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ABSTRACT 

The vulnerability of coastal areas to associated hazards is increasing due to population 

growth, development pressure and climate change. It is incumbent on coastal governance 

regimes to address the vulnerability of coastal inhabitants to these hazards. This is especially 

so at the local level where development planning and control has a direct impact on the 

vulnerability of coastal communities. To reduce the vulnerability of coastal populations, risk 

mitigation and adaptation strategies need to be built into local spatial planning processes. 

Local government, however, operates within a complex hierarchal governance framework 

which may promote or limit particular actions. It is important, therefore, to understand how 

local coastal planning practices are shaped by national and supranational entities. Local 

governments also have to respond to the demands of local populations. Consequently, it is 

important to understand local populations’ perceptions of coastal risk and its management. 

Adopting an in-depth study of coastal planning in County Mayo, Ireland, this paper 

evaluates: (a) how European and national policies and legislation shape coastal risk 

management at local level; (b) the incorporation of risk management strategies into local 

plans; and (c) local perception of coastal risks and risk management. Despite a strong steer 

from supranational and national legislation and policy, statutory local plans are found to be 
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lacking in appropriate risk mitigation or adaptation strategies. Local residents appear to be 

lulled into a sense of complacency toward these risks because of the low level of attention 

afforded to them by the local planning authorities. To avoid potentially disastrous 

consequences for local residents and businesses, it is imperative that this situation is 

redressed urgently. Based on our analysis, we recommend: the development and 

implementation of a national ICZM strategy, supported by detailed local ICZM plans; and 

obliging local government to address known risks in their plans rather than defer them to 

project level decision making.        

Keywords: coastal risk management; climate change adaptation; coastal management; local 

planning and coastal risks; coastal policy.  

 

1. Introduction 

Coastal areas are subject to intense and sustained pressures from a diverse range of sources. 

Coasts host many of the world’s major centres of commerce and they represent highly 

desirable locations for residential, recreational and tourism related activities (Martínez et al., 

2007). The rapid development of coastal areas is leading to a parallel increase in the 

population vulnerable to coastal hazards. Coastal hazards are “a function of the presence of 

human beings and their myriad activities in interaction with naturally occurring coastal 

processes” (Domurat and Wakeman, 1991, p. 92). These natural processes are construed as 

‘coastal hazards’ as they may result in the loss of life or property.  Many such hazards, such 

as coastal erosion, are natural continuous environmental processes which constantly remodel 

and reshape coastlines. Others, such as tsunamis, are more episodic and catastrophic in nature 

and often have immediate and dramatic effects.  
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Vulnerability of coastal communities to such events is likely to be exacerbated by continuing 

population growth (Nicholls et al., 1999) and by the impacts of climate change (Duxbury and 

Dickinson, 2007). Coastal population growth, urbanisation and expanding coastal tourism 

increase pressure on coastal environments, resulting in ecosystem degradation (Cooper and 

McKenna, 2009; Duxbury and Dickinson, 2007). This degradation reduces the long-term 

resilience of coastal systems (Duxbury and Dickinson, 2007) and increases the vulnerability 

of local inhabitants to coastal hazards. In terms of climate change impacts, the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change states that “coasts are projected to be exposed to 

increasing risks, including coastal erosion, due to climate change and sea-level rise. The 

effect will be exacerbated by increasing human-induced pressures on coastal areas”  (IPCC, 

2007). Even the impacts from the lower end of future climate change predictions might have 

immense bearings on coastal and marine systems and the economic and social systems that 

depend upon them (Harley et al., 2006). The fact that there is there is still uncertainty about 

the timing, severity and distribution of climate change impacts should not delay anticipatory 

adaptation that can be undertaken (Tompkins, 2005).  

 

A combination of both mitigation and adaptation strategies are essential in coastal areas to 

develop a response to climate change (Nicholls and Lowe, 2004). In terms of mitigating the 

impact of coastal risks, local authorities often rely on engineering solutions (O’Hagan and 

Cooper, 2002). Yet, human modification of the coast to reduce ‘exposure’ to risks may in fact 

inadvertently exacerbate their impacts and increase vulnerability (Cooper and McKenna, 

2009). Some management strategies may in fact increase vulnerability by desensitising 

populations to risks posed by coastal hazards, thereby increasing the vulnerability of 

populations to such events. Structural adaptations such as sea walls may encourage 

inhabitation of high-risk areas (Comfort et al., 1999) sometimes with disastrous 



4 
 

consequences. In 2010, for example, Cyclone Xynthia caused considerable damage to 

property in France, leaving thousands homeless and killing at least 50 people (BBC, 2010). 

Many of the victims were killed when a storm surge, which exceeded 1.5 m and peaked at the 

same time as a high spring tide, topped a seawall in the town of L'Aiguillon-sur-Mer (Bertin 

et al., 2012). Poor planning practice had meant that a mobile home park, where the majority 

of deaths occurred, had been built immediately to the rear of the seawall (BBC, 2010). In 

Ireland, overconfidence in the flood protection provided by two dams may have increased the 

vulnerability of Cork City to flooding (Jeffers, 2011). Despite suggestions that the dam 

network may provide insufficient flood protection (Fitzpatrick and Bree 2001) the city 

appears to have been fundamentally underprepared for the impact of a large flood in 

November 2009 (Jeffers, 2011).  

 

Traditionally, adaptation planning and policy was viewed as a competency of national 

governments (Measham et al., 2011) and was implemented through national mechanisms 

such as national adaptation programmes (Biesbroek et al., 2010; Tompkins, 2005). In recent 

years, however, emphasis has been placed on the need to develop local level adaptation 

strategies (Measham et al., 2011). The increasing emphasis on local adaptation reflects: a) the 

likelihood that climate change impacts will be experienced locally (Adger and Kelly, 1999; 

Cutter et al., 2000); and b) the fact that local governance entities are often the competent 

body for managing and ameliorating such impacts (e.g. flood risk management) (Agrawal, 

2009; Measham et al., 2011; Naess et al., 2005). It is argued, therefore, that risk mitigation 

and adaption strategies need to be built into spatial planning processes of local governments 

to reduce the vulnerability of coastal populations (Lloyd et al., 2013). Local government 

entities, however, operate within a complex hierarchal governance framework and their remit 

and focus is often shaped by higher level plans, policies and legislation. The fit between site 
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specific management strategies and higher level strategies is important in terms advancing an 

integrated approach to coastal management (O'Mahony et al., 2012). It is important, 

therefore, to explore how policy and legislation developed at a higher level fashions local 

government mitigation and adaption strategies.  

 

Because identifying coastal environmental processes, such as erosion, as risks is a human 

value judgement (Cooper and McKenna, 2009) it is critically important to understand how 

coastal risks are perceived by the public in order to design effective risk management 

strategies (Comfort et al., 1999). How individuals perceive risks is influenced by a number of 

factors, including, their knowledge of a ‘risk’, their personal beliefs, social norms and 

considerations of the possible impacts that any action might have on themselves and others. 

Awareness of risk does not necessarily result in an individual avoiding risk-taking action or 

in them safeguarding themselves against potential negative impacts. For example, there is 

evidence that residents living in vulnerable coastal locations give little thought to protecting 

themselves against flood risks. Although participants in Terry and Chilvers’ (2011) study, for 

example, were aware of coastal risks, they did not view individual action as an effective 

means of addressing them. This correlates with other studies which have illustrated that even 

where there is awareness of coastal risks, there is a tendency for residents to distance 

themselves from mitigation efforts and to view it as the responsibility of government rather 

than individuals (Few et al., 2007). The tendency to view risk mitigation as a government 

rather than an individual problem also extends to the protection of private property. For 

example, Copper and McKenna (2008) found that coastal residents often believe that publicly 

funded engineering structures can and should be used to protect private property.  
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This paper presents an analysis of local coastal risk governance in Ireland and how it is 

shaped by EU and national policy and legislation. The objective of the study is to critically 

examine Ireland’s spatial planning framework as it relates to the governance of coastal risk 

and local stakeholders’ opinion of this framework. The study has three aims: 1) to review 

European and national legislation and policy as they relate to coastal risks; 2) to assess the 

extent to which this steering is reflected in county and local development plans and 

consenting processes at project level; and 3) to assess coastal residents’ perceptions of the 

local planning system and how it addresses coastal risks. A brief overview of the context of 

this study, including Ireland’s spatial planning framework, is presented in the first instance. 

This is followed by an account of the local study site and methodology. Study findings, 

related to the objectives described above, are then presented and evaluated. The paper 

concludes with some recommendations regarding the strengthening of the coastal governance 

framework so as to ensure coastal risks are incorporated more fully into local level decision-

making processes.   

 

2. Irish Context 

Ireland’s coastline, measuring approximately 5800km is vulnerable to many coastal hazards 

(Devoy, 2008). The majority of the soft coastal stretches in Ireland are vulnerable to erosion 

(O’Connor et al., 2009). It is estimated that about 20% to 25% of Ireland’s coastline is at risk 

from erosion, with erosion rates varying from a maximum of about 2m per annum on parts of 

the East coast to practically zero on sheltered coasts (Eurosion, 2004; National Coastal 

Erosion Committee, 1992). The annual rate of erosion is much higher during particularly 

stormy years. One firm of engineers estimated that some parts of the coast experienced 2m of 

erosion during the winter storms 2013-2014 (Riegel, 2014). Much of Ireland’s coastline is at 

risk from hazards associated with climate change, including changes in sea level, wave 
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energy and storm surges resulting in coastal erosion and flooding of low-lying areas, the 

impacts of which are likely to be further exacerbated due to ‘non-climate’ pressures arising 

from increasing population and development within the coastal zone (Fealy and Murphy, 

2009).  

 

Increased vulnerability to coastal risks has potentially serious implications for Ireland’s 

coastal population and coastal industries, especially as Ireland's largest cities are located on 

the coast and it also hosts key infrastructure, such as ports, road and rail networks, and 

several strategic industries (Falaleeva et al., 2011; Morrissey et al., 2011). Coastal population 

has been on the increase since the 1980s, with the population living within 5 km of the coast 

comprising approximately one-third of the total population (Devoy, 2008). High levels of 

coastal urbanisation and industrialisation during the 1990s has further increased vulnerability 

in the Irish coastal zone (Connolly et al., 2001). For example, Ireland’s recent property boom 

saw a substantial increase in coastal development, particularly the construction of holiday 

and/or second homes and a parallel increase in demand for coastal protection in these areas 

(McElduff, et. al., 2013). 

 

2.1 Ireland’s spatial planning framework1  

Ireland’s spatial planning framework involves national, regional and local institutions (see 

Table 1). At national-level the Department of the Environment, Community and Local 

Government is responsible for planning legislation in Ireland and An Bord Plenála [Irish 

Planning Board] operates primarily as an independent third party appeals board. The 

Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government spearheaded the 

development of the National Development Plan 2007–2013 (DEHLG, 2007) and the National 

                                                           
1 At the time of writing, the Local Government Framework was being reformed. Here we 

describe the framework as it was when the study was conducted.  
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Spatial Strategy 2002–2020 (DEHLG, 2002, pp. 2002–2020) which provide general 

frameworks for planning in Ireland.  

 

 

An appeal can be made to An Bord Plenála against any planning decision of a local planning 

authority (Ellis, 2002). As an independent body, it has complete autonomy with regards 

decision-making (Ellis, 2002). The Board's decisions are final and can be challenged only by 

judicial review regarding legal and procedural matters. The Planning and Development 

(Strategic Infrastructure) Act, 2006, extended the Board’s remit by granting it new 

competencies relating to development control. The Act ‘streamlines’ planning procedures 

relating to ‘Strategic Infrastructure Developments’ (O’Hagan and Lewis, 2011). A Strategic 

Infrastructure Development is: a) a development of strategic economic or social importance 

to the State or the region in which it would be situated; or b) a development which would 

contribute substantially to the fulfilment of any of the objectives of the National Spatial 

Strategy or any regional planning guidelines in respect of the area, or areas, in which the 

development would be situated; or c) a development which would have a significant effect on 

the area of more than one planning authority (O’Hagan and Lewis, 2011). The Act allows for 

the direct application for planning permission for Strategic Infrastructure Developments to 

An Bord Pleanála, bypassing the local planning authority. The Act has been criticised for 

altering the role of An Bord Pleanála from an independent planning appeals authority to a 

development control body and for by-passing local planning authorities (O’Hagan and Lewis, 
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2011).  

 

At regional level, eight regional authorities are charged with developing planning guidelines 

for their regions, after consultation with the local authorities and the public (Grist, 2013). 

Regional authorities must review and make new guidelines every six years. Local authorities 

are required to review their development plans and ensure they are consistent with 

established regional guidelines by amending them as necessary (Grist, 2013).  

 

At local-level, the planning system is operated 88 local planning authorities (29 County 

Councils, five County Borough Corporations, five Borough Corporations and 49 Town 

Councils); though the current government have drafted an action programme to overhaul 

local government structures and reduce the number of planning authorities.  The local 

planning authorities are responsible for the production of local development plans.  A 

development plan is a lower-level plan situated within a hierarchy of other plans and policies 

that sets out the strategic development context at the local level. Development plans must 

have regard to, and fulfil the objectives and targets of, higher-level plans and strategies, 

including, the National Development Plan and the National Spatial Strategy 2002–2020 and 

relevant Regional Planning Guidelines. As well as forming part of a vertical hierarchy of 

spatial plans, development plans must also have regard for other relevant plans at the same 

horizontal level. 

 

With respect to development planning and control in the foreshore, the jurisdiction of local 

planning authorities extends only to the mean high water mark. There is ambiguity over this 

boundary as it is based, in part, on outdated data (McKenna, et. al., 2003; Flannery and Ó 

Cinnéide, 2008). This compounds the issue of split jurisdiction between terrestrial and marine 
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authorities. However, the Planning and Development Act, 2000 increased local authorities’ 

powers in relation to foreshore planning and development by providing them with a 

legislative basis to include objectives regarding development on the foreshore in their 

development plans (Long, 2007). These objectives often have been developed and applied in 

an ad hoc manner due to the absence of overarching coastal policy guidance as Ireland has 

failed to fully embrace Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) (O’Hagan and 

Ballinger, 2010). Furthermore, while local planning authorities are ostensibly tasked with 

managing coastal development they may lack the required capacity and/or information to do 

so  (O'Mahony, et. al., 2009). 

 

At the time of writing, however, the Irish Government is considering options for streamlining 

foreshore planning and consenting processes. The new legislation would require local 

authorities to include objectives for managing all aspects of the coastal zone, including both 

terrestrial and marine elements, within the development plan process. The current discussion 

about an appropriate framework for coastal management provides an ideal opportunity to 

review and strengthen the management of coastal risks in Ireland.  

 

3. Research hypothesis and methodology 

Based on the above overview of the Irish planning system, it is hypothesised that provision 

for coastal risks increases as the spatial scale decreases so that County Development Plans 

and Local Area Plans are reasonably expected to have highly detailed guidance relating to 

coastal risks (see Fig.1). At project level, planners charged with assessing and making 

recommendations regarding applications for planning permission can make use of the 

relevant plan to inform their deliberations, including appropriate consideration of coastal 

risks. To test this hypothesis, relevant policies, plans and legislative instruments, at all levels 
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of governance, are assessed with respect to provisions relating to coastal risk.  We also 

examine local residents’ perceptions of local planning authorities and their role in addressing 

coastal risks. A mixed-method research design was employed in the study, including: a) 

thematic analysis of key spatial planning legislation and policy and local planning decisions; 

and b) a public survey. Field investigations relating to the study were undertaken in the 

Westport area of County Mayo, situated on the west coast of Ireland (Fig 2). The study area 

is an attractive sea-side location that has undergone considerable development in recent 

years. Much of the coastline is low-lying and comprised of soft glacial deposits. These 

investigations were undertaken as part of a major collaborative project on coastal risk 

management, the Atlantic Network for Coastal Risk Management (ANCORIM) project2, that 

included partners and study sites along the Atlantic coastline extending from Ireland to 

Portugal.  

                                                           
2 http://ancorim.aquitaine.fr/  

http://ancorim.aquitaine.fr/
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Fig 2. Case study location  

 

3.1 Thematic analysis 

Relevant EU Directives together with related guidance for local authorities, national-level 

planning documents and polices, the County Mayo Development Plan, the Westport Town 

Plan, and individual planning decisions within the case study area were thematically 

analysed. As the local level plans are prepared in accordance with national and regional 

guidelines, they are believed to be broadly representative of plans, as prepared by other 

planning authorities in the Republic of Ireland. A deductive coding approach was adopted for 

this analysis. Deductive coding involves the development of a codebook prior to the analysis 

of the data (Crabtree and Miller, 1992). Deductive qualitative coding often uses categories or 
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themes derived from earlier work such as theories, models, mind maps and literature reviews 

to analyse data (Sandelowski, 1995).  In this instance, codes related to specific coastal risks 

and hazards (e.g., flood, storm, erosion, shoreline mobility, water quality, etc.) and whether 

the legislation, policy or plan included measures to address these risks (see Table 2).  

Individual planning applications were also assessed for the incorporation of risk into the 

decision-making process. The analysis was performed in conjunction with a local authority 

planner from the relevant local planning authority. Drawing on the planner’s expertise and 

local knowledge, recent licensing applications in respect of projects with strong probability of 

risks from coastal hazards were selectively targeted for detailed assessment.  

 

 

3.2 Public survey 
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As part of the ANCORIM project a questionnaire survey was used to explore coastal actors’ 

perceptions and attitudes towards coastal risks and their management in the Westport area. 

Questionnaires are recognised as being an essential tool for assessing public perception of 

natural hazards (Lave and Lave, 1991). The survey focused on coastal residents, property and 

business owners, as well as local and national decision-makers with a remit for the Westport 

area. A total of 65 questionnaires were completed. Questions were mainly comprised of 

closed ended questions and a series of statements which respondents replied to using a 5 

point likert scale (strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree, and don’t know). The 

questionnaire was piloted with an expert steering group. A random sample of households and 

businesses in Westport were selected to complete the survey. Beginning with local planners, 

a snowball sampling method was used to target local and national decision-makers. The 

survey was conducted over a two week period in May 2010 by a two person research team. 

The findings of questions relating to respondents’ perception of local coastal risks and their 

management are reported here.  

 

4. European Legislation and Local Implementation Guidance 

Spatial planning in Ireland, as elsewhere, is shaped by a number of entities operating at 

different organisational levels. At the supranational level, European Union (EU) legislation 

and polices have an impact on spatial planning in Ireland. Of particular relevance are various 

EU Directives which clearly define conditions, targets and management approaches for 

Member States, including, for example: the Floods Directive; Strategic Environmental 

Assessment (SEA) Directive; and, Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive. This 

section presents an analysis of these Directives and associated implementation guidance 

issued to local planning authorities in Ireland. 

 



16 
 

4.1 Floods Directive 

The Floods Directive requires Member States: to assess if all watercourses and coastlines are 

at risk from flooding; to map potential flood extent and assets and humans at risk in these 

areas; and to take adequate and coordinated measures to reduce this flood risk (CEC, 2007). 

It aims to reduce the risk of adverse impacts of floods on human health and life, the 

environment, cultural heritage, economic activity and infrastructure. The Directive states that 

Preliminary Flood Risk Assessments (PFRA) should be completed by 2011 and these can be 

used to provide some initial assessment of potential flooding risk, and identify proposals, 

developments or plans where additional assessment may be required (CEC, 2007).  

 

The Planning System and Flood Risk Management: Guidelines for Planning Authorities 

outlines the role of local authorities in implementing the Flood Directive (DEHLG, 2009). 

Planning authorities are expected to undertake a “flood risk assessment as an integral and 

leading element of their development planning functions under the Planning Code and at the 

earliest practicable opportunity in line with the requirements of these Guidelines” (DEHLG, 

2009, p. v). In terms of forward planning, the guidelines state that city and county 

development plans will establish the flood risk assessment requirements for their functional 

areas (DEHLG, 2009). The flood risk assessment system should be aligned with the existing 

SEA process and should introduce a process for identifying and assessing flood risk, similar 

to screening and scoping under the SEA process (DEHLG, 2009). In assessing planning 

applications for development, planning authorities will ensure that development is not 

permitted in areas of flood risk “except where there are no suitable alternative sites available 

in areas at lower risk that are consistent with the objectives of proper planning and 

sustainable development Directive” (DEHLG, 2009, p. v). The Floods Directive, therefore, 
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obliges local authorities to be cognisant of flood risks when developing local plans and when 

assessing planning applications.  

 

4.2 Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Directive  

The SEA Directive requires Member States to strategically evaluate and address likely 

significant environmental effects of certain proposed plans and programmes on the 

environment (CEC, 2001). It seeks to incorporate environmental considerations throughout 

the decision-making process and to ensure that the relationships between economic, social 

and environmental factors are understood and addressed (d’Auria and Ó Cinnéide, 2009). The 

Directive specifies 11 sectors where the competent authorities must subject specific plans and 

programmes for these sectors to an environmental assessment where they are likely to have 

significant effects on the environment. The 11 sectors are as follows: Agriculture; Forestry; 

Fisheries; Energy; Industry; Transport; Waste management; Water management; 

Telecommunications; Tourism; and, Town and Country Planning or Land Use. The SEA 

Directive ensures that environmental consequences of certain plans and programmes are 

identified and assessed during their preparation and before their adoption (CEC, 2001). The 

SEA Directive includes requirements for environmental reporting, broad-scale assessment of 

cumulative effects, and requirements of monitoring and appropriate assessment. Member 

States should ensure that their plans and programmes take into consideration the 

environmental effects they cause. The SEA guidance identifies a number of topics under 

which strategic assessment should be conducted. These include the assessment of baseline 

environment, including assessment of biodiversity, fauna and flora, population, human 

health, soil including geology, water including quality, air including quality, climatic factors 

including climate change, material assets, cultural heritage, and landscape (CEC, 2001). 
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In Ireland, the Planning and Development Act 2000 was amended to provide the statutory 

basis for the transposition of the Directive in respect of land-use planning and sought to 

integrate SEA into existing plan-making procedures. These amendments to the Act 

introduced SEAs for all Regional Planning Guidelines and Development Plans, variations of 

Development Plans and Local Area Plans likely to give rise to significant environmental 

effects. The SEA process includes, inter alia, preparing an Environmental Report where the 

likely significant environmental effects are identified and evaluated. The SEA Guidelines for 

Regional Authorities and Planning Authorities outline the mandatory contents of an 

Environmental Report on a draft Development Plan and includes an indicative list of 

environmental protection objectives which includes avoiding flood risk and/or coastal erosion 

in selecting sites for development (Government of Ireland, 2004). The SEA guidelines also 

emphasises the need to address environmental issues at local level. For example, it states that 

in preparing an Environmental Report on a draft Development Plan it is important at the 

outset to identify those issues which are best dealt with at the level of that plan and which 

should be examined in the report. It also decrees that environmental objectives should be 

adapted to local circumstances as necessary (Government of Ireland, 2004). 

 

4.3 Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive 

The EIA Directive requires that certain projects be assessed for likely environmental effects 

before planning permission can be granted (CEC, 2012). Projects are specific developments, 

planning or licensing applications. The EIA procedure should ensure that environmental 

consequences of projects are identified and assessed before authorisation is given. The EIA 

Directive specifies the nature of projects requiring Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) or 
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EIA Reports in Annexes I and II, respectively, of the Directive. Annex I projects include 

major developments such as ports, refineries and nuclear power stations. Annex II 

developments include small developments such as aquaculture farms and coastal work to 

combat erosion.  

 

The EIA Directive set mandatory thresholds for Annex I projects only. In transposing the 

directive, however, Ireland specified thresholds for Annex II projects. The thresholds were 

then set at levels which distinguish between those projects which, by virtue of their nature, 

size or location, would be likely to have a significant effect on the environment and those 

which would not.  In some cases, EIA is mandatory irrespective of the size of the project. In 

most cases, however, a threshold is set and if this is exceeded, the project must be subject to 

EIA. Even if thresholds are not exceeded, the planning authority (or An Bord Pleanála in the 

case of a planning appeal) must require the preparation of an EIS if it considers that the 

project would have significant effects on the environment.  

 

Many large scale coastal developments require EIA, providing an opportunity for coastal risk 

and impacts to be considered within this framework. For those developments which fall 

below the specified thresholds, national planning legislation provides for the consideration of 

significant environmental effects and potential direction for the preparation of an EIA or 

impact assessment which can be triggered by sites of conservation sensitivity and/or planning 

appeals. As with the SEA, the EIA is required to consider any significant environmental 

effects of proposed developments and activities.  
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5. Consideration of coastal risks in spatial planning framework 

This section presents analysis of documents and plans relevant to local spatial planning and 

coastal management.  

 

5.1 National Level 

Ireland has a poor record in relation to the developing and implementing coastal management 

policy (Long, 2007); particularly in relation to adopting a more integrated approach 

(O’Mahony et. al., 2009; O’Hagan and Ballinger, 2010). A draft Coastal Zone Management 

Strategy for Ireland was published in 1997 (Brady Shipman Martin, 1997). This strategy was 

never implemented and governance of the coastal zone continues to be fragmented, involving 

several government departments and many local authorities (Flannery and Ó Cinnéide, 2008). 

As such, Ireland does not have a national management strategy in relation to coastal risks.  

 

The National Spatial Strategy (DEHLG, 2002) does not make specific reference to coastal 

risks or the need to mitigate or adapt to the impacts of climate change.  It does, however, 

emphasize the role of the SEA Directive in ensuring environmental issues are integrated into 

the spatial planning process. Furthermore, it identifies ICZM as a holistic approach to 

managing the various interactions on the coast and indicates that an ICZM strategy will be 

developed by the relevant government departments (DEHLG, 2002); however this strategy 

was never developed. 
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The National Development Plan’s Coastal Protection Sub-Programme focuses mainly on 

developing engineering solutions to coastal flooding (DEHLG, 2007). It contains a 

commitment to finance a number of flood relief schemes along the coast and finance the 

completion of the National Coastal Protection Strategy Study. The Plan, under the 

Community Infrastructure Sub-Programme, contains further commitments to address 

flooding in general. Actions include a commitment to develop or enhance structural relief 

from flooding, the continuation of the Flood Hazard Mapping programme and the 

introduction of a public awareness campaign. The National Development Plan also contains a 

Climate Change Sub-Programme (DEHLG, 2007). This programme mainly focuses on the 

purchase of carbon allowances and makes no reference to the development of mitigation or 

adaption strategies.  

 

In 2012, the Department of Environment, Community and Local Government developed a 

National Climate Change Adaptation Framework (DECLG, 2012). This framework 

emphasises local development planning as the mechanism for the delivery of local climate 

adaptation action. The framework provides the policy context for a strategic national 

adaptation response to climate change and emphasises the need to make good use of existing 

tools such as EIA and SEA in terms of developing local adaption to climate change impacts. 

The National Climate Change Adaptation Framework explicitly calls for participative, 

‘bottom-up’ approaches to climate change adaptation and acknowledges the essential role of 

local authorities in taking climate change adaptation action (Gray et. al., 2014). In terms of 

coastal risks, the National Climate Change Adaptation Framework impresses on local 

authorities the need to be vigilant in ensuring “that risks of flooding into the future are 

identified and integrated into the planning process [and that this is] particularly important in 

reviewing development plans, especially in zoning land for development” (DOECLG, 2012, 
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p. 6). The Irish Coastal Protection Strategy Study is being overseen by the Office of Public 

Works. To date it has mainly concentrated on mapping flood risks in the East and South of 

the country and would, therefore, have little bearing on local development planning in 

County Mayo at the moment.  

 

5.2 Regional Level 

The Regional Planning Guidelines for the West Region 2010 – 2022 highlight the need to 

address coastal risks and the effects of climate change at the local level (West Regional 

Authority, 2010). For example, it extols the use of the precautionary principle when 

conducting Flood Risk assessments and advises, inter alia, that local authorities should: avoid 

permitting development in areas at risk of flooding unless fully justified and capability exists 

to manage risk without impacting elsewhere; and incorporate flood risk assessment into the 

process of making decisions on planning applications and planning appeals. It also recognises 

that coastal erosion is likely to become more severe given the changes in weather patterns, 

increased precipitation and storm occurrence and sea level rises, thereby resulting in coastal 

flooding and erosion problems in vulnerable coastline areas (West Regional Authority, 2010).   

 

The County Mayo Development Plan (CMDP) (Mayo County Council, 2009) and the 

Westport Town Plan (WTP) (Westport Town Council, 2010) were analysed to assess the 

level to which they included coastal risks. While some key coastal risks are dealt with in a 

superficial manner (e.g. coastal erosion), others (e.g. flood risk) are merely mentioned, with 

no clear guidance provided. In the CMDP, for example, coastal erosion is regarded under 

policy P / EH-F1, with reference to detailed guidelines in Section 4.8 of the Development 

Management Standards (Mayo County Council, 2009). This section, however, contains no 
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mention of coastal erosion or of any other natural hazards. Coastal protection, however, is 

covered in the plan but provides guidance only in respect of coastal flooding, with no explicit 

consideration of coastal erosion. Section 4.19 on coastal protection includes an explanation of 

the potential benefits of maintaining coastal habitats as buffers to flooding from the sea 

(Mayo County Council, 2009). The plan states that: 

 The coastal edge and coastal habitats shall be protected from destruction 

and degradation to ensure that their roles as ecological corridors, coastal 

flooding and storm surge buffers are retained and enhanced, and developers 

proposing developments in the vicinity of this area will be requested to 

carry out an ecological survey and submit an ecological plan that 

incorporates natural vegetation and topography of the area (Mayo County 

Council, 2009, p. 96) 

The plan states that Mayo County Council will adhere to the Flood Directive Guidelines for 

Planning Authorities discussed above. The plan does not contain any reference to areas prone 

to flooding. The plan was, however, prepared before the Flood Risk Assessment had been 

completed for County Mayo. The current Draft County Mayo Development Plan was 

prepared after the Flood Risk Assessment (Mayo County Council, 2014). The Draft Plan 

acknowledges that a number of areas that have been zoned for residential development are at 

risk from flooding and includes general objectives to avoid increasing flood risk (Mayo 

County Council, 2014). However, rather than adapt the plan to take account of this new flood 

risk information and rezone these areas, the Draft Plan states that the Planning Authority shall 

require a Flood Risk Assessment and/or a Landslide Risk Assessment for any new 

development (Mayo County Council, 2014).  

 

WTP also lacks detailed information and guidance in relation to coastal risks. Despite one 

quarter of the town’s boundary being coastal, with this largely being comprised of 

unconsolidated glacial sediments and coastal protection works, WTP makes no mention 
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coastal erosion. This may be regarded as a serious omission especially as Westport’s coastal 

area incorporates significant capital including housing and commercial activity, a Special 

Area of Conservation3, listed monuments, key roads and cycleway infrastructure, all of which 

add to potential vulnerability of the area (Westport Town Council, 2010).   

 

A number of individual planning applications were assessed to ascertain the degree to which 

coastal risks were considered in the decision making process at project level. These 

applications were in respect of a variety of projects, ranging from one-off housing to the 

proposed development of a hotel complex. In all of the cases analysed it was found that only 

limited consideration was given to coastal risks in the decision-making processes, despite the 

pervasiveness of coastal risks along much of the coastal zone of the entire study area. An 

example of one such planning application illustrates this point. An application was made to 

develop a new dwelling at a low-lying coastal site within the Westport plan boundary (Fig 3). 

The proposed development site was on the shoreline, below 10m elevation. Assessments of 

socio-economic and environmental concerns were duly undertaken. An analysis of related 

reports reveal no mention of the possibility of coastal erosion, or the possible effects of 

climate change (or sea level rise) despite the proposed sites obvious exposure to the sea and 

associated risks, as evident in the image. The application was refused on the grounds that 

there was no ‘social need’ for housing in the area. Furthermore, our analysis indicates that, 

generally speaking, risks emanating from proposed developments received more 

consideration than risks to the development from natural hazards. This has resulted in a 

number of developments being granted planning permission in areas prone to coastal erosion.  

                                                           
3 A Special Area of Conservation is an area which has been given special protection under the European 
Union’s Habitats Directive. SACs provide increased protection to a variety of wild animals, plants and habitats 
and are a vital part of global efforts to conserve the world’s biodiversity. 
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Fig.3 Planning application site.  

 

6. Survey Findings 

This section reports the findings of our local-level questionnaire survey conducted in 

Westport Town as part of the ANCORIM project.  

 

6.1 Respondent Profile 

Of the 65 respondents, 38 respondents are local residents, 12 are local business owners, 7 are 

local land owners, 2 are central government employees, 4 are local government employees 

and 2 are government agency employees.  40 respondents are male, the majority (35.4%, 

n=23) of respondents are between 35 and 44 years of age.  
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6.2 Perception of coastal risk and risk management 

The survey asked respondents about their awareness of coastal risks in the local area. The 

majority of respondents were of the opinion that they were very aware of coastal risks 

(35.4%, n=23) while a small group (4.6%, n=3) felt that they were very much unaware of 

such risks. Respondents who were very unaware of coastal risks was comprised of local 

residents and a local landowner. Coastal risk events which respondents recollected when 

prompted included: floods; landslides; beach and cliff erosion; and severe storms.  

Respondents were then asked about the likelihood of the area being exposed to increased 

coastal risks in the future. A majority of respondents (35.4%, n=23) agreed with the 

statement: This area will become subjected to coastal risk in the future, with a further 13.9% 

(n=9) strongly agreeing with it. Finally, respondents were also asked about the function of the 

local planning authority in relation to managing coastal risks. Almost 70% (n=45) of 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed that it was the role of the local authority to defend 

private property from coastal risks. Furthermore, 65% (n=38) of non-government respondents 

(i.e. local residents and business and land owners) agreed or strongly agreed with the 

proposition that the granting of planning permission amounted to proposed developments 

being assessed as safe from coastal risks.   

 

7. Discussion 

Coastal planners and other decision makers are obliged to consider coastal risks in decision 

making.  European Union legislative instruments include many elements relating to coastal 

risks that Member States are required to transpose into national legislation and local decision-

making. The NSS also emphasizes the need for local mitigation measures and adaptation to 

climate change impacts and coastal risks. From the analysis of the policies and plans 
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presented above, however,  it is evident that consideration of coastal risks tends to lessen as 

the operational scale becomes increasingly local. This is contrary to the theoretical scenario, 

which envisages local level plans having more specific detail relating to these risks. The 

result of this is that planners who make recommendations on day-to-day basis on proposed 

developments in the coastal zone may not have sufficiently comprehensive and robust 

guidance in arriving at their decisions.  

 

Local planning and decision-making do not appear to adequately incorporate higher level 

policies and plans upon which they are based. There appears to be a tokenistic recognition of 

international and national policies relating to coastal risks in local government plans. While 

local development plans have had to ‘have regard to’ national policies they did not have to 

actually conform to those policies. This wording is now being changed in new development 

plans so that henceforth local level plans have to ‘be consistent with’ the higher level plans. 

The apparent tokenistic incorporation of higher level policies may also be due to the 

fragmented nature of coastal governance, allied with the regularity with which change occurs 

(with each new government regularly instigating restructuring of responsibilities) (Flannery 

et. al., 2010) or lack of awareness of coastal risks and their potential effects. It may also be 

due to the wide and varied roles local government play (Pini et al., 2007) with issues such as 

climate change appearing  ‘distant and cloudy’ amongst an already crowded agenda (Crabbé 

and Robin, 2006).  

 

Our analysis of recent planning decisions illustrate that planners may focus on assessing the 

possible negative impacts to the environment from proposed developments and pay little or 

no consideration to the impact the development will have on increasing vulnerability to 
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coastal risks. Conversely, our analysis of local perception of coastal risk management 

indicates that local populations expect local government to play an active role in safeguarding 

them from coastal risk. Furthermore, our survey indicates that the general public also expect 

the local authority to protect private property from coastal risks. This disconnect, between the 

actions of the planning authority when assessing planning applications and the public 

expectation for both risk assessment to be incorporated into the decision-making process and 

to be protected from risks should they arise later, may increase the vulnerability of coastal 

populations to coastal risks. It also contributes to the reliance on publically funded 

engineering solutions to address coastal risk issues.  

 

It is important, therefore, that the need to reduce the vulnerability of coastal populations to 

these risks features strongly in local development plans. The failure of national government 

in Ireland to follow through on its commitment to develop an ICZM framework undoubtedly 

has had a negative impact on the development by planning authorities of their own local area 

ICZM strategies. Although, it could also be argued that some planning authorities have little 

or no interest in developing ICZM strategies and that this policy vacuum suits them in this 

regard.  

 

It is clear that a number of actions need to be undertaken to ensure local level spatial planning 

plays a role in climate change mitigation and adaption. First, future iterations of the National 

Spatial Strategy and/or National Development Plan must recognise the increasing 

vulnerability of coastal populations to coastal and climate change risks. Second, a national 

ICZM strategy should be introduced which would set the context for local level strategies. 

The national ICZM strategy should include an indicative list of mitigation and adaption 

strategies available to local government. It should also include the final outputs of the Irish 
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Coastal Protection Strategy Study and specify areas vulnerable to coastal risks. Third, local 

ICZM plans should be incorporated into the local plans of all coastal councils. These plans 

should give practical effect to the national ICZM strategy and should include specific 

measures to reduce the vulnerability of coastal populations to coastal risks, including 

mitigation and adaptation strategies. Finally, onus should be placed on local planning 

authorities to deal adequately with known risks, such as flooding, in their development plans 

rather than defer the decision-making to the project level. 
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