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Abstract 
This article examines the impacts of Ireland’s economic and property market crisis on its urban 

historic cores to better understand the pressures shaping the planning and management of Ireland’s 

built heritage. A case study approach is applied to the historic centres of Waterford, Limerick and 

Drogheda, three locations deeply impacted by macro-economic restructuring, de-industrialisation 

and Ireland’s recession. Ireland’s crises in the property market, public finances and wider economy 

have had significant impacts on the built heritage in these locations including a weak investment 

environment, dereliction and decay associated with long-term vacancy and the retrenchment in grant-

aid support. Additionally, Ireland’s policy framework for the protection of built heritage, Part IV of 

the Planning and Development Act 2000, has in practice been less than robust in terms of 

enforcement while also providing limited resources for conservation.  Despite these challenges, local 

authorities are attempting to leverage the economic potential of their local heritage to physically 

regenerate inner-city locations, stimulate the construction sector, enable tourism-led economic 

growth and engage in place-marketing strategies to attract further inward investment and economic 

development. As such, the management of urban historic cores in post- ‘Celtic Tiger’ Ireland 

increasingly prioritises the commercialisation of built heritage over traditional core concerns of 

conservation including identity, authenticity, local distinctiveness, artistic and cultural importance, 

memory and community.  
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1. Introduction  

This article examines the impacts that Ireland’s crises in the property market, public finances and 

wider economy have had on its urban historic cores and the responses of Government and the 

voluntary heritage sector to manage these impacts. In comparative terms, Ireland has two 

distinguishing characteristics with respect to conservation of heritage. The first is that the system of 

conservation planning and management only came into law in 1999, very late by comparison with 

most European countries. Thus, the system is not fully embedded in policy and practice and, even 

before the economic crisis, was not fully resourced. This weakness was compounded by the second 

characteristic, which is the severity of the economic crash in 2008, which led to sharp reductions in 

already over-stretched resources.  Thus, it is argued that despite the introduction of a comprehensive 

built heritage conservation system, at least on paper, through the Planning and Development Act 

2000, built heritage was rarely a priority for policymakers during Ireland’s phase of speculative, 

property-fuelled economic growth. This relative indifference had serious consequences for the quality 

of the built heritage stock, leading to the loss of fabric through intense development pressure and 

inadequately resourced conservation and planning departments at the local level. Further pressures 

resulted with the onset of the Great Financial Crisis of 2008. Financial investment in the property 
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sector evaporated due to the over-exposure of the Irish banking system to highly leveraged developers 

and the withdrawal of international finance as a funding source. Funding for heritage conservation 

collapsed, as the public finances contracted due to the reduction in property related tax revenues, the 

costs of bailing out the Irish banking system (approximately €64 billion) and the austerity programme 

that accompanied the bailout of the Irish sovereign by the IMF, EC and ECB in 2010. Ireland’s wider 

economic malaise, including an unemployment rate that reached 15% at its peak and the collapse in 

consumer confidence, also contributed to a reduction in spending that impacted retail cores and 

investment. This confluence of factors resulted in high levels of vacancy and dereliction within urban 

cores, leading to the vandalism of heritage properties and the loss of significant elements of Ireland’s 

cultural identity.  

The resultant pressures of the crisis on urban cores have led, in part, to an increasing interest among 

policymakers towards policy innovation, especially as financial resources are very limited.  There has 

been a renewed emphasis on place-making in the context of developing ‘heritage quarters’, attempts 

to diversify local economies through tourism development and provide a stimulus to Ireland’s 

construction sector. As such, the economic potential of built heritage is playing a leading role within 

place making and tourism development strategies. It is argued that this commodified view of built 

heritage is increasingly pervasive not just among policymakers, but also within the voluntary heritage 

community who emphasise the economic potential of heritage as a means to align the conservation 

agenda with Government policy on economic recovery. While heritage can undoubtedly contribute to 

wealth creation, it is important that the traditional core concerns of conservation including identity, 

authenticity, local distinctiveness, artistic and cultural importance, memory and community are 

equally emphasised.   

Through a series of interviews with local heritage actors, combined with an analysis of local and 

central planning and conservation policy, this article examines the impacts of Ireland’s economic 

crisis on the built heritage of three case study locations, the cities of Waterford and Limerick and the 

town of Drogheda. Each location demonstrates a long history that is clearly represented within the 

built fabric but equally, each location has suffered the negative impacts of deindustrialisation, 

economic restructuring and the fallout from Ireland’s lost economic decade. The following section 

contextualises the research by examining the evolution of built heritage conservation in Ireland and 

outlining the legislative and planning framework for built heritage in Ireland. This is followed by an 

account of the methodology employed while section four examines the impact of economic change on 

the historic cores of the three case study cities.  Section five discusses the policy and management 

responses to conservation of the built heritage since the economic crisis and section six comes to 

some conclusions. 

 

2. Built Heritage Management in Ireland 

As outlined by Parkinson et al (2013), the birth of the modern conservation movement in Ireland 

began with the founding in 1948 of An Taisce (The National Trust for Ireland) which is a non-

statutory, charitable organisation focused on environmental and heritage issues. While initially more 

focused on natural heritage, it was made a prescribed body under the planning act of 1963, meaning 

that sensitive planning applications which may impact protected structures, sites of heritage interest or 

national monuments must be forwarded to the organisation by planning authorities for comment. 

Additionally, the group compiles an inventory of historic properties that are considered at risk due to 

vacancy and dereliction. The Irish Georgian Society was founded in 1958 by the Hon. Desmond 

Guinness in response to the demolition of two Georgian houses on Kildare Place in Dublin and 
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followed by the destruction of 16 Georgian houses on Lower Fitzwilliam Street by the Irish Electricity 

Supply Board (ESB) (Mc Donald, 1989). The Society runs educational programmes, provides 

supporting grants for conservation initiatives, lobbies government regarding policy and legislation on 

conservation matters and maintains a register of professional craftsmen who specialise in historic 

buildings. The increasing activity of these groups, as well as student movements like SADD – 

Students Against the Destruction of Dublin – led to an increased awareness among the public of the 

importance of conserving built heritage. This awareness eventually led to greater political recognition 

of the value of built heritage and an increasing appreciation of ‘colonial’ heritage as distinctly Irish.  

 

Ireland’s policy and legislation toward built heritage has traditionally been weak due largely to the 

absence of strong legislative and policy framework for urban planning, a bias toward more rural 

aspects of Ireland’s heritage and identity and cyclical periods of economic stagnation (Mc Manus, 

2005, Negussie, 2006). The primary pre-1960s heritage legislation, the National Monuments Acts 

1930-1954, contained a bias against buildings constructed post-1700 which in itself was related to the 

strongly nationalist political views that accompanied the State’s early decades of independence 

(Parkinson et al., forthcoming). Ireland’s economic fortunes changed during the 1960s and 1970s and 

an expanding economy saw the modernisation of the built fabric in Irish towns and cities. Despite the 

introduction of the first comprehensive planning legislation, the Local Government (Planning and 

Development) Act 1963, which introduced new discretionary powers for local authorities to list 

buildings of architectural and historic significance, the development pressures that accompanied 

economic expansion led to the demolition of significant elements of Ireland’s built heritage fabric, 

most notably in the Georgian cores of its major cities (Mc Donald, 1986). Conservation expertise 

within planning departments was often lacking and prioritisation lists led to a lack of clarity and 

flexible attitudes towards protection for listed buildings. In ideological terms, the Irish State exhibits a 

strong preference for the protection of private property rights through the Constitution, creating a 

culture of hesitancy and political conservatism regarding the listing of buildings (Cuffe, 1995). 

Additionally, the recession of the 1980s placed new pressures on the fabric of historic centres through 

vacancy and dereliction (McDonald, 1985). The listing system that had been introduced in the 1960s 

was not a mandatory function and decisions were left to each individual local authority, and as late as 

1999 there were counties in Ireland with no list of protected structures. By the late 1990s the 

European Commission was investigating formal complaints that the Irish Government had failed to 

protect its architectural heritage and had failed to include architectural heritage within its 

implementation of the EU’s Directive on Environment Impact Assessments (Hourihan, 2000). 

 

Ireland’s modern built heritage legislative and policy framework was established under Part IV of the 

Planning and Development Act 2000, which itself was introduced as a consolidating piece of 

legislation to provide coherency to Ireland’s planning system (See Grist, 2012 Chapters 1,2 & 14). 

Part IV of the Act sets the policy framework for the conservation of built heritage, which is 

implemented at a local level by the 31 Local Authorities in Ireland and overseen at the national level 

by the Minister for the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaelteacht (Grist, 2012). The functions 

of local government are divided into ‘executive’ and ‘reserve,’ with the former exercisable only by the 

city or county manager, which is an unelected, administrative post, while the latter functions are 

carried out by elected members. The main instrument for the regulation and control of development is 

the development plan which must be updated every 6 years in accordance with a specific statutory 

timeframe. The adoption of a development plan is a reserved function of local elected members, while 

the decision to grant or refuse a planning application is an executive function of the manager of a 
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local authority. The objectives of the development plan must be adhered to by planning officials in 

their consideration of planning applications (Fox-Rogers and Murphy, 2013). The Irish system allows 

for both first and third party appeals, whereby individuals and interested parties have the right to 

appeal to an independent Planning Appeals Board (An Bord Pleanala) against the granting or refusal 

of planning permission for any new development (Scott et al., 2012). Additionally, planning 

authorities have powers to implement planning controls by means of enforcement notices. 

 

With specific reference to built heritage, Part IV of the act enables local planning authorities include 

buildings considered of architectural, historic, archaeological, artistic, cultural, scientific, technical or 

social interest on a Record of Protected Structures. This means that works that would normally be 

exempted development require planning approval and protection extends to the interior and exterior of 

the structure, the land lying within its curtilage and ancillary buildings. Owners and occupiers must 

ensure such structures are not endangered by decay or damage and planning authorities are 

empowered to serve works notices where structures are considered at risk and can enforce restoration 

works where unauthorised development has taken place. Additionally, the Act introduced a new area 

based approach to conservation through the designation of Architectural Conservation Areas (ACAs) 

and Areas of Special Planning Control (ASPCs). These designations afford protection to the character 

of a place, area, townscape of group of structures and the Development Plan must provide supporting 

objectives. Building lines and heights, as well as patterns of materials, construction systems and 

architectural elements must be considered in deciding if the character of an area merits designation as 

an ACA.  Development rights are restricted within an ACA, while under an ASPC exempted 

development rights are entirely removed.   

 

3. Research Approach 

As outlined above, the central aim of the research was to explore the impact of the economic crisis on 

the built heritage and urban historic cores of Irish towns and cities and examine the response of urban 

managers to these challenges. A qualitative approach was considered appropriate for a number of 

reasons. Firstly, the research is exploratory in nature as it examines the views and attitudes of the 

‘conservation sector’ to Government policy regarding Ireland’s built heritage over the last two 

decades. As attitudes are difficult to investigate empirically, this in-depth, qualitative approach 

allowed identification of issues where a strong degree of consensus existed and issues with a greater 

degree of nuance. Secondly, the research examines the shifting responses of urban managers’ toward 

urban built heritage at the local level at a time of crisis when economic forces are uncertain and 

changeable. Hence, qualitative approaches allow for more intensive understanding of the pressures 

facing decision makers and the contexts influencing their strategising. Thirdly, the research elaborated 

on the values ascribed to the built heritage by city management and the role of urban historic cores 

within urban planning and economic development. Qualitative stakeholder interviews can generate 

perceived causal inferences and explanations from respondents regarding the changing role of built 

heritage within the planning system (Yin, 2003). 

Considering the exploratory nature of the research, a case study approach was deemed appropriate as 

case studies allow in-depth understanding of complex social phenomena when the boundaries 

between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2003). The cities of Waterford 

and Limerick and the town of Drogheda were selected on the basis that all three are considered to be 

historically and architecturally important locations, but also because they are three of the most 

economically deprived urban centres in Ireland. Their respective urban cores have suffered under the 
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vagaries of economic boom to bust cycles over the last twenty years and the effects of 

deindustrialisation and the current economic recession have left their scars on the built fabric of these 

cities. All three cities display considerable legacies of Viking, Medieval, Georgian and Victorian built 

fabric and all have clearly demarcated urban historic cores.  

We employed two main strategies in undertaking this research. The first was to consider and evaluate 

all the key planning and conservation policies for each of the cities and the second was to undertake 

follow-up interviews with key stakeholders in each city.  Interviewees were purposively sampled to 

ensure that the most relevant actors with expertise regarding of architectural conservation, urban 

planning and built heritage management approaches were consulted. Purposive sampling facilitates 

the selection of “groups, settings and individuals where...the processes being studies are most likely 

to occur” (Denzen and Lincoln, 1994,202 as cited in Silverman, 2000: 104). As such, a list was 

compiled of built heritage actors from each local authority area including conservation officers, 

heritage officers, urban planners, as well as practicing conservation architects from the private sector 

and members of voluntary conservation groups. While it is acknowledged other stakeholder groups 

influence policy and practice regarding built heritage management, notably local authority 

management including City Managers and Directors of Services, accessing such individuals can be 

problematic and considering the small number of roles within the Irish local government system, 

preserving their anonymity would have been difficult. To overcome this difficulty, respondents were 

asked questions regarding the manner in which local management conducted policy regarding built 

heritage and how management interacted with other built heritage stakeholders. In total eighteen 

interviews were conducted, six per case study area, which reflects the limited size of the built heritage 

community in Ireland’s regional urban centres. The semi-structured interviews were constructed to 

explore respondent’s views on four key themes, including views on (1) local planning policy 

regarding heritage; (2) central government policy and the role of the voluntary sector; (3) the impacts 

of the bubble and crash on the physical fabric of the heritage stock; (4) recent initiatives in heritage 

policy and the future of the conservation sector.  

 

4. Case Study Analysis: Continuity and Change in the Historic Core 

This section traces some of the key impacts of the economic crash on the historic cores of the three 

cities. It begins by providing some basic context with respect to population change and then provides 

a précis of the key characteristics of the historic core of each city. It then analyses the impacts of 

medium to long term changes in the local economy and in land use change on the historic core. The 

final element of the analysis considers the impact of the economy bust on the conservation system 

itself, with a focus on a reduction in resources for conservation.  

4.1 Case Study Contexts 

Between 2002 and 2011, the population of the State increased by 17 per cent (3.9 million to 4.5 

million persons), but the core urban areas of  Drogheda,  Waterford and Limerick cities had among 

the lowest population growth rates in the country at 7, 6 and 5 per cent  respectively (See Table 1). 

However, the suburban hinterlands of Drogheda and Waterford recorded a growth rates of 204 and 

123 per cent respectively.  While Limerick suburbs recorded an increase of just 4 per cent, this 

reflects the fact that population and housing moved even further beyond the suburbs and into 

adjoining counties, with substantial new development taking the form of one-off housing in adjacent 

rural areas. Furthermore, the migration of households from the cities to the suburbs took place firmly 

among middle class families drawing wealth, retail spending and investment in social infrastructure 

from the core. As such, there is a greater concentration of households from working class 
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backgrounds within the urban cores of these locations. Indeed, approximately one-fifth of the 

populations of Waterford and Limerick belong to the unskilled and semi-skilled social class groups, 

while just 5% to 6% of their populations are professional households (Central Statistics Office, 2011). 

Hence, over recent decades, the profile of the population of these urban cores has become steadily 

poorer.  

Table 1 Population Change in Case Study locations  

     

change 

N 

(2002-

2011) 

Change 

% 

(2002-

2011) 

 

1996 2002 2006 2011 

  Drogheda Town 24460 28333 28973 30393 2060 7.3 

Drogheda Suburbs 822 2687 6117 8185 5498 204.6 

Limerick City 52039 54023 52539 57106 3083 5.7 

Limerick Suburbs 27098 32975 38218 34348 1373 4.2 

Waterford City 42540 44594 45748 46732 2138 4.8 

Waterford Suburbs 1615 2142 3465 4787 2645 123.5 

STATE 3626087 3917203 4239848 4588252 671049 17.1 

Source: Central Statistics Office of Ireland (2011) 

Limerick is located at the head of the Shannon Estuary and was established originally as a Viking 

Settlement in the 9th Century, at a strategic crossing point on the River in the vicinity of the present 

Potato Market / Merchants Quay.  The most recent strategic plan for Limerick summarises the main 

character of the urban core and argues there are three distinctive character areas (Limerick City 

Council, 2013, p47-48). The first is the Medieval Quarter, located around King’s Island and 

incorporating King John’s Castle and the Nicholas Street and Bishop Street neighbourhood. The 

second is known as Irish Town, which has ‘an organic street layout south of the Canal reflecting a 

series of smaller scale and independent development blocks between the Medieval Quarter and the 

Georgian Grid’ (p47). The third, and the most well-known, is the Georgian Grid, located to the south 

of the Abbey River. The city centre is characterised by a Georgian Grid of streets and blocks. 

Limerick’s main central City streets.  ‘The grid provides an ordering rigour to the whole area with 

regular and understandable built forms and a well-defined street structure’ (p47-48). For many this 

district is the gateway view of Limerick City Centre, from Shannon Bridge or the Dock Road. With 

regard to conservation policy, there are almost 700 buildings on the Record of Protected Structures 

but according to some of the key stakeholders this could easily be doubled (See Table 2).  There are 

six Architectural Conservation Areas, two of which are in the historic core.   

 

Waterford City, Ireland’s oldest urban centre, was established as a Viking longphort in 914 and 

developed into one of the most important towns during the Anglo-Norman period when the City’s 

defensive walls were constructed and its position as a major strategic port was consolidated {NIAH, 

2003, p27}. While much of the City’s medieval heritage was lost as a result of the dissolution of the 

monasteries in the 1540s and the religious wars of the 17th century, significant medieval structures 

remain in good states of repair, including the City walls and six mural towers, the French Church and 

the Undercrofts at the Chorister’s Hall. The City expanded as a trading port during the 18th and 19th 

centuries and new Georgian street layouts, such as The Mall, which contains important Georgian 

buildings like The Bishop’s Palace (1752) and Christ Church Cathedral (1779), were significant 
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additions to the City.  The City’s development plan (2013, p33) contains specific objectives to protect 

the 922 structures included on the Record of Protected Structures and specify that reductions in 

development contributions and relaxation of zoning and other development restrictions may be eased 

where outcomes lead to the enhanced protection of protected structures. Additionally, two 

Architectural Conservations Areas have been delineated for the areas of the precinct around the 

Cathedral of the Holy Trinity and the South Quays, while a general conservation area is applied to the 

areas combining the Viking, Norman and Georgian elements of the city. The City Council have also 

developed a specific ‘Heritage Plan’ (2009, 30} which outlines specific objectives to improve public 

access to and knowledge regarding the city’s built heritage and archaeological assets.  

Originally comprising two walled towns on either side of the River Boyne, Drogeha united in 1412, 

enclosing a larger area than Dublin’s medieval walls. Fragments of medieval town defences remain. 

Most notably, these are at Butter Gate and St. Laurence’s Gate, and sections of wall remain in the 

vicinity of St Mary’s Church and Old Abbey Lane (publicly accessible), and near to Fair Street, 

Laurence Street and Millmount (Shaffrey Associates Architects, et al., 2013, p.1). In recent years 

much of historic core and some of area surrounding core has been designated the ‘Heritage Quarter’ 

in Drogheda Borough Development Plan 2011-2017 (Drogheda Borough Council, 2011). It is policy 

to ‘Encourage the appropriate reuse, renovation and rehabilitation of older buildings which are not 

protected but have some architectural, historic or heritage merit’.  It is development plan policy that a 

buffer is left between new development and the “town wall circuit”, and alteration of the “line of the 

town wall circuit” is “not considered appropriate” (Drogheda Borough Council, 2011, p.177).  It is 

also an objective to retain existing street layout, building lines and plot widths where they have 

medieval or earlier origins. Conservation Plan for Town Walls and Other Defences of Drogheda, 2006 

proposes to integrate medieval walls within new development.  With regard to protected structures, 

there are 401 protected structures within the Drogheda Borough District. In addition to the protected 

structures, Drogheda Borough District has 18 Architectural Conservation Areas, 13 of which are 

within the defined boundary of the Heritage Quarter. The remaining 5 are located in nearby locations 

within the urban area. 

Table 2  Protected Structures in Case Study Locations  

Number of protected structures and structures in NIAH 

 Limerick Waterford Drogheda 

RPS 693 922 401 

Source:  Heritage Council of Ireland (2011) 

 

4.2 Urban land use change and the impacts on heritage 

 

The Government, local government bodies and other heritage stakeholders, both public and private, have 

identified that our historic built environment is at risk from a number of factors, particularly in the context of 

current economic conditions. Important elements of built heritage in both publ ic and private ownership are 

being lost, allowed to deteriorate or being irretrievably damaged. (Department of Arts, Heritage and the 

Gaeltacht, 2013) 

 

The quotation above is an official government recognition that the economic crisis has had significant 

negative impacts on the built heritage, impacts which are likely to be long term in nature. While this 

officially acknowledges the problem, government are not as clear as to the complex array of reasons 

as to why heritage is in some danger. From our analysis of the public documents and of the key 

stakeholder interviews, a number of key issues emerge. The first relates to long-term structural change 
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in urban areas which has particularly effected the case study cities. Deconcentration of population, 

housing and retailing has had a deleterious impact on each of the cities, leading to a reduction in 

demand for building space in inner cores and associated problems of building decay, underuse and 

dereliction.  The second is the impacts of the economic crisis on the effectiveness of the conservation 

system. Drastic cuts in grant-aid for conservation, combined with the loss of public sector jobs, has 

led to something of a crisis in the system. However, it is clear from the interviews that the economic 

crisis has merely exacerbated problems related to resources devoted to conservation, problems which 

were present even during the economic boom.  

A major transformation occurred in the Irish economy and society from the mid-1990s, a period 

commonly referred to as the ‘Celtic Tiger,’ as an increasingly entrepreneurial approach was adopted 

towards the country’s economic management. This initial phase of economic success (1993 – 2001) 

was based on a shift to high skill manufacturing, an expansion in the services sector and the courting 

of foreign direct investment and EU structural funds {Kitchin, 2012 #1230}. Between 1997 and 2007 

the size of the Irish economy almost doubled as GDP increased from €89 bn to €163 bn. The numbers 

in employment increased from 1.1 to 2.1 million between 1992 and 2007, while the unemployment 

rate declined from 16% to 4% between 1994 and 2000 {Honohan, 2009 #268; Central Statistics 

Office, Various a #1265}. Ireland’s traditional pattern of emigration reversed as the population 

increased from 3.6 million to 4.2 million persons (+17%) between 1996 and 2006 {Central Statistics 

Office, Various b #603}, while average incomes per capita increased to the point where Ireland was 

ranked fourth highest in the OECD {, 2011 #1266} in the mid-2000s. However, the second phase of 

economic growth (2002-2007) was sustained by a speculative property bubble that was driven by a 

reckless expansion of the banking sector and the State’s pro-cyclical fiscal policies {Kitchin, 2012 

#1230}. As such, the Irish economy was particularly exposed as the international financial climate 

went into a sharp contraction from 2008. Irish GDP declined by 9% between 2007 and 2010 and net 

household income declined by 17.5% between 2008 and 2012 . The collapse in consumer confidence 

impacted the domestic economy, causing the unemployment rate to spike to 15% (n=323,000) by 

mid-2012. Emigration again became a serious social issue with estimates suggesting that 141,700 

people emigrated from Ireland between May 2009 and April 2011  (Murphy and Scott, 2013). As 

annual housing output contracted by 91% and the Irish mortgage declined sharply, house prices fell 

by over 50% from their peak levels in early 2007. Additionally, the State’s efforts to support the 

banking sector, which included a guarantee of the sector’s liabilities (€485 bn) and recapitalisation 

programme (€64 bn), effectively pushed the Irish State into a joint bailout (€67 bn) in 2010 by the 

IMF and EU.  

  

The speed and severity of the economic contraction affected all areas of Ireland. However, the case 

study cities were particularly badly hit.  These cities are among the most economically marginal urban 

centres in Ireland and have been experiencing patterns of deindustrialisation that has negatively 

impacted the quality of the urban cores in terms of their commercial quality and attractiveness, which 

have had negative knock-on effects for their built heritage.  In addition to the general economic crisis, 

the economic base of each of the cities, but in particular Limerick and Waterford, has suffered 

through the loss of key manufacturing companies, thereby leading to higher than average levels of 

joblessness and lower consumer demand, which as impacted directly in historic cores. As such, when 

Ireland experienced the full impact of the Financial Crisis, these locations were already particularly 

vulnerable to economic headwinds.  All three centres were significant industrial centres within their 

respective regions due to their commercial port facilities, making them centres for meat processing 

and but the impacts of deindustrialisation, the opening up of cheaper manufacturing locations in 
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Eastern Europe and the cost cutting that has accompanied the recession since 2009 have all had 

dramatic negative effects. In Waterford (Waterford Crystal, Talk Talk, Bausch and Lomb), Limerick 

(Dell, 3 Ireland) and Drogheda (Rexam Electronics, XXXX),  significant regional employers,  either 

closed manufacturing operations or substantially reduced their work forces, contributing to elevated 

unemployment rates, the movement of workers to temporary contracts or reduced working hours and 

pay cuts. One interviewee from Waterford opined that: “This is a post industrial, unionised, working 

class city with extremely poor respect for itself and its own heritage...” (Interview 3). Census 2011 

revealed the case study locations had significantly higher rates of unemployment among their labour 

forces – Limerick (29%), Drogheda (25%) and Waterford (24%) – than the national average of 19% 

in May 2011 (Central Statistics Office, 2011). It is unsurprising, therefore,  that the Pobal HP 

Deprivation Index, which measures the relative affluence or disadvantage of neighbourhoods using a 

range of census socio-economic data, finds the urban cores of all three case study locations are 

predominantly disadvantaged.   

Additionally, the environment for investment in property collapsed following the guarantee of the 

Irish banking sector in September 2008, while the exposure of the Irish banking system to toxic 

property loans have led to the contraction of lending and lenders in the market. As unemployment 

rose and incomes and consumer confidence declined, the retail environment within Irish towns was 

badly affected leading to heightened rates of commercial and residential vacancy. There have been 

numerous media reports of the impacts of high vacancy rates on historic properties, including 

obsolescence and decay, as well as vandalism and the theft of valuable fixtures and fittings like 

fireplaces and copper piping (Mc Donald, 2011a, 2011b, Thompson, 2014).  

 

Another long-term issue has been the deconcentration of population and housing from inner areas to 

the suburbs and beyond, with an associated diminution in demand for urban space.  Several interviews 

supported that view that, on the whole, the Irish public is culturally and socially averse to urban 

living, instead aspiring to live in countryside. This view contributes to a reluctance to live in the core 

of historic towns, as opposed to the periphery or the countryside. There is an additional factor which 

has emerged from recent local government reform- that the abolition of Drogheda Borough Council, 

and resulting lack of a local authority base in the town – in the context of a very long history as an 

administrative centre – is likely to harm the historic urban core. One of the essential characteristics of 

historic cores is their heterogeneity and multi-functionality and the retailing is critical to that. 

However, all three of the cities have seen the development of major out of town retail centres which 

has led to a drop in demand for retail space in inner areas, greater vacancy, underuse and decay of 

buildings. Office functions in Limerick, for example, have migrated out of the historic core and to the 

docklands areas where tax incentives were in operation for many years. With respect to Drogehda, for 

example, while there was significant new development during ‘Celtic Tiger’ years in town centre and 

along riverfront (Shaffrey Associates Architects, et al., 2013, p.3), in more recent years there has been 

increased vacancy, dereliction and underuse in the town centre. This is in part driven by the 

development of two large, recent peripheral retail developments (Drogheda Retail Park and M1 Retail 

Park). Interview with key stakeholders suggested that this damage is continuing with the recent 

construction of a third peripheral retail development (Drogheda Southgate), to the SE of the town, 

within Meath County Council’s functional area. Can Drogheda sustain three large out-of town retail 

developments of this kind? 
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4.3 The conservation system and the economic crisis 

While the policy and legislative framework for the protection of built heritage in Ireland has improved 

markedly in recent years and at least on paper appears relatively robust, in practice the approach has 

been hampered by a weak enforcement regime, inadequate resource provision for conservation and a 

failure to develop conservation education and participation among the public. Indeed, it was clear 

from the interviews that problems regarding the proper care and maintenance of built heritage 

properties pre-dated the crises in the economy and public finances of 2008. One of the issues raised 

refers to how comprehensive the Record of Protected Structures is.  A national inventory is compiled 

by central government and local authorities may list properties from this list. Although the national 

inventory includes some buildings rated as being of local interest, only buildings rated at regional or 

higher form the basis of Ministerial Recommendations for inclusion on the RPS. This, in part, 

accounts for why not all buildings included in the NIAH are either recommended for protection, or 

make it onto the RPS. However, local authorities are not obliged to list all such properties so that 

many properties and buildings of conservation and heritage interest may not be listed in the 

development plans list of protected structures.  This is in part due to a lack of resources at local 

authority level but also to political resistance to listing, where local councillors come under pressure 

to have buildings excluded from the list given the burdens and costs associated with being listed.   

  

While the 2000 Act introduced financial supports for built heritage conservation, where the Minister 

allocated monies to Local Authorities to fund conservation works, the level of funding pales in 

comparison to the UK’s lottery fund system (Nowlan, 2003). Table 3 summarises the various schemes 

that have provided funds for conservation. While the Local Authority Conservation Grants Scheme, 

the Buildings at Risk Scheme and the Civic Structures Grants Scheme offered grant assistance of €3.7 

million, €0.6m and €1.4 million respectively in 2010, all were suspended in 2011 as a result of 

cutbacks in the public finances. They were replaced in 2011 by the ‘Structures at Risk’ fund (€0.5 

million) which offered funding for listed structures deemed to be at significant risk of deterioration. 

This latter scheme has in turn been abolished and a new leverage scheme is in operation for 2014. 

This new funding scheme is geared at generating jobs but must be co-financed by private funds. A 

total of €5m has been allocated to the scheme from national lottery funds. 

 
Table 3  Grant Aid for Building Conservation -Annual average budget (€)  

 

Scheme Buildings at 

Risk 

Large-Scale 

Properties not 

in State Care 

Significant 

places of 

public 

worship 

Local 

Authority 

Conservation 

Grant 

Civic 

Structures 

 Heritage 

Council 

  Local 

Authorities 

 

Years 

operational 

1997 - 2010 2006 - present 2008 - present 1999 – present 

(paused 2010) 

2006 - 2010 

      

1997 1,299,000     

1998 1,068,000     

1999 591,000     

2000 1,898,000     

2001 3,238,000     

2002 1,948,000     

2003 1,799,000     

2004 2,054,000     
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2005 920,000     

2006 1,804,000 2,704,000  6,000,000  

2007 1,737,000 1,750,000  (?) 5,910,000 1,600,000 

2008 1,091,000 1,091,000 1,900,000 6,915,000 3,500,000 

2009 1,027,000 1,027,000 450,000 4,000,000 1,300,000 

2010 599,000 599,000 623,000 3,750,000 1,380,000 

2011   510,000   

Source:  Carrig Conservation International Ltd. et al., 2011. 

 

Furthermore, reductions in public sector staffing as well as a recruitment embargo in the public sector 

have impacted conservation expertise within local authorities. However, this does not imply that 

staffing levels were adequate before the crash. For example, Limerick City had no conservation 

officer for a decade and only has one now because the city and the adjoining council has been merged 

in local government reform. Several of the professional stakeholders were at one in agreeing that staff 

with responsibility for heritage/conservation are hugely stretched and that the Record of Protected 

Structures is a great administrative burden. This is one reason why NIAH ministerial 

recommendations for inclusion on RPS are often not implemented. However, awareness level of RPS 

is high among owners and occupiers, but protection is often perceived by the public and owners as a 

significant burden, and not a benefit. With respect to Architectural Conservation Areas, awareness is 

either poor or non-existent with the consequence that policy is therefore not adhered to by building 

owners, and no enforcement action is taken. Apart from the public service, the economic downturn 

has also put pressure on voluntary conservation groups, with membership down and finances 

stretched 

 

Lack of state funding post-crash has led to an institutionalised risk-averse ‘culture’ in local authorities 

and investment in heritage initiatives is perceived as too great a risk. Stakeholders are of the view that 

that individuals with power in local authorities generally are not convinced that heritage can 

successfully stimulate regeneration and hence lip-service is paid to national heritage policy/initiatives 

at the local level. Indeed, a post-crash institutionalised culture in local authorities prevents innovation 

in heritage policy and initiatives whereas local authorities need to innovate and experiment. However, 

there is evidence that this is not pervasive. For example, in Limerick, the city council have purchased 

a large site called the Opera site, which is in the historic core and plan to use it as a catalyst to develop 

part of the medieval core. This purchase was opportunistic, in the sense that they purchased it 

relatively cheaply as a developer had gone into bankruptcy. Limerick city bought the opera centre, 

hoping to act as a catalyst for regeneration and with cultural functions. They hope that the University 

of Limerick and Limerick Institute of Technology will relocate some of their functions to the inner 

city. In Drogheda, significant public money has been invested in the Tholsel, Scholars Townhouse, 

and the Highlanes Gallery as public ‘anchors’ / lynchpins, with the intention of stimulating 

development. However, private-sector investment has been limited to date. 

 

The triumvirate of crises in the property/ banking sectors, the public finances and wider economy had 

profound effects on the investment environment for property in the case study locations, while the 

spending cuts and tax increases that were associated with Ireland’s austerity programme ensured grant 

aids for built heritage conservation were suspended or substantially reduced. Staff cuts and a 

recruitment embargo in the public service contributed to a diminishing of heritage expertise within 

local government, while the heightened levels of vacancy in Irish towns and cities have contributed 

toward dereliction and decay. Where bust developers or investors have had properties repossessed and 

taken in charge by receivers, issues have often arose regarding the proper maintenance and security of 
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vacant, historic structures. There have been media reports of historic properties being vandalised and 

defaced as valuable metals and artefacts, such as fireplaces, have been removed (Mc Donald, 2011a, 

2011b, An Taisce, 2013c). An Taisce (2013b, 2013a) , Ireland’s National Trust, have begun to 

maintain a register of historic buildings at risk from abandonment and dereliction in the cities of 

Waterford and Limerick. The majority of buildings within these databases are Georgian buildings that 

are suffering the effects of prolonged vacancy and many of the buildings on the lists are protected 

structures on the Cities’ development plans. A problem often confronted by An Taisce is determining 

who the owners of properties are, making it difficult to bring enforcement proceedings against 

individuals.     

5. Responding to the crisis: historic cores and policy innovation   

In the face of the considerable challenges posed by macro-economic restructuring and the recession, 

each of the case study locations are attempting to implement economic recovery strategies that seek to 

diversify their local economic base, attract foreign direct investment, promote tourism and leisure 

activities and the service economy more generally.  

 

5.1 Tourism and heritage  

The Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaelteacht (2012, 2) emphasise the “...protection and 

enhancement of our built heritage plays a major role in increasing Ireland’s attractiveness as a 

tourism destination. Utilising this resource will assist in underpinning and advancing economic 

activity at a local level.” This particular commodified view of heritage is driven from Central 

Government, the tourism industry and the heritage community itself. Following the crisis of 2008, the 

Irish tourism industry saw visitor numbers fall by one million in just 18 months at the same time as 

the hotel sector held approximately €7 billion in debt to Irish banks (O'Brien, 2012). A new survival 

strategy was adopted by Failte Ireland (2009) that emphasised developing Ireland’s tourism product, 

particularly a more narrow geographical focus on key tourism destinations, developing niche tourism 

attractions and channelling investment funds to priority projects including public attractions and 

infrastructure. The strategy documents consider heritage to be an under-utilised asset and call for 

greater investment in marketing, integrating ‘heritage experiences’ to other tourism niches like food 

tourism and wellness tourism and improving the appearance of the stock of attractions. Indeed, 

specific guidelines were created for local authorities and community groups who are seeking to 

leverage their town’s heritage assets and improve visitors’ tourism experiences (Failte Ireland, 2010). 

The professional and voluntary heritage sector have commissioned economic consultants to analyse 

the economic value of built heritage to the Irish economy, with Ecorys (2011) estimating Ireland’s 

historic environment accounts for some €1.5 billion of the nation’s Gross Value Added annually and 

supports some 17,000 jobs.   

 

For example, the Waterford strategy (DKM Economic Consultants, 2013, 44) highlights 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.” Waterford City Council (2010, 2011) have invested almost €14 million in the physical 

regeneration of the historic core known as the Viking Triangle and the creation of a new Waterford 

Crystal visitors centre to drive tourism product development. This is considered to be  a multi-

disciplinary regeneration and conservation initiative, generating a cultural and heritage quarter to 

generate economic and tourism potential, as well as create a new cultural identity for the city and 

generate new cultural, artistic and community opportunities. The initiative aims to reinforce the 
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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 vision document identifies the need for a spatial masterplan which will address issues 

regarding traffic calming, removing ‘clutter’ from streets and to identify improvement areas in the 

public realm. Organisationally, the initiative designated a Viking Triangle manager to impellent the 

strategic vision and special purpose vehicle which incorporates public sector (e.g. property assets, 

regeneration projects and public sector powers) and private sector inputs (e.g. capital and asset/ 

development management skills). Public realm works and restoration initiatives, including the 

development of Reginald’s Tower as a National Viking Centre and the creation of a medieval 

museum in the Chorister’s Hall, to the value of €13.8 million have been identified (Waterford City 

Council, 2010).  Similarly, both Drogheda (Indecon, 2009) and Limerick City and County Council 

(2013) are implementing heritage-led physical redevelopment in designated ‘heritage-quarters’ and 

economic strategies around tourism promotion and city re-branding.   While adapting heritage in the 

name of tourism is nothing new, it is something that has been pursued with more vigour since the 

economic crash. One of the dangers inherent in such an approach is that heritage becomes a mere 

subset of tourism. More broadly, there is a danger that the promotion of heritage through Failte 

Ireland, the national tourism authority, funnels available resources to projects that are pro-tourism 

while neglecting the bulk of protected structures which need to be managed and conserved. There is a 

risk that economic return becomes the primary justification for conservation. 

   

5.2 New funding mechanism- jobs leverage scheme 

We have shown earlier that funding for conservation of heritage buildings has been drastically 

reduced and some of the schemes have either been paused or terminated. One response, albeit a 

limited one, has been the development of a Built Heritage Jobs Leverage Scheme. This scheme, 

funded by the national lottery, must be co-funded by the private sector and must demonstrate that it 

creates jobs in the heritage construction sector.  The interviews show that the scheme has worked 

variably across the three cities. There are problems in that matching funds are required, people need 

income, and money tends to go to large jobs. However, the bigger picture is that nationally the total 

amount of public funds for 2014 amounts to only €5m, a paltry figure given there are 39,000 

structures recorded on development plan lists across the country. One interviewee called this a fig-

leaf.  Grants-aid prior to the crash were inadequate, and are even more so now.   

 

5.3  Back to the Future: Tax Incentives and the Living City  

Since the mid-1980s one of the main methods of stimulating urban regeneration in Ireland has been 

the deployment of a series of tax incentives. First used in the 1980s to regenerate brownfield sites in 

Dublin, over the course of the last two decades a plethora of tax incentives have been used to generate 

development in urban and rural areas across the country.  Assessments of these incentives have shown 

that their effectiveness has been variable. However, a more stinging criticism is that in the context of 

an economic boom, many of the incentives were not required and had a negative impact in that they 

overstimulated the market, leading in part to the property crash of recent years.  Most of these tax 

incentives have been discontinued.   In that context, it is somewhat surprising that Government have, 

in 2013, developed a new tax based regeneration scheme called the Living City Initiative.  This 

scheme is aimed at incentivising the refurbishment of both residential and retail properties in the 

historic core. One of its avowed aims is ‘to encourage people back to the centre of Irish cities to live 

in historic buildings’, in particular to live in Georgian buildings. Parts of the historic core of Limerick, 
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Waterford and Dublin have been identified where these incentives will operate.  While tax incentives 

have been used for a variety of developments since the 1980s in Ireland, this is the first time that they 

have been targeted at historic or heritage buildings. Moreover, the incentives are aimed at owner 

occupiers and not at property developers and are aimed at ‘restoring these areas to their former glory’.  

While this scheme is not yet operational, as it remains to be approved by the EU, the consensus 

among the stakeholders interviewed was that while it was a good idea, it would prove very difficult to 

implement and was unlikely to stimulate family living.   The key concern relates to the high cost of 

refurbishing Georgian buildings and the inadequate levels of tax relief.  

 

6. Conclusions  

 

In theory, the conservation system in Ireland is comprehensive and robust. A national inventory of 

built heritage, though not fully comprehensive, at least provides a systematic attempt to record the 

most important built heritage structures.  Each local authority must ensure that a Record of Protected 

Structures is in its development plan. Once a structure is listed, there are a series of protections 

afforded such structures.  In addition to listing, architectural conservation areas seek to protect the 

heritage character of places of areas.  All in all, this is a system which should deliver a high level of 

protection to the built heritage.   However, the evidence of the three case study cities show that there 

are a series of quite significant weaknesses which mean that the protection of the built heritage is at 

best only partial, leaving many protected structure at risk.  One such set of weaknesses is, to be fair, 

outside of the purview of the conservation system itself.  There have been a series of long term and 

inter-linked land use changes which have weakened the historic core of each city. Movement of 

population, housing and retailing from the core to the periphery of each city has led to a situation 

where demand for buildings in the historic core has reduced, leaving many protected structure empty 

or underused and with owners and occupiers unwilling or unable to invest in their upkeep. The 

Buildings at Risk register of An Taisce, which show key protected structures at risk, is illustrative of a 

more general problem.  

Aside from the structural issues, the conservation system itself is clearly not working as intended. 

Much of this relates to resources. Even prior to the economic crash most stakeholders were of the 

view that both financial and staffing resources devoted to conservation of the built heritage were 

inadequate. There was, in other words, a significant mismatch between the comprehensiveness of the 

system in policy and legislation, and the ability to deliver.  If implementation was a problem before 

the crash, it became doubly problematic after the economic bust.  Financial resources devoted to 

investment in the protection of built structures, already inadequate, were not only drastically reduced 

but many grant schemes were in fact ‘paused’ or abolished.  There was little or no state investment 

and little or no private investment.   Lack of investment was compounded by falling numbers 

employed in the public service with the consequence that the numbers of staff working in 

conservation for local authorities decreased, with an additional burden placed on those who remained.  

Given these circumstances what can be done? A long term process which has hollowed out the 

historic core is difficult to reverse but some form of inner core regeneration is clearly needed. Local 

authorities have tried a number of strategies, one being linking heritage with tourism.   In these cases, 

tourism-led heritage is seen as a way of generating investment in conservation and the improvement 

and retention of key buildings and areas. These initiatives are only emerging and it is too early to 

make a judgment as to their efficacy. The other key initiative has been the proposal to give tax 

incentives to owner occupiers to buy and invest in properties in the historic core. This scheme has yet 
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to be approved by the European Commission but the early signals from key stakeholders is that it will 

have a very limited impact. The cost of purchase, but particularly the costs of improving listed 

buildings, makes this an expensive option for potential house purchasers and the view is that the tax 

relief is insufficient to make it financially worthwhile.   

The conservation system, broadly understood, is in something of a crisis. While the Irish economy is 

emerging from a deep recession, it is unlikely that there will be major state investment in conservation 

in the short to medium term. The best that can be anticipated is that there will be some modest 

investment by government in the next few years, whether that be additional conservation staff or 

investment in the protection of protected structures. Initiatives such as tourism-led heritage quarters 

and tax incentives will take time to develop and deliver.  In the meantime, the number of protected 

structures that are at risk is likely to increase. While this will cause anguish among the conservation 

community, it is a moot point as to whether it will generate concern among the wider public. The 

understanding of heritage and conservation, and the valuing of heritage by the Irish public, is perhaps 

much less than that of other European countries.  
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