline areas or the sea (19%), fields, farmland or the countryside (15%), hills, 
mountains or moorlands (13%), and nature or wildlife reserves (13%). It is probable that differences 
in daily and weekly visits may be related to the relative proximity of the household to the green 
and natural space in question, while the characteristics of such visits are likely related to whether 
households resided in urban or rural locations19.
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Figure 6.12: Frequency of visits to Green and Natural Spaces in Ireland 2021

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2021

Figure 6.13 illustrates the household activities 
engaged with during visits to green and natural 
space in Ireland as of 2021. The most common 
activity while visiting green and natural spaces 
in Ireland as of 2021 was associated with 
walking (78%), followed by appreciating the 
scenery (43%), eating or drinking out and 
picnicking (28%), playing with children (23%), 
wildlife watching (19%), cycling or running 
(10%), visiting attractions (10%), boating, water 
sports or swimming outdoors (10%), sports and 
games (5%), fishing (1%) and finally horse riding 
(1%). Households (N = 4,641) spent a total of 
€45.9m on their most recent visit to green and 
natural spaces in Ireland in 2021. Figure 6.14 
illustrates the composition of this expenditure, 
indicating that food and drink accounted for 
the largest expenditure (€22.3m), followed by 
motor fuel (€12.3m), admission fees (€3.6m), 
other items (€3.1m), gifts, souvenirs, maps or 
guidebooks (€1.9m), bus, train or ferry fares 
(€1.5m), and car parking (€1.3m).

It should be noted that the SEEA framework of 
natural capital and ecosystem service accounting 
is widely regarded to offer a progressive but 
limited framework for sustainable development 
and suffers from inconsistency across the EU 
(e.g. Bartelmus, 2014; Dietz and Neumayer, 
2007; Harris and Fraser, 2002) including Ireland. 
While natural capital accounting is useful 
from a capital approach perspective, if one 
considers the utility of the framework from the 
perspective of sustainable development then a 
more expansive quantification of themes relating 
specifically to public health and well-being, 
broad social issues and ecosystem resilience 
needs to be accounted for (McGrath and Hynes, 
2020). Ireland’s emphasis on material flow 
and environmental expenditure, in line with 
EU regulation, comes at the cost of producing 
a coherent environmental asset accounting 
framework that can actually assess sustainable 
development (McGrath and Hynes, 2020). 
Quantifying the multifaceted and interconnected 
relationship between a nation’s economy, 
environment and society is essential in order 
to generate more reliable and robust indicators 
of sustainable development (Obst, 2015).
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Figure 6.13: Activities engaged with during visits to Green and Natural Spaces in Ireland 2021

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2021

Figure 6.14: Expenditure during most recent visits to Green and Natural Spaces in Ireland 2021

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland 2021

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., 2021a and 2021b). The project is summarised in Box 6.1, 
and highlights the need for tailored approaches to data and evidence gathering, which reflects 
local contextual factors.
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Box 6.1: Natural capital accounting at a catchment scale – insights from the INCASE project 
(adapted from Farrell et al., 2021a and 2021b)

The Irish Natural Capital Accounting for Sustainable Environment (INCASE) study integrates 
a variety of datasets, including those collated for reporting under the EU Water Framework 
Directive and the EU Habitats Directive in order to generate a framework for ecosystem 
accounting at a catchment scale, whereby currently available datasets are applied in order 
to develop a more integrated system of environmental management in Ireland (Farrell et al., 
2021b). Farrell et al. (2021b) present a case study example of how integrating a variety of 
datasets can result in a more sustainable way to manage the environment. The case study 
focused on the Dargle catchment area located on the east coast of Ireland, to the south of 
Dublin agglomeration, encompassing 17,866 hectares of land with eleven rivers and two lakes.

The case study area has a high concentration of land classified as a Special Area of Conservation 
and Special Protection Area under the Natura 2000 network of the European Union and 
Annex I habitats protected by Special Areas of Conservation based on the Article 17-EU 
Habitats Directive. Farrell et al. (2021b) integrated the Irish National Parks & Wildlife Services 
ecosystem typology of Ireland (Fossitt, 2000) with the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) Global Ecosystem Typology (Keith, 2020) which facilitated integration with 
the CORINE land cover dataset for Ireland whereby nine ecosystem typologies were classified 
within the case study location including: 1) Freshwater; 2) Woodlands; 3) Forest; 4) Peatlands; 
5) Heathlands; 6) Grasslands; 7) Croplands; 8) Coastal; and 9) Urban. The SEEA-EA framework 
(UNSD, 2021) was applied as a guide to quantify the extent and condition of the ecosystems 
within the case study location whereby extent was quantified using the CORINE database along 
with the NCA reporting system tool EnSym (see https://ideeagroup.com/ensym/), and condition 
was quantified using time series datasets reported under the EU Water Framework Directive 
and data associated with Article 17-EU of the Habitats Directive (Farrell et al., 2021b).

In respect to ecosystem extent accounting, Farrell et al. (2021) found that major changes 
related to the growth of urban fabric around the Dublin agglomeration encroaching into the 
case study area between 2000 and 2018, with transitions from peatland and heathland to 
commercial forestry occurring from the 1990s to 2000. Such findings emphasise the need to 
conserve natural assets from a biodiversity and habitat perspective in relation to urbanisation 
and using land for commercial interests. The study also found that data collated under the 
EU Water Framework Directive facilitated robust time-series analysis of ecosystem condition 
which included ecosystem pressure analysis enabling the possibility for targeted approaches 
to mitigate ecosystem deterioration and preserve or improve the natural asset providing 
the ecosystem service (e.g. water quality in this case). Although the EU Water Framework 
Directive provided a robust system of ecosystem condition accounting for this case study 
area, Farrell et al. (2021) concluded that, more generally, condition accounting is still at a 
preliminary stage since it is underdeveloped across the EU.

Further details on the INCASE project can be accessed at: https://www.incaseproject.com
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6.3.3 Green infrastructure
Since the mid-2000s, green infrastructure 
(GI) has emerged as an important concept 
underpinning the preparation of spatial plans 
in Ireland, providing a means to operationalise 
an ecosystem approach within policies and 
regulation of the built and natural environment. 
The purpose of integrating GI into spatial 
planning has evolved from its initial use in 
reimagining greenbelts and greenways towards 
a more sophisticated tool for the sustainable 
management of land-use. This has enabled 
planning authorities to meet multiple planning 
objectives and environmental obligations 
through multifunctional GI strategies. Such a 
GI approach to spatial planning attempts to 
move beyond traditional site-based approaches 
of ‘protect and preserve’ of landscapes and 
green spaces towards a more holistic approach 
that acknowledges the complexities of social-
ecological interactions (Lennon et al., 2017).

In this context, Scott et al. (2016) define GI as 
an interconnected network of multi-functional 
green space, urban and rural, which is capable 
of delivering a wide range of environmental and 
quality of life benefits for local communities 
and wildlife. Drawing on Weber et al (2006) 
and Davies et al (2006), green infrastructure 
incorporates assets at a range of scales, 
including: ‘hubs’, representing the most 
ecologically important large natural areas and 
important sites for biological diversification, 
including areas of wetlands, woodlands 
and sand-dune systems, and may comprise 
large planned interventions such as ‘green 
wedges’ or ‘greenways’; ‘parcels’, forming 
smaller units than hubs, such as a ponds 
and meadows; ‘corridors’, generally linear 
features such as river corridors or hedgerows 
which provide a networking function by 
linking hubs and parcels and by improving 
ecological connectivity, thereby addressing 
habitat fragmentation; and ‘land-use buffers’ 
that act as transition areas, providing a layer 

of protection between hubs/corridors and 
potentially damaging land-uses – they may 
comprise areas of conserved farmland that 
provides a buffer against encroaching urban 
expansion and offers migration pathways for 
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: for 
example, an urban green space may be 
designed to aid local drainage management, 
provide a habitat for wildlife and biodiversity, 
mitigate the urban heat island effect, mitigate 
local noise and air pollution, and provide a 
space for recreation and social interaction 
(Lennon and Scott, 2014, Douglas et al, 2018).

In a review of the evolving interpretation of 
GI within Irish planning strategies, Lennon 
et al. (2017) identify three broad phases 
(summarised in Table 6.8). The first phase of 
GI thinking within spatial planning in Ireland 
(early-mid 2000s) is associated with networked 
approaches. This included the emergence in 
2002 of an ‘ecological network’ approach 
that prioritised the conservation of habitats 
and green mapping exercises in some local 
authorities. The popularity of this approach 
appears to have persisted until 2005 when it 
was overtaken by a ‘green network’ concept, 
which emphasised multifunctionality in the 
planning and management of natural heritage. 
Discernible between 2005 and 2008, was the 
continued and increased focus on land-use 
multifunctionality, while also extending the 
established ‘green network’ policy discourse 
to dissolve traditional perspectives on the 
incommensurability of ecological conservation 
and anthropocentric land use.
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Table 6.8: Evolution of GI in Irish spatial planning practice (source: Lennon et al., 2017)

Timeframe Green infrastructure as … Key focus

Early 2000s …ecological networks • Ecological corridors

• Linking habitats 

…green structure • Urban growth management

• Strategic greenbelts

Mid 2000s …green linkages • Amenity purposes

…a green network or greenways • Protection of natural heritage areas

• Provision of greenspace for recreation

…green chains or networks • Multifunctionality

• Proactive biodiversity enhancement

Late 2000s …multifunctional networks

… spatial connectivity

• Network of multifunctional land 
uses serving social and ecological 
requirements

• Landscape scale perspective

• Multi-scalar

2010s …essential infrastructure Incorporating above +

• Promoting resilience and adaptation

• Environmental risk management 
(e.g. flood risk)

The second phase, in the late 2000s 
(2008-2009) marked GI’s emergence as a 
multifunctional planning approach. By early 
2008, new planning policy initiatives concerning 
green space management had sought to 
integrate biodiversity conservation with 
recreational space provision. Coinciding with 
this was the rising popularity of the ecosystems 
services paradigm which helped promote and 
establish new perspectives on conservation 
policy that increasingly viewed elements of 
the natural and semi-natural environment 
as ‘ecological assets’ (DEHLG, 2008).

The third Phase, 2010s to present, signals 
the institutionalisation and ongoing evolution 
of GI within spatial planning practice. The 
period from 2009 to the present has seen 
a considerable expansion in the spatial and 
functional applicability of a GI approach. 
Almost all spatial typographies, including 
brownfield sites and cultural heritage locations, 
are now considered as potential elements 
of GI. Simultaneously, the functions of GI 
have been expanded to include economic 
development and aligned with smart 
economy objectives. By the end of 2011, 
GI had achieved representation in guidance 
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at national, regional and local levels, while 
also enjoying reference in many non-statutory 
planning policy documents. Recent initiatives 
by an increasing array of local authorities 
exemplify proactive and pioneering GI 
approaches that sensitively cater for urban 
growth while concurrently enhancing ecological 
integrity. The various phases in the evolution 
of GI into Irish spatial planning practice and 
the implications for integrating an ecosystems 
approach into spatial planning, are outlined in 
Table 6.8, above.

So while initially the GI approach emerged in 
Ireland from attempts to plan for the provision 
of green space and to develop multifunctional 
networks of green spaces, more recently GI has 
been framed as a means of mainstreaming an 
ecosystem approach with spatial plans (see also 
Scott at al. 2018). Specifically, GI approaches 
have been championed within spatial plans 
as a multifunctional means of addressing 
environmental obligations and EU Directives 
within the planning system, notably around 
biodiversity (the Birds and Habitats Directives), 
the Strategic Environmental Assessment 
Directive and climate action, specifically the 
use of GI in flood risk mitigation as outlined 
in the Floods Directive (Scott et al., 2016).

6.3.3.1  GI as an essential health 
promoting infrastructure

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. This 
has resulted in a two-way recognition from 
within both the health and environmental 
planning sectors that environmental quality 
has an intrinsic relationship with health and 
wellbeing. This integration of health and 
environmentally orientated planning policy was 
first stimulated by the adoption of a Health 
in All Policies (HiAP) approach promoted by 

a Government strategy, Healthy Ireland: A 
Framework for Improved Health and Wellbeing 
2013–2025 (Government of Ireland, 2013). 
Overseen by the Department of Health and 
the Health Service Executive, Healthy Ireland 
provided a sea-change in approach that 
recognises that promoting and supporting a 
healthier society requires moving beyond a one 
dimensional focus on health service provision 
(i.e. treating people in ill-health), towards health 
promotion and addressing the wider social and 
environmental determinants of health, and 
therefore emphasising wellbeing, quality of 
life and pathways towards a healthier lifestyle. 
This multidimensional approach towards health 
and wellbeing in turn implies a whole system 
approach, which recognises that an individual’s 
health is affected by all aspects of their life: 
economic status, educational attainment, 
housing and the physical environment in 
which people live and work. The Healthy 
Ireland strategy identifies the protection of 
human health as a fundamental aspect of 
environmental protection, but moves beyond 
a narrow focus on the direct pathological 
effects of pollution or chemical/biological 
agents to advance the potential effects on 
health of the physical and social environment, 
including urban development, land-use and 
transportation, and in turn their impacts on 
entrenching health inequalities. Furthermore, a 
supplementary document, Healthy Ireland, Get 
Ireland Active, published in 2015, specifically 
calls on national and local government to 
ensure that the planning, development and 
design of towns and cities promotes and 
encourages physical activity, for example 
through recreational amenities, green spaces, 
cycleways and walkable neighbourhoods.

The influence of this HiAP approach is evident in 
the National Planning Framework (NPF) (2018). 
The NPF outlines how the quality of people’s 
immediate environment plays a significant 
role in enhancing or influencing wellbeing. 
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This theme is elaborated in Section 6.2 on 
Healthy Communities, which is underpinned 
by an understanding of the environmental and 
social determinants of health. Mirroring ‘Healthy 
Ireland’, the NPF states:

‘Our health and our environment are 
inextricably linked. Specific health risks that 
can be influenced by spatial planning include 
heart disease, respiratory disease, mental 
health, obesity and injuries. By taking a whole 
system approach to addressing the many 
factors that impact on health and wellbeing 
and which contribute to health inequalities, 
and by empowering and enabling individuals 
and communities to make healthier choices, 
it will be possible to improve health outcomes, 
particularly for the next generation of citizens’ 
(p. 82) (emphasis added).

Consolidating such explicit recognition of the 
central role played by planning in delivering on 
health and wellbeing, chapter 9 outlines the 
NPF’s environmental and sustainability objectives, 
which clearly identify the relationship between 
healthy ecosystems and human health. A notable 
development here is the NPF’s promotion 
of nature-based solutions as a response to 
challenges faced by planning at the intersection 
of environmental protection and public health. 
Illustrative of this is the prominence given to a 
Green Infrastructure approach as a means to 
achieving more sustainable development, which 
notably identifies issues of health as residing 
at the heart of this perspective. The thematic 
areas addressed include:

• Climate action and health risks: encouraging 
a green adaptation strategy approach that 
seeks to use ecological services to enhance 
resilience in the face of climate change, 
such as the creation of green spaces and 
parks to enable better management of 
urban micro-climates to counter the urban 
heat island effect (p. 120);

• Flood risk management: through a GI 
approach to Sustainable Urban Drainage 
Schemes (SUDS) to create safe places 
(p. 124) that mitigate flood risks through 
nature-based solutions;

• Recreation and amenity: green spaces as 
essential to community recreation and 
amenity (p. 128), including green spaces 
that encourage physical activity and the 
benefits of exposure to nature on mental 
wellbeing;

• Air pollution: the careful planning of green 
infrastructure is identified as important for 
mitigating air pollution as a nature-based 
solution to remove pollutants from the air 
and better manage urban micro-climates 
(p. 128);

• Noise pollution: green spaces as an element 
of Noise Action Plans (e.g. green spaces as 
‘noise barriers’) and valuing and protecting 
the role of green spaces as providing 
essential ‘quiet areas’ in cities that enhance 
local quality of life (p. 129).

The themes were addressed in an EPA funded 
project, Eco-Health, which examined design 
principles for urban green space to enhance 
positive health outcomes. Key findings are 
summarised in Box 6.2 below.
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Figure 6.15: Integrating Green Infrastructure into Local Area Plans – this example is from the 
Naas Road Local Area Plan, Dublin City Council, illustrating the connections between green 
spaces through additional GI elements

Box 6.2: Urban green spaces as a health promoting infrastructure (adapted from Scott et al., 2020)

There is a scientific consensus that urban green space provides benefits for enhancing health 
and wellbeing, and moreover, these benefits and the multifunctional services provided by 
green space are increasingly recognised in policy at international, national and local levels. 
In summary, well designed and accessible green space:

• Promotes 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

• Mitigates environmental risks from extreme weather: through countering the urban 
heat island effect and acting as a ‘sponge’ within the context of extreme rainfall or surface 
flooding. Both warmer and wetter weather are anticipated as likely climate change 
impacts in Ireland, thus future proofing Irish urban areas against further risks.
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Effective green space policy and planning is not only a matter of ‘proximity’ to or distribution 
of green spaces but also about design attributes – therefore, effective policy should explore 
adapting existing green spaces to maximise health benefits alongside the design of new 
health-promoting environments. For example, local case study analysis within the Eco-
Health project suggested that the presence of green space does not always result in a shift 
in behaviour or its greater use as a health-promoting environment. Poorly designed green 
spaces may prioritise one potential group over another (e.g. team sport participants rather 
than nearby older residents), thereby limiting its potential use. Similarly, poor access and 
limited walkways/cycleways connecting green spaces with residential areas can negatively 
impact on perceptions and use of local green spaces. Therefore, in enhancing green spaces 
as health promoting environments, consideration must be given to not only the quantity 
and distribution of green spaces, but also to how different cohorts or groups in society 
can potentially benefit from green space and how existing green spaces can become 
more multifunctional and inclusive.

Based on the research findings, key design principles identified included:

• Accessible spaces with good links (pedestrian and cycleways) to nearby neighbourhoods

• A networked approach: emphasising green infrastructure networks (rather than isolated 
parks) can provide new opportunities for connecting existing and new green spaces 
and creating new linkages between urban and rural areas – see Figure 6.15 below

• Inclusive in design, catering for local needs from young to old and all physical abilities. 
Green spaces that are designed to support very specific functions tend to attract limited 
groups of users

• Well managed and maintained creating a high quality environment: poorly managed 
spaces or vandalism prompt negative perceptions among potential users

• Multifunctional uses: examples include spaces that encourage active mobility, physical 
activity and sports, relaxation and tranquillity, and opportunities for social exchange 
(e.g. incorporate community gardens, encourage parkruns etc)

• Enhance urban greening through planting strategies that mitigate noise and air pollution 
and maximise local biodiversity gain and facilitate sustainable drainage (e.g. deciduous 
wooded and wildflower meadow areas)

• Create multisensory restorative environments that help mitigate the psychological stresses 
of modern living through the provision of ‘restive places for rejuvenation’.

Full report available at: https://www.epa.ie/publications/research/environment--health/
Research_Report_328.pdf
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6.4 Conclusion
This chapter examined the natural capital 
dimensions of the land-use system. Rather 
than reporting on the current state of Ireland’s 
natural capital resources, the focus of the 
chapter was two-fold. Firstly, emphasis is given 
to natural capital as a foundation for all other 
forms of capital and that social and economic 
systems are dependent on functioning 
ecosystems. The ecosystem services discourse 
has gained significant traction due to its 
emphasis on the ways in which people and 
nature are intertwined, and function as a 
dynamic system embedded in the biosphere. 
Ecosystem services are now widely situated 
in policy and practice debates. Secondly, the 
chapter highlighted illustrative examples on 
how natural capital is conceptualised in policy. 
We examined Payment for Ecosystem Services 
(PES) approach, which rewards landowners/
managers for sustainable practices and for 
enhancing/restoring ecosystem services 
with wider societal benefits. Internationally, 
these have been applied widely in relation 
to urban growth management, watershed 
management and water quality improvement, 
biodiversity gain, and climate action. in 
an agricultural context, PES also offer the 
potential of supporting farm livelihoods while 
shifting to less intensive practices, offering a 
just transition model for farmers. The chapter 
also examined natural capital accounting 
approaches. Rather than attempt to value 
nature in simple monetary terms, natural capital 
accounting attempts to capture the wider costs 
(e.g. pollution) or benefits of natural capital 
through ensuring that measures of natural 
capital are mainstreamed across decision-
making. Finally, the chapter examined the 
green infrastructure approach of integrating an 
ecosystem services perspective into planning 
policy and development management.
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7. Conclusion
7.1 Introduction
This report aimed to examine 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, 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 
have adopted a ‘capitals framework’ as a means 
of capturing land as a fundamental resource 
underpinning economic capital, social capital, 
cultural capital and natural capital.

Moreover, in chapter 1, we argue 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 
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 7.1 below.

144

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



Fi
gu

re
 7

.1
: 

A 
ca

pi
ta

ls 
fr

am
ew

or
k 

fo
r p

la
nn

in
g 

fo
r a

 C
ou

nt
ry

si
de

 o
f W

el
lb

ei
ng

 (a
da

pt
ed

 fr
om

 G
ka

rt
zi

os
, G

al
le

nt
 a

nd
 S

co
tt

, 2
02

2)

A
ss

et
s/

Ca
pi

ta
ls

Co
nv

er
si

on
/e

na
bl

in
g 

fa
ct

or
s

Ac
tio

ns
 

Im
pa

ct
O

ut
co

m
es

Ec
on

om
ic

 c
ap

ita
l:

La
nd

 a
s 

an
 e

co
no

m
ic

al
ly

 
pr

od
uc

tiv
e 

as
se

t u
nd

er
pi

nn
in

g 
th

e 
tr

ad
iti

on
al

 la
nd

-b
as

ed
 

ec
on

om
y 

(a
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

, f
or

es
tr

y,
 

ex
tr

ac
tio

n,
 p

ro
pe

rt
y)

, a
nd

 th
e 

ne
w

 la
nd

-b
as

ed
 e

co
no

m
y 

(re
ne

w
ab

le
s, 

bi
oe

co
no

m
y,

 
to

ur
ism

). 
Es

se
nti

al
 to

 n
ati

on
al

 
an

d 
lo

ca
l w

ea
lth

 c
re

ati
on

So
ci

al
 c

ap
ita

l:
La

nd
 a

tta
ch

m
en

t, 
so

ci
al

 
ne

tw
or

ks
, s

oc
ia

l n
or

m
s;

 a
cti

ve
 

ci
tiz

en
sh

ip
 a

nd
 p

ar
tic

ip
ati

on
; 

co
m

m
un

ity
-le

d 
ac

tio
n;

 la
nd

 a
s 

a 
so

ci
al

ly
 p

ro
du

cti
ve

 a
ss

et

Cu
ltu

ra
l c

ap
ita

l:
La

nd
sc

ap
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

r; 
na

tio
na

l 
an

d 
lo

ca
l i

de
nti

ty
; a

cc
es

s;
 

na
tu

ra
l a

nd
 b

ui
lt 

he
rit

ag
e

N
at

ur
al

 c
ap

ita
l:

La
nd

-b
as

ed
 e

co
sy

st
em

 
se

rv
ic

es
 (s

up
po

rti
ng

, 
re

gu
la

tin
g,

 p
ro

vi
sio

ni
ng

, 
cu

ltu
ra

l);
 n

at
ur

e’
s 

co
nt

rib
uti

on
 

to
 p

eo
pl

e;
 p

la
ne

ta
ry

 a
nd

 
hu

m
an

 h
ea

lth

La
nd

-u
se

 g
ov

er
na

nc
e 

as
 

an
 e

na
bl

in
g 

fa
ct

or
, s

te
er

in
g 

re
gu

la
tio

ns
 a

nd
 in

ce
nti

ve
s 

at
 

na
tio

na
l, 

re
gi

on
al

 a
nd

 lo
ca

l 
sc

al
e 

…

Sp
ati

al
 p

la
ns

La
nd

sc
ap

e 
ch

ar
ac

te
r 

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

Bi
od

iv
er

si
ty

 a
cti

on
 p

la
ns

H
er

ita
ge

 m
an

ag
em

en
t

Fa
ir 

la
nd

 ta
xa

tio
n

A
gr

i-e
nv

iro
nm

en
ta

l 
in

ce
nti

ve
s +

 P
ay

m
en

ts
 fo

r 
Ec

os
ys

te
m

 S
er

vi
ce

s

Co
lla

bo
ra

tio
n 

an
d 

ac
tiv

e 
pa

rti
ci

pa
tio

n

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 a

nd
 in

no
va

tio
n

Ac
tio

ns
 th

at
 e

nh
an

ce
 

an
d 

re
in

ve
st

St
re

ng
th

en
in

g,
 m

ut
ua

lly
 

re
in

fo
rc

in
g 

in
te

rr
el

ati
on

sh
ip

s 
…

Ec
on

om
ic

 c
ap

ita
l

So
ci

al
 c

ap
ita

l

C
ul

tu
ra

l c
ap

ita
l

N
at

ur
al

 c
ap

ita
l

Su
st

ai
na

bl
e 

La
nd

-U
se

 S
ys

te
m

A 
so

ci
al

ly
 ju

st
 a

nd
 p

ro
du

cti
ve

 
la

nd
-u

se
 s

ys
te

m

A 
pr

os
pe

ro
us

 la
nd

-u
se

 s
ys

te
m

A 
he

al
th

y 
la

nd
-u

se
 s

ys
te

m

A 
re

sil
ie

nt
 la

nd
-u

se
 s

ys
te

m

Ac
tio

ns
 th

at
 d

ep
le

te
 

an
d 

er
od

e
Er

od
in

g 
of

 c
ap

ita
ls,

 n
eg

ati
ve

 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps

Ec
on

om
ic

 c
ap

ita
l

So
ci

al
 c

ap
ita

l

C
ul

tu
ra

l c
ap

ita
l

N
at

ur
al

 c
ap

ita
l

U
ns

us
ta

in
ab

le
 L

an
d-

U
se

 S
ys

te
m

So
ci

al
 e

xc
lu

sio
n

W
ea

lth
 e

xt
ra

cti
on

, r
es

ou
rc

e 
ho

ar
di

ng
 a

nd
 e

co
no

m
ic

 
vu

ln
er

ab
ili

ty

D
im

in
ish

ed
 q

ua
lit

y 
of

 li
fe

 
ou

tc
om

es

N
at

ur
al

 s
ys

te
m

 b
re

ak
do

w
n

Re
in

ve
sti

ng
, r

ea
pp

ra
is

in
g 

an
d 

m
ob

ili
si

ng

145

Socio-Economic Dimensions of Land Use



7.2  Key messages from 
chapters 2 and 3: 
land as economic capital

• Chapter 2 examined the traditional land-
based economy, focusing on agriculture 
(and the wider food and drinks sector), 
forestry, peat and mineral extraction, and 
the property sector. The report recognises 
the critical role these activities play in 
Ireland’s economy and their influence in 
shaping land-use in Ireland. For example, 
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. 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.

• Chapter 2 outlines the current structure 
of the agricultural sector in Ireland, 
including farm size, land ownership, farm 
incomes, employment, and land mobility 
and succession. However, we also note 
the environmental costs associated with 
more intensive farm practices over the 
last decade, particularly in relation to 
greenhouse gas emissions, ammonia 
emissions, biodiversity loss, nutrient 
pollution and declining water quality.

• The forestry sector 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. Estimates suggest that 
the recreational value of forestry is in the 
region of €97m-€179m per annum.

• The management of peatland resources 
has shifted from extraction to rehabilitation, 
with a just transition approach adopted in 
the Midlands region providing an interesting 
model with wider application to other 
sectors. Peatlands are Ireland’s most critical 
habitat in relation to carbon sequestration.

• 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.

• The construction sector directly contributed 
€7.5 billion to Irish GDP in 2020, employing 
around 147,000 workers in 2020 (Q1). 
This chapter examined the value of house 
price sales, and notes the lessons from the 
2007/08 financial crisis and housing crash 
in terms of the impact of poor banking 
practices on house price inflation.

• Chapter 3 examined 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.

• 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 
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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 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 2019 (CSO, 2019).

• 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, 2019a).

7.3  Key messages from 
chapter 4: land as 
social capital

• This chapter sought to examine the 
relationships between social capital 
and land. This chapter highlighted 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. 
This chapter explored the nature of public 
engagement with land-use decisions, 
particularly through the planning system, 
and the different avenues for community 
action. 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.
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• However, if poorly designed, public 
participation processes can result in 
short-term thinking and conflict between 
different values. In this context, the chapter 
explored the potential for more 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.

• The chapter also explored the potential for 
more direct forms of community action, 
which draws on Ireland’s rich tradition of 
active citizenship and community self-
help. The example of community land 
trusts and the Scottish experience of direct 
community ownership of land assets was 
also highlighted as an interesting model 
of community action. Finally, the chapter 
examined land as a socially productive 
asset, focusing on land-use decision 
outcomes that can generate community 
benefits, social justice or enhance natural 
capital.

• Housing was also discussed in this chapter 
as an essential social infrastructure. The 
chapter highlights the important social 
dimensions of a sustainable and balanced 
housing system, including recent policies 
included in the government’s Housing for 
All (2021) plan. This includes initiatives 
around increasing supply, new land taxation 
policies, and actions to reduce vacant land 
and property.

7.4  Key messages from 
chapter 5: land as 
cultural capital

• 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.

• 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 (ECL), adopted 
in 2002. The ECL 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 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.
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• 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. 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. We examined how natural and 
built heritage is protected in Ireland, and 
identified approaches to mobilising heritage 
as an asset for local regeneration.

7.5  Key messages from 
chapter 6: land as 
natural capital

• This chapter examined 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.

• The chapter outlines the ecosystem 
services concept, which attempts to 
capture the flows of benefits from natural 
capital for wider societal wellbeing. 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. The IPBES approach outline 18 
categories of nature’s goods and services 
and emphasise that all of these are highly 
culturally contingent.

• The chapter examined the potential of 
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 
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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. We 
briefly considered the application of PES 
towards 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.

• The chapter also examined natural 
capital accounting as 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. We 
examined its application in Ireland at a 
national level and a novel example at a 
watershed scale approach undertaken as 
part of the EPA funded INCASE project.

• We also examined 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. GI is defined as an 
interconnected network of multi-functional 
green space, urban and rural, which is 
capable of delivering 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, which has been 
particularly evident during the Covid-19 
pandemic. This chapter examined the 
potential health benefits of GI and also 
identified design principles to maximise 
health benefits from existing or new green 
space networks.

7.6 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, 
along with key components in Ireland’s spatial 
data infrastructure (e.g. AIRO and GeoHive). 
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 impacts and change. Developing specific 
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land use indicators may also be of benefit in 
national environmental reporting. Data could 
be improved around land ownership, property 
ownership and land exchange values. Overall, 
the public communication of land use data 
could be enhanced through leading a national 
conversation on how we use our land – for 
example, research from the UK suggests that 
the public overestimate landcover related to 
housing, misconceive agricultural land use 
as ‘natural’ landcover, and overestimate the 
space devoted to nature. Research on future 
land use scenarios would also be helpful in 
framing policy decisions. For example, as land 
use governance is institutionally fragmented, 
various government commitments or targets 
include sectoral land use commitments 
or allocations (housing, forestry, nature 
preservation etc.). Modelling or mapping 
future land use scenarios would be helpful in 
achieving the desirable land use mix. This is 
particularly important in the context of climate 
action and goals related to achieving a zero-
carbon land use in Ireland.

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 or decisions, 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, cutaway peatland afteruse and 
so on. Evaluating local community opposition 
to land use decisions is critical to understanding 
individual or collective motivations in mobilising 
against proposals across a range of land use 
sectors, while research into novel forms of land 
use governance (e.g. results-based ecosystem 

payments, direct community ownership, 
land tax reform) would contribute important 
knowledge for enhancing the policy process. 
Similarly, assessing public engagement through 
various forms of citizen science would assist in 
co-producing new knowledge on Ireland’s land 
use system.

7.7 Concluding comments
As noted in chapter 1, 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 SDGs, 
and provides an important opportunity for 
reframing land-use debates in the context of 
the climate and biodiversity crisis.
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