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Chapter 10 Rural Development

Aim

To achieve a high standard quality of life for rural communities in the county where local growth is facilitated, local rural communities are strengthened and consolidated where appropriate, agriculture is supported and the diversification of the rural economy is encouraged.

Context

The nature of the rural economy in recent years has seen a dramatic change. Many people who live in rural areas are now not directly involved in farming or farm-related activities. Therefore, the challenge now is to achieve an appropriate balance between supporting farming and other traditional rurally based economic activity while simultaneously fostering sustainable economic diversification and development in rural areas. 

Accordingly, policy must address the ongoing changes in rural communities; support their sustainable economic development; and promote regional development. 

Table 10.1
National Family Farm Income (FFI)* per Farm 1995-2006 

[image: image1.wmf]Year

FFI (Current) €/farm 

FFI (Real 1995 = 100) 

/farm 

1995

14,236

14,236

1996

13,866

13,634

1997

14,042

13,607

1998

13,442

12,717

1999

11,088

10,324

2000

13,499

11,903

2001

15,840

13,322

2002

14,917

11,991

2003

14,765

11,467

2004

15,557

11,822

2005

22,459

16,651

2006

16,680

11,789

Source: National Farm Survey, Teagasc, 2006.
* = ‘Real 1995’ includes the rate of inflation (Consumer Price Index).
Approximately 37% of all farms nationally had an annual income from farming of less than €6,500 in 2006 (See Table 10.1). On an estimated 54% of these farms, the farmer held an off-farm job while on 58% of all farms the farmer and/or spouse held an off-farm job. On 82% of farms, the farmer and/or spouse had some source of off-farm income from employment, pension or social assistance (Teagasc, National Farm Survey, 2006). 

Farming in Offaly

The total land area in Offaly is 199,785 hectares with the number of farmers in the county estimated to be approximately 2,500 (2007). According to the Census of Agriculture (2000), the total number of farms in Offaly is 3,521 while the average farm size in the county is 34.5 hectares (85 acres).
Drystock production (cattle and sheep) is the major enterprise on the majority of Offaly farms (approximately 1,800-2,000 farms). It is estimated that there are between 400-450 farmers in Offaly with a dairy enterprise. The number of farmers with tillage crops is estimated to be around 650. The most recent figures show that there are 10,234 hectares of cereals produced in Offaly in 2006, a slight increase from the figure of 10,185 for 2005. Tillage remains a major enterprise on about 20% of farms in County Offaly.

It is estimated that almost 60% of farms in Offaly have off-farm incomes, covering a wide range of occupations with farm operators more likely to be employed in construction or other manual jobs, while their spouses / partners are more likely to be employed as nurses / teachers etc.  

Annually, the value of gross agricultural output in Offaly is approximately €115 million. The Council recognises the strong and robust contribution that agriculture makes to the economy in Offaly. 

Plate 10.1
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Source: Andy Mason

The Council recognises that farming and its associated practices in Offaly are continually changing. The Council will seek to be flexible in its approach to supporting the changing nature of the rural economy whilst also affording protection to the environment. The Council recognises the importance of agriculture in the economic life of the county as it is an important source of employment (Refer to Chapter 6, Employment, Enterprise and Economy).
National and Regional Policy

The National Spatial Strategy (NSS) outlines how rural potential and alternative employment can be developed by building on local strengths in tourism, agriculture, enterprise, local services and land based natural resources. In total, there is in excess of €10 billion allocated nationally to rural communities under the National Development Plan 2007- 2013.

The Midland Regional Planning Guidelines (MRPGs) 2004 outline a broad policy framework for maximising the potential of rural areas, which can be summarised as follows:

1. Building on the development potential of rural areas.

2. Ensuring that development of rural areas is in line with strengthening urban and rural interrelationships within the region.

3. Promoting a strong and distinct rural identity.

The Rural Development Programme 2007-2013 is based on the EU Framework for Rural Development and on the National Rural Development Strategy formulated in line with that framework. The programme for Ireland sets three main priorities:

· Improving the competitiveness of the agricultural sector

· Improving the environment and the countryside by support for land management

· Improving the quality of life in rural areas and encouraging diversification of the economic activity.

Under the Rural Development Programme 2007-2013, the Midlands Region is classed under two of the five broad rural area types; namely

· Areas that are changing

· Weak Areas
Having regard to this classification, the Council recognises that the restructuring of agricultural practices, through diversification, is crucial to sustaining the rural economy in Offaly and as such, the Council will endeavour to support the changing structure of the rural economy in an appropriate and sustainable manner. 

Plate 10.2
National Ploughing Championship 2007 Tullamore
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     Source: Andy Mason

Under EU and national rural development programmes, the objective is to foster the development of rural areas through the implementation of innovative, locally based, bottom-up development strategies designed by local statutory and non-statutory applicants. 

Offaly Leader+ was allocated over €4 million under the National Development Plan 2001-2006. Rural development measures for the period 2007-2013 are to be delivered by, or in partnership with, the local development sector. These measures include diversification into non-agricultural activities, support for business creation and development, village renewal and development and training. 

The Council will liaise with the relevant bodies and organisations in order to deliver such services and support and improve Offaly’s rural economy.

Enterprise

Farm diversification or Alternative Farm Enterprises (AFEs) have been identified as a means of diversifying the rural economy. In addition, Teagasc have identified a number of alternative schemes that are considered suitable for farmers to enter into for the purposes of diversification including windfarms, production of dairy products (such as cheese and yoghurt), strawberry production, forestry, horse livery, holiday hostels and adventure tourism.  

Rural Social Scheme
The aim of this scheme is to provide income support for farmers and fishermen in Ireland who are in receipt of long-term social welfare payments. In return, those participating in the scheme will provide certain services that benefit rural communities.

CLÁR

The CLÁR programme (Ceantair Laga Ard-Riachtanais), launched in October 2001 is a targeted investment programme for disadvantaged rural areas. The sixteen areas originally selected for inclusion throughout the country in the CLÁR programme were those which suffered the greatest population decline from 1926 to 1996. Following an analysis of the 2002 Population Census data, the CLÁR areas were reviewed and extended arising from the commitment in the Agreed Programme for Government. CLÁR provides funding and co-funding to Government Departments, State Agencies and Local Authorities in accelerating investment in selected priority developments. These measures support physical, economic and social infrastructure across a variety of measures e.g. roads, water and sewerage enhancement, community and sport initiatives and electricity. The population nationally which benefits from the revised CLÁR programme has increased from 284,000 to 362,000 while the number of District Electoral Divisions (DEDs) included has increased from 701 to 890
. 

The following DEDs are designated as CLÁR areas in County Offaly: Broughal; Killyon; Ballincor; Gorteen; Clonmacnoise; Mounterin; Barna; Roscomroe; Derryad; Croghan; Cangort; Templeharry; Eglish; Knockdrin; Dunkerrin; Tulla; Hinds; Aghancon; Ettagh and Kilclonfert (Refer to Map 10.1)..  The Council supports the improvement of services for people living and working in rural areas and will facilitate such improvements where appropriate and necessary. 

Map 10.1
CLÁR Areas in Offaly
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Agriculture and Food

The agri-food sector continues to be one of the most important and dynamic indigenous manufacturing elements in the Irish economy. It consists of 131,000 family farms and industrial units spread throughout the country. In 2006, the sector accounted for just over 8% of Gross Domestic Product  and employment and almost 1% of total exports (Department of Agriculture, 2007).

Under the National Development Plan 2007-2013, a number of funding measures have been introduced to support the diversification of farms in Ireland. Grant aid of 70% is available to recognised bodies such as An Bord Glás and An Bord Bia for the marketing and promotion of organic farming. 

Grant aid of 50% is available to farmers, groups, companies or co-operatives for the provision of facilities for grading, packing, storage and distribution of organic produce. 

Strategy

The Council will encourage the continued use of agricultural farm holdings whilst also supporting the diversification of farms. The Council acknowledges that the diversification of uses on rural landholdings may be necessary in order to ensure the continued viability of agricultural ways of life and that cross subsidisation between uses and activities may be necessary in order to make rural farm holdings viable. 

10.1
Settlement

The Council recognises that rural villages and the open countryside are attractive areas for people to live and work in (Refer to Chapter 4, Settlement Strategy for policies relating to settlement in the county). The open countryside is traditionally linked to farming and its associated land uses which generally relate to the management of land and of livestock.  Such uses include tillage, dairying and harvesting crops.  The Council encourages the continued tradition of farming and its associated uses where it already exists and also will seek to facilitate the diversification of the rural economy through alternative enterprise sources.

10.2
Peatlands

The Council recognises the importance of raised bogland as a major natural and archaeological resource and its critical role in employment provision in the county. The development of the county’s peat resources will be promoted and facilitated. The Council also recognises the potential for the utilisation of protected peatland areas for tourist, amenity, educational and research purposes. The Council will liaise with the various governmental and non-governmental organisations involved in an effort to secure the conservation of at least 4% of the original peatland areas of the county.

Bord na Móna owns approximately 7% of the peatlands of Ireland. The term ‘cutaway’ is used to describe the land area left after the major portion of the original peat deposit has been removed or exploited for fuel (Refer to Map 10.2). 

The Council recognises that the boglands require a strategy to set out the possible landuses that can compliment and enhance both the employment and tourism sectors and the environment alike for the county. 

Peatlands offer the opportunity to contribute to the diversification of the rural economy through a number of measures including a number of employment uses. 

They could potentially accommodate large scale energy production in the form of wind farms and bio energy fuel sources (Refer to Chapter 8, Energy and Communications). The Council will encourage the sustainable and appropriate use of the peatlands for employment generating uses when all other planning and environmental considerations are met. A number of the peatlands within the county are protected through international and national designations (Refer to Chapter 15, Natural Heritage). The Council will seek to achieve a balance in developing such a valuable land resource whilst also protecting the heritage and environmental value of these areas where required. 

10.3
Enterprise

The Council acknowledges that the development of rural enterprise and employment opportunities will be vital to sustaining the rural economy. The location of these enterprise and employment opportunities will be encouraged throughout the rural countryside where the Planning Authority considers it appropriate.  Despite the decline in agriculture based rural employment, there has been a significant and widespread increase in rural employment in recent years
. Given that rural areas have a significantly higher dependence on the more vulnerable manufacturing, natural resources and construction sectors, the long-term sustainability of the present growth in employment in rural areas needs to be underpinned by job creation initiatives in a wider range of sectors.

In general, existing ‘footloose’ commercial or industrial activities in towns and villages will not be permitted to re-locate to unserviced rural areas. 

Where established authorised rural based enterprises seek to expand beyond their existing capacity, they will generally be encouraged to locate in serviced zoned lands where the Planning Authority is of the opinion that the expansion proposed would seriously affect the rural nature or amenity of the rural area and surrounding countryside. 

Settlement plans at all levels of the county’s settlement hierarchy provide for employment use (Refer to Volume 2, settlement plans). The Council recognises that certain commercial / industrial activities may need to be accommodated in areas outside of existing settlements and these are acceptable where it can be demonstrated that they support and enhance rural communities.

However, certain industries are more suited to rural environments rather than urban environments. Such developments will be considered in rural areas. 

Offaly County Council in co-operation with the County Enterprise Board, Enterprise Ireland and other development agencies will actively promote entrepreneurial development within the county as a whole. People setting up a small business will be accommodated where suitable premises can be located and all other environmental and planning considerations are met.
The Council will promote the establishment of a number of small incubator units within designated areas to accommodate new business start-ups. The Council will also look favourably on small-scale, home-based employment, where such can be carried out without injury to the amenities of adjoining or nearby dwellings or other uses. Conditions restricting the lifetime of such permissions may be attached.

10.4
Agriculture and Food

Despite the decline in farm numbers and the trend towards part time farming in recent years, the agri-food sector continues to make an important contribution, both economically and socially to rural areas. The Council recognises that the agri-food sector will continue to play a crucial role in the rural economy into the foreseeable future. The Council will endeavour to support this sector of the rural economy and seek to facilitate its development where appropriate. Farmers markets are also an alternative farm enterprise that can further support the diversifying nature of the rural economy. Where farmers markets can be accommodated, the Council will encourage and facilitate the establishment of such enterprises, particularly where local produce is being promoted. 

10.5
Tourism

Tourism is a major source of rural development. Nationally, the tourism industry contributes to the vitality and sustainability of a wide variety of local enterprises, particularly in rural areas.  Tourism promotes an enhanced awareness and positive appreciation of local traditions and ways of life. A Tourism Strategy for Offaly was published in 2006 and outlines eight tourist products for the county. Inherent in these products is the landscape of the countryside and the lifestyle and culture product associated with Offaly (Refer to Chapter 17, Tourism). The Council will endeavour to facilitate the development of tourist products in rural areas in order to contribute to the sustainable diversification of the rural economy.

10.6
Environment

In addition to its productive/employment aspect, the practice of agriculture still largely manages the rural environment and landscape, which provides an amenity for the general public.

Plate 10.3 Agricultural Landscape in Offaly
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Farming practices and activities can place pressure on the environment. In recent years, environmental considerations have played an increasing part in EU agriculture policy.  Efforts are being made by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DOEHLG) to facilitate agriculture and its associated practices in line with the protection of the environment. The Department of Agriculture Food and Forestry operates a number of environmental measures such as the Rural Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS), Farm Waste Management Scheme, Dairy Hygiene Scheme and Extensification
. 

In addition, farmers receiving payments under various EU supported measures must comply with certain environmental standards as part of the conditions for such aid. The Department's booklet ‘Good Farming Practice’ sets down the environmental requirements applicable to the schemes. 

While the Council recognises the significance of the county’s agricultural sector, it also acknowledges that certain aspects of the sector’s environmental impact requires to be controlled.
10.7
Forestry 

The overall aim of national policy in relation to forestry is to develop the sector to a scale and in a manner which maximises its contribution to national economic and social well-being on a sustainable basis, and which is compatible with the protection of the environment (Ireland Rural Development National Strategy, 2007-2013).

The Midland district
 has a total forest area of just over 30,000ha and a productive area of 28,000ha, accounting for about 8% of the total Coillte productive forest area nationally (Coillte Midland Strategic Plan 2006-2010). The Council will seek to accommodate afforestation throughout the county where it is deemed appropriate, both native broadleaf and coniferous species and in accordance with the proper planning and sustainable development of the county.  

10.8
Energy

The Council must seek to contribute to meeting targets in relation to reducing the consumption of non-renewable fuel sources. In this regard, the Council recognises that the rural economy can contribute to this sector and will facilitate, where appropriate, the development of alternative fuel sources in the county (Refer to Chapter 8, Energy and Communications). 

The Council will encourage and facilitate the development of local or community based renewable projects in the county, notwithstanding their suitability and additional considerations such as compliance with relevant guidelines, location, nature of use and scale where it can be demonstrated that such proposals are feasible. Such projects may take the form of a wind farm (Refer to Chapter 8).

10.9
Bio Energy
Energy production from biomass can reduce greenhouse gas emissions, provide a secure native fuel source and provide some diversification out of traditional farm enterprises. Most EU countries have launched programmes to promote biofuel production.  The Council will support the development of the bio-energy industry in the county, including rural areas, where appropriate. 

10.10
Sand and Gravel Extraction
The Council recognises the importance of sand and gravel extractions in the economic life of the county and its importance as a valuable source of employment in parts of the county. However, it is also recognised that exploitation of deposits can have a seriously damaging environmental impact on the scientific, recreational and amenity value of the County’s natural landscape, in particular its esker network. 
Offaly County Council acknowledges that a satisfactory balance is required between the needs of the building industry and the need to protect the environment. Map 10.3 shows the extent of eskers, which are considered to be worthy of preservation and where new sand and gravel extractions will not be permitted. Under Section 261 of the Planning and Development Acts 2000-2006, the Planning Authority has compiled a register of all quarries within the county. 

Offaly County Council acknowledges that serious damage has been done to eskers in the county. In particular, the esker between Edenderry and Tullamore has almost disappeared.
The suitability of any extraction enterprise shall be assessed on the basis of the sensitivity of the local environment to such impacts, the scale of the development proposed and the capacity of the road network in the area to accommodate associated traffic. 

It shall be the Council’s policy to ensure that those extractions which would result in a reduction of the visual amenity of areas of high amenity (Map 15.2) or damage to areas of scientific importance or of geological, botanical, zoological and other natural significance (Map No. 15.1) shall not be permitted. 

It is Council policy that all such workings should be subjected to landscaping requirements and that worked out quarries should be rehabilitated to a use agreed with the Planning Authority which could include recreational, amenity and end-of-life uses. The use of these rehabilitated sites shall be limited to wastes such as soil, stone and subsoils and sites shall be authorised under the appropriate waste regulations. 

The Planning Authority will have regard to the Department of the Environment’s Guidelines for Planning Authorities for Quarries and Ancillary Activities 2004 when assessing applications relating to the extraction industry in the county.  In this regard, bonds or levies will be required by the Council as a condition of any planning permission granted to ensure satisfactory reinstatement on completion of extraction. The Council will require the payment of a contribution towards the cost of road improvement and reinstatement works necessitated by permitted developments. 

The Council recognises the unique importance of Offaly’s esker landscape deriving from its scientific, botanical, archaeological and historical value. All proposals for sand and gravel extraction at eskers will be determined by reference to the need to conserve the environment, character and scientific value and the extent to which the proposed development would be damaging to these qualities. Aggregate Potential Mapping is one measure of determining where potential gravel extraction can take place in the county. The Geological Survey of Ireland carries out this survey work in association with Local Authorities. The Council will cooperate with the GSI to ensure the completion of aggregate potential mapping for Offaly. 

10.11
Policy

P10-01 It is Council policy to support the development of agriculture where it is compatible with the sustainable development of the county and commensurate with sustaining the farming community. 
P10-02
It is Council policy to encourage the development of alternative rural based small-scale enterprises. The Council will consider the use, nature and scale of developments when assessing such applications. In addition, the Council will also consider the requirement to locate such developments in rural areas.
P10-03 It is Council policy to encourage the development of environmentally sustainable practices, particularly agriculture, to ensure that development does not impinge on the visual amenity of the countryside and that watercourses, wildlife habitats and areas of ecological importance are protected from the threat of pollution.
P10-04 It is Council policy to consider favourably proposals for on-farm based diversification, which is complementary to the agricultural operation on the farm and is operated as part of the farm holding.
P10-05 It is Council policy to support those who live and work in rural areas and who wish to remain on the land holding and accordingly the Council will favourably consider rural diversification intended to supplement farm income such as:

1. Specialist farming practices e.g. flower growing, equine facilities, poultry, mushroom growing, and specialised animal breeding.

2. Farm enterprises such as processing, co-ops, farm supply stores and agri-business (in accordance with the policies of Chapter 19, Built Form & Urban and Rural Development Standards Chapter).

3. The production of organic and specialty foods to meet the increase in demand for such products.

4. The conversion of redundant farm buildings of vernacular importance for appropriate owner-run enterprises, as a way of supporting a viable rural community, subject to the proper planning and sustainable development of the area. 

P10-06 It is Council policy to support the development of renewable energy in rural areas, where it is considered appropriate.  Such development will be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
P10-07 It is Council policy to encourage and facilitate the development of local and community based renewable energy projects in the county, notwithstanding their suitability and additional considerations such as location, nature of use, compliance with relevant guidelines and scale, where it can be demonstrated that such proposals are feasible.
P10-08 It is Council policy to encourage state and private afforestation, both native broadleaf and coniferous species, in appropriate locations, in co-operation with Coillte and the Forest Service and in line with national policy.
P10-09 It is Council Policy to encourage expansion and employment in industries such as agriculture, horticulture, forestry, peatlands, food, crafts, tourism and energy.
P10-10 It is Council policy to facilitate and encourage the reuse of redundant farm buildings of vernacular importance for appropriate agri-tourism enterprises, subject to the proper planning and sustainable development of the area. 

P10-11 It is Council policy to liaise and co-operate with statutory, local development, sectoral and community / voluntary agencies and groups to develop economic, social and cultural benefits for the rural community and its service base.

P10-12 It is Council policy to ensure those extractions (quarries / sand and gravel pits) which would result in a reduction of the visual amenity of areas of high amenity, as illustrated in Map 15.2 or damage to areas of scientific importance or of geological, botanical, zoological and other natural significance (refer to Map 15.1) shall not be permitted. It is Council policy that all such workings should be subjected to landscaping requirements and that worked out quarries should be rehabilitated to a use agreed with the Planning Authority which could include recreational, amenity and end-of-life uses. The use of these rehabilitated sites shall be limited to wastes such as soil, stone and subsoils and sites shall be authorised under the appropriate waste regulations. Where the Council considers and accepts that in cases where inert material (i.e. soil, stones and subsoil etc.) cannot be recycled or otherwise sold, such materials may be considered for the phased restoration and landscaping of the site in line with standard planning conditions imposed.
P10-13 It is Council policy to ensure that agricultural developments are designed and constructed in a manner that will ensure that watercourses and sources of potable water are protected from the threat of pollution.
P10-14 It is Council policy to continue to protect existing resource based industry from encroachment by residential development, for example mining, quarrying, gravel pits, peat extraction and intensive agriculture.
P10-15
 It is Council policy to support the development of the peatlands within the county for appropriate alternative uses, subject to environmental considerations and nature designations. 

P10-16 It is Council policy to support the integrated development of County Offaly’s rural areas.

P10-17 It is Council policy to support the implementation of the National Rural Development Plan 2007-2013.

10.12
Objectives

O10-01 It is an objective of the Council to support agricultural development and encourage the continuation of agriculture as a contributory means of maintaining population in the rural area and sustaining the rural economy.
O10-02 It is an objective of the Council to identify and support, where feasible, Commercial Rural Enterprise Centres throughout the county. 
O10-03 It is an objective of the Council to support rural employment initiatives across the county.
O10-04 It is an objective of the Council to ensure that all agricultural activities adhere to any legislation on water quality e.g. Phosphorus Regulations, Water Framework Directive and Nitrates Directive. 

O10-05 It is an objective of the Council to investigate the possibility of and support the preparation of an Aggregate Potential Mapping exercise for Offaly in association with the Geological Survey of Ireland.

� Statistics supplied by Teagasc, December 2007.


� www.wceb.ie


� National Development Plan 2007-2013


� National Development Plan 2007-2013


� This refers to measures that farmers may adopt and which have the objective of reducing the amount of farm products that farmers produce and/or of improving environmental and animal welfare conditions.


� For the purposes of Coillte’s District Strategic Plan 2006-2010, the Midlands District comprises Offaly, Laois and Kildare.


� The order of listing of objectives is not intended to indicate priorities. Subject to the availability of resources, it is the Council’s aim to monitor and accomplish the objectives listed in this section within the period of the plan.
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		Family Farm Income by System and Farm Size (UAA) 2006

		Size (HA)		<10		10-20		20-30		30-50		50-100		>100		Hill Farms		All

		€/Farm

		Dairying		-		11112		18294		39141		55089		81573		22157		36221

		Dairying/Other		-		-		-		17066		42026		65598		-		24774

		Cattle Rearing		-		4915		4809		13791		20436		49699		6797		8291

		Cattle Other		3600		4639		7823		15815		28944		44592		10177		11292

		Mainly Sheep		-		6210		11024		15307		22900		41483		11094		11902

		Mainly Tillage		-		-		-		21061		40550		81322		-		28536

		All		3392		5441		8837		21442		38421		63381		10942		16680

		Family Farm Income (FFI) per farm 1995-2006

		Year		FFI (Current) €/farm		FFI (Real 1995 = 100) 
/farm

		1995		14,236		14,236

		1996		13,866		13,634

		1997		14,042		13,607

		1998		13,442		12,717

		1999		11,088		10,324

		2000		13,499		11,903

		2001		15,840		13,322

		2002		14,917		11,991

		2003		14,765		11,467

		2004		15,557		11,822

		2005		22,459		16,651

		2006		16,680		11,789
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