UK Case Study 5, West of Northern Ireland 

Introduction

The whole of the island of Ireland displays rather different settlement patterns from England, especially in respect of the rural areas. This area is the peripheral part of Northern Ireland, with a dispersed settlement structure, several small towns and a long land border with the Republic of Ireland. This border has severed communications to varying degrees in the years since partition in the 1920s, as patterns of economic activity and communication have adjusted on both sides of the border. Readjustment to a more open border is now gradually taking place as the peace process develops.

The total population of the area is 424,162, roughly 25% of the Northern Ireland total of 1,663,000 (1966 estimate, DOENI 1998). The biggest city, with about 95000 population, is Derry/Londonderry. The peace process and renewed confidence has encouraged more investment, and cross-border planning arrangements are becoming necessary. In 1998, Northern Ireland elected its Assembly, which will take over spatial planning responsibility when/if the 1998 Good Friday peace agreement can be implemented. Until then, all spatial planning is the responsibility of the Northern Ireland Office (NIO), a ministry of the UK central government. The local authorities do not have this power, in contrast to the case in mainland UK.

Since the cease fire and the recent peace process, ther hass been considerable international goodwill towards Nortehrn Ireland, which it is hoped will translate into investment. In 1995, the EU adopted a Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (PEACE) with 240m ECUs allocated for projects. Social exclusion, partnerships and urban-rual regeneration are priority measures. Also, 60m ECUS have been allocated to border areas of the Republic of Ireland under the same programme (Adair et al 1996). This is additional to funding already allocated under the structural funds (Northern Ireland has been Objective 1 until 1999) and Interreg programmes, and to funding agreed following the Anglo-Irish agreement of 1985 such as the International Fund for Ireland (IFI), set up in 1986 with EU and US finance.

Unfortunately, at the time of writing, there does not seem to be much prospect of full implementation of the 1998 Good Friday agreement in the near future. This means that the devolution of planning and other domestic powers to the Northern Ireland Assembly will not take place yet. Therefore, until this problem is overcome, planning powers will remain with the Northern Ireland Office.

Data etc, see separate schedules.

2.3.1 Settlement Structure and accessibility to infrastructure

In common with other parts of the UK, Northern Ireland is experiencing declining family size and an ageing population, leading to continuing growth in the number of households at a substantially greater rate than the growth of total population. 

Northern Ireland is not highly urbanised. Outside the main cities, the area is characterised by a dispersed settlement pattern, with a network of relatively small towns acting as local and regional centres: thus it can be located in the urbanised rural category of territory. 

Overall population density is 51 persons per square kilometre, low compared with some other rural regions in the EU but creating the visual impression of a peopled countryside (DOENI 1998). During the 1990s, the rural areas have experienced the fastest rate of population growth in Northern Ireland , reflecting partly the success of rural regeneration activities. This has placed increased demands on the transport infrastructure, as commuting to urban centres increases.

The regional strategy (DOENI 1998) notes that new housing in the 1980s/1990s has been increasingly planned around the needs of the car, and car dependence has increased, especially in the rural and small town areas. Within the case study area, it allocates new housing for the anticipated growth in household numbers as 15700 dwellings in regional towns (including 7800 in Derry) and 13050 in the rural community (villages, smaller towns and open countryside). Thus, a dispersed settlement pattern will be maintained with 45% of the total growth going to the rural community.

Derry is recapturing its position as the regional centre for Donegal and Sligo in the Republic of Ireland, to some extent at the expense of smaller centres in Ireland such as Letterkenny in County Donegal. In fact, this is an explicit part of the strategy for the development of the Derry urban area. In order to develop in a polycentric manner, and counteract the tendency for all economic and cultural activity in Northern Ireland NI to be focussed on Belfast, the concept is that Derry should become the hub for services and transport connections for the whole of the north-west of the island of Ireland, recapturing its traditional catchment area as it would have been without partition (around 300,000 population). During the 1980s, the UK government's policy of property-led regeneration of economically weak urban areas was applied to Derry, but with substantially higher public sector contribution than was normal in England (Adair et al 1996).

There is no other city, and the case study area is characterised by a polycentric network of small towns acting as regional centres. Enniskillen and Omagh are the main centres in this network, with others such as Cookstown, Dungannon and Strabane being identified as regional centres which should be strengthened by accommodating local growth. In recognition of the settlement pattern of small towns, regeneration policy in the 1980s and 1990s has focussed on small disadvantaged urban areas, especially in the west (Berry et al 1992). One scheme is the Community Regeneration Improvement Special Programme (CRISP) for economic regeneration of 

small towns. Funding is on a partnership basis between IFI and the DOENI. 28 towns have benefitted, mostly in the west and south, the biggest project being in Coalisland (Adair et al 1996).

2.3.2 Diversification of the economy in wider rural-urban context

The Northern Ireland economy has been the fastest improving regional economy in the UK during the 1990s (DOENI 1998), admittedly from a low base. The existing economy is highly dependant on low value-added manufacturing and public sector employment. The latter will continue to be the dominent sector (38% of all employees were in the public sector in 1991 compared with 30% in the next highest UK region), but the focus for new activities will be knowledge-based businesses using telecommunications technology, for which Northern Ireland has an advanced infrastructure.

The case study area is almost totally dependent on a raod-based transport system, due to the small internal transport market and dispersed settlement pattern. Freight accessibility costs are high, although 98% of freight distribution is by road. The quality of the road network is varied, with many congestion points and alignment problems to be overcome. Although Derry is linked to Belfast by rail, the areas is otherwise dependent on road transport.

Strengthening of the position of Derry is a key element of the regional strategy. This will focus on economic development, improving transport links, especially the airport and port facilities, and education provision. The eastern part of Northern Ireland is the main focus of transport development, especially in relation to the Larne-Belfast-Dublin TEN corridor. The problem for the case study area is one of developing adequate secondary networks. Apart from improvements to the Derry-Belfast rail route, which are needed to match those on the Belfast-Dublin route, the strategy will depend on strengthening the regional bus network.

In order to develop the tourism potential, the regional strategy develops the 'Destination Resort' concept, within which it is hoped that a concentration of investment will generate a critical mass. Within the case study are, Derry and Lough Foyle is one such area, based in part on urban tourism and its place on the transport routes from the Antrim coast in the east amd the Giants Causeway, a World Heritage site, on the north coast, two of the best known natural tourist attractions. A key element will be to position Derry on a tourist route linking to Co Donegal in the Republic of Ireland. Other locations in the case study area are the Sperrin Mountains and the Fermanagh Lakelands.

2.3.3 Territorial impacts of agricultural structural change

Northern Ireland has, along with the rest of the UK, undergone intensification of farming methods, increasing productivity while agricultural employment is reduced.

In the west of NI, the impact of pressures generated from urban areas on rural housing is relatively weak compared with the area around Belfast, and there remains a need to promote alternative economic activities.

2.3.4 Natural heritage - conservation and development

Northern Ireland has high environmental standards, low pollution levels, and regards its 'green' image as a significant competitive asset, both for tourism and for industrial development. Its landscape quality is high, and is a potentially valuable tourist asset. Tourism accounts for a small part of the local economy (2% NI, 5.6% UK, 6.8% Republic of Ireland) which has considerable growth potential, assuming the peace process continues.

Although inland water transport plays little role in commercial freight, it offers substantial opportunities for water-based tourism.

Two of the proposed 'Destination resorts' in the case study area, the Sperrin Mountains and the Fermanagh Lakelands, are explicitly based on the opportunity to take advantage of the high quality of the natural environment. The Sperrin mountains area has potential as an outdoor activities centre, and the Fermanagh Lakelands offers water-based sports and activities around the Lough Erne waterway system. The latter is also an important element in the strategy for river basin and water catchment area management for the whole of the Erne/Shannon system. Both for environmental and tourist development reasons, cross-border cooperation is essential and appropriate agreements and designations are necessary.

2.3.5 Cultural heritage - culture in economic development strategies

The cultural heritage is seen as an important asset in the context of the policy of promotion of the city of Derry, both in terms of its image and in respect of economic development. Derry has much to offer, including well preserved city walls. Unfortunately, cultural heritage promotion in Northern Ireland is so intimately linked with historic symbolism for the different sectarian communities that its promotion as an economic asset can only proceed with great caution. It may be partly for this reason that the main emphasis in the proposed 'Destination resort' tourism strategy is on the attractions of the natural environment. Derry is the only exception to this.

The emphasis in Derry will be upon increasing the attractiveness of the city as a place to stay for restaurants, shopping, entertainment, and by developing the River Foyle waterfront as a place to visit. The concept of a tourist retail centre, based on reuse of some buildings that are part of the industrial heritage of Northern Ireland, is proposed. 

2.3.6 Local administration - prospects for cooperation between rural and urban authorities

Northern Ireland has a structure of local authorities, but these have no planning or housing powers. There is therefore no such thing as a Local Planing Authority in the sense used in English planning law. All planning powers (and most other responsibilities) are exercised by the Northern Ireland Office (NIO), a department of the UK national government. Within the NIO, the department responsible for planning is the Planning Service Agency (PSA) of the Department of Environment (Northern Ireland). Social Housing is the responsibility of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive.

There are no special development agencies. Development is promoted by departments of the NIO and the Housing Executive. Plan making, implementation and control of development responsibilities are carried out by six divisional offices of the DOE(NI) located in different towns.

In theory, political responsibility for planning in Northern Ireland is held by the Secretary of State, but in practice the system has a high level of administrative autonomy. The only body that maintains a check on the powers of the PSA is the Planning Appeals Commission, which also has a higher degree of adminstrative autonomy than is normal for any planning body on the UK mainland (Pollock 1999). These arrangements are deliberately apolitical in order to maintain a strictly neutral stance in relation to the sectarian divisions of Northern Ireland.

Northern Ireland planning legislation is based on the standard UK (ie English) model of expressing policy in the form of Development Plans that are not legally binding, and controlling development through a discretionary Development Control system. In mainland Britain, these decisions are normally taken at a political level by the Local Planning Authority. The administrative arrangements in Northern Ireland have the effect of removing this level of local political control which is an essential feature of planning in the mainland of Britain. Local councils do have the opportunity to express their views on planning proposals, but have no power over the final decision to authorise development. This remains an executive decision. There is a system of development plans, broadly based on that introduced in England in the 1971 Town and Country Planning Act. In effect their role is similar to that of English unitary plans. However, the development does not have primacy in respect of guiding development control decisions (Pollock 1999), reinforcing the dominent role of the PSA. A set of Planning Policy Statements, similar to English Planning Policy Guidance notes (PPGs), is due to be completed by 2002, to provide more detailed guidance to prospective developers.

In response to criticism of the lack of democratic accountability in the planning suystem, the PSA seeks to work in partnership with the local councils as far as possible, while retaining executive power. The PSA operates the planning service thoriugh a set of six Divisional Offices. The case study area is covered by two. The most rural part is the responsibility of the Omagh Divisional Office, with a sub-office in Enniskillen. The other Division is based in Derry, and also covers the north coast area outside the case study. In principle, the system is well-equipped to promote rural-urban partnership, although cooperation between the Omagh and Derry Divisions is necessary in respect of the relationship between Derry and those parts of its territory to the south of the city.

In principle, land and property markets, and the development process, operate in Northern Ireland exactly as they do in the rest of the UK (Williams and Wood 1994). However, the years of Troubles have meant that there has been typically a high level of reluctance to invest, and promotion of Northern Ireland as an investment opportunity has had a higher priority than containment and control of development. The peace process in recent years has led to a noticable increase in investor and developer interest in Northern Ireland .

Since 1997, the DOE(NI) has undertaken preparation of a Regional Strategic Framework (DOENI, 1998) for the period up to 2025, to provide a spatial policy framework for the whole of Northern Ireland which is very much set in the context of the ESDP. It explicitly adopts and applies to Northern Ireland the three interrelated ESDP goals of economic and social cohesion, sustainable development and balanced competitiveness. For example, it explicitly adopts the aim of developing a polycentric network of strong regional towns as urban and rural service centres. Thus, there is a paradox that in some ways Northern Ireland is the most advanced part of the UK in respect of application of the ESDP, although it does not have a well-developed local development plan structure or local political direction over spatial planning.

