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• Some context: Irish Planning System and Irish 

towns and cities 

• Historic evolution of Irish towns and cities 

• Current issues: widespread urban vacancy, 

yet we have an increasing population

• Actions: Bottom-up Collaborative town centre 

health checks

• Policy: Top-down approach -National Planning 

Framework, Town Centre First and Vacancy 

interventions

Overview



Irish Cities – historically developed beside rivers

Cork City

Walled Town of Cork, 

c.1600 from George 

Carew’s Pacata 

Hibernia (source: 

Cork City Library)

25 Inch B&W (1897-1913) Source: 

https://geohive.maps.arcgis.com/apps/weba

ppviewer/index.html?id=9def898f708b47f19a

8d8b7088a100c4



Irish Cities – historically developed beside rivers

Limerick City

Medieval layout

Approximate Formality: Morphology of 

Irish Towns p.51



Irish Towns – historically market towns

25 Inch B&W (1897-1913) https://geohive.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappview

er/index.html?id=9def898f708b47f19a8d8b7088a10

0c4

Kinsale, Co. Cork

Historically Church Square and 

Market Square were the town 

centre areas, streets radiating to 

the town gates in a medieval 

structure

Image from Lawrence 

Collection.

Source: Streetscapes of County 

Cork: A Design Guide for the 

Historic Setting, Figure 62



Irish Towns – historically market towns

Donegal Town

Donegal Town

The Diamond

Map source: Approximate 

Formality: Morphology of 

Irish Towns p.101



Irish Towns – planned towns (Fermoy, Co. Cork)

Pearse Square, formally Queens Square, taken from Kent Bridge, circa 1880-1900.
(Source: National Library of Ireland, The Lawrence Photograph Collection). 

Fermoy October, 2025

Illustrates some typical issues in urban Irish 

towns – vacancy in town centre, in particular in 

upper floors, heritage buildings in decline, traffic



Town and city centre vacancy – recent headlines

Irish Times, 4 Feb 2025

Irish Examiner, 21 October 2025

RTE.ie, 3 August 2023
Irish Independent , 18 Feb 2025



Irish population (Census 2022)

National-Planning-Framework-First-Revision-April-2025-1.pdf

• The five cities (50,000+ people) of Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Galway and 

Waterford and their immediate suburbs together comprised 

approximately 1.7 million people, or just over one-third (33%) of 

Ireland’s population. 

• Nearly three-quarters of Ireland’s city dwellers are the 1.3 million 

people, or one-quarter (25%) of the population, who live in Dublin. 

• Beyond the five cities, a further 1.5 million people, or 30% of Ireland’s 

population, live in towns and villages with at least 1,500 or more 

people. 

• There were 49 Towns with a population of at least 10,000 or more 

people, home to 18% of Ireland’s population. 

• More than half of the Irish population, or nearly 2.7 million people, now 

live in cities or large towns of at least 10,000 people. 

• Dublin’s population almost equates to that of the next 40 cities and 

towns combined.

• In 2022, 37% of Ireland’s population lived in settlements of fewer than 

1,500 people or in individual houses in rural areas 

(National Planning Framework first revision, 2025, p.51) 
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Irish Population distribution by aggregate town size, 2022 

Population Distribution Census of Population 2022 Profile 1 -

Population Distribution and Movements - Central Statistics Office

18% = 

25% = 

1.5 million 

people, or 30% 

of Ireland’s 

population, 

live in towns 

and villages 

with at least 

1,500 or more 

people. 

Population of Ireland (Census 2022) 

= 5.14 million

Estimated population April 2025 = 

5.46 million

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpp1/censusofpopulation2022profile1-populationdistributionandmovements/populationdistribution/
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https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/town-centre-first.pdf  p.11

(2016 Census)
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Rural county Limerick



10km away, Newcastle West, County Limerick

Sign on window: Compulsory 

Purchase Notice – this house is 

now back in use 

Maiden Street, Google Maps 

(2023)



Irish Planning System

National-Planning-Framework-First-Revision-April-2025-1.pdf

System in 

Transition, new 

Planning Act (2024)

Decision making on 

proposals for development
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Government interventions : NPF policies

National-Planning-Framework-First-Revision-

April-2025-1.pdf

Page 22
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Government policy: Compact Growth

• National Planning Framework (Revised Draft): 

National Strategic Outcome no.1 is Compact 

Growth (Government of Ireland, 2024a). 

• National Guidelines Sustainable Residential 

Development and Compact Settlements Guidelines 

for Planning Authorities (Government of Ireland, 

2024b).

• Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies

• Local development plans, e.g. Cork City Council 

Development Plan 2022’s  Key Strategic Principle 1 

Compact Growth: where land-use and transport 

planning is integrated to ‘achieve a compact city 

with 50% of all new homes delivered within the 

existing built-up footprint of the City on regenerated 

brownfield, infill and greenfield sites …’ 

E M B E D D E D  I N  A L L  T I E R S  O F  T H E  

I R I S H  P L A N N I N G  S Y S T E M



Irish Planning System – relevant aspects

Ireland has a discretionary planning system – 

each planning application is assessed 

against national and local policy and local 

context in deciding whether a proposal gets 

consent. 

There is a substantial level of vacancy, in 

particular, upper floor vacancy in the city 

centre – various incentives to address this

Lack of infrastructure in towns and villages 

has led to high levels of rural one-off housing 

at edge of villages or in the countryside. 

Living City Initiative (living above the shop, Oliver Plunkett St, 

Cork city)



Heritage Council Collaborative Town Centre Health 
Check Programme (2016-2023)

• Emerged from concerns that historic town 

centres were in decline

• Undertook ‘health checks’ of towns, on the 

request of local groups

• Collaboration with local stakeholders and the 

Universities and students ‘feet on the ground’

• Highlighted very high levels of vacancy in some 

historic towns

• Led to the inclusion of Town Centre First policy 

in the Government’s policies and Local 

Authorities took on the health check approach

https://www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/files/Policy-Paper-

on-the-Collaborative-Town-Centre-Health-Check-CTCHC-

Programme.pdf



Collaborative Town Centre Health Checks
– Blarney and Tower (launched May 2023)

• Collaborative Town Centre Health Checks led by Heritage 

Council (programme founded by Alison Harvey)

• Blarney and Tower CTCHCs were funded by the Project Ireland 

2040, Our Rural Future

• UCC Masters in Planning and Sustainable Development 

students involved during Covid-19 restrictions

• Student project: engagement (webinar), vacancy counts, 

mapping, footfall counting, business surveys

• Results shared with the community and Council, including a 

submission to the revision of the City Development Plan



Blarney CTCHC



Blarney CTCHC



Blarney CTCHC



Blarney CTCHC



Blarney CTCHC



Blarney CTCHC



Blarney CTCHC
https://www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/images/Blarney-

CTCHC-Report-web.pdf 
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Government interventions : Town Centre First

town-centre-first.pdf Page 30

• Town Centre First was included 

in the Programme for 

Government 2020 – built on the 

Heritage Council experience

• Collaborative plan-led 

approach, tailored to local 

challenges with local 

stakeholders on the Town Team

• Funding to make the plans and 

funding for projects arising from 

the plans – action orientated

https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/town-centre-first.pdf
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Government interventions : Town Centre First

Community vision from Skibbereen TCF Plan

Outcome: Funding allocated to upgrade 

shopfronts in the main square in 

Abbeyfeale



What about urban towns or neigbourhoods? 

THRIVE – the Town Centre First Heritage Revival 

Scheme – was launched by the Minister of State for 

Local Government and Planning Kieran O’Donnell TD on 

February 8th 2024. 

The scheme is run under Ireland’s two European 

Regional Development Fund (ERDF) Regional 

Programmes and is co-funded by the Government of 

Ireland and the European Union.

THRIVE promotes a citizen-centred community-led 

approach to planning and design under the Town Centre 

First framework and supports projects that embrace the 

core values of the New European Bauhaus – 

sustainability, aesthetics, and inclusion.

(Source: https://www.corkcity.ie/en/council-services/services/planning/thrive/) 

(Source: www.echolive.ie)

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/473d3-town-centre-first-policy/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/473d3-town-centre-first-policy/
https://new-european-bauhaus.europa.eu/index_en


Cork’s urban densification

Planning permissions predominantly outside of the city 

centre core

30
Y E T  C I T Y  C E N T R E  P O P U L A T I O N  I N C R E A S I N G



Learn from the perspectives of those..

31

Living with 

Density 

Residents 

Planning for 

Density

Planners

Delivering 

Density

Developers

Micro-Social Meso-political
Macro-

Economic

T H I S  M A Y  A L I G N  W I T H  F O U R N I S  A N D  

F O R T I N ’ S  ( 2 0 1 7 )  S O C I A L  A C C E P T A N C E  

F R A M E W O R K

Doctoral research in urban planning based in 

University College Dublin under the supervision of Dr 

Paula Russell and Dr Declan Redmond

To understand how the densification of urban areas is 

perceived and experienced by those who live, plan for 

and deliver compact growth and densification planning 

policies? 

• Does the acceptance of the policy align by those 

different groups? 

• What can we learn from the perceptions and 

experiences to inform future policies at the levels 

individually and collectively? 

My current research 



Research commencing in 2026



Thanks for listening

Housing policy is every changing

Launched last 

week!

Expands Town 

Centre First and 

Vacancy Tools
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