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The application of strategic 

spatial planning in Ireland and 

the UK

David Counsell: University College Cork

Outline of talk

ÅIntroduce the research project that the talk is 

based on

ÅChanges in the scope and scale of planning

ÅStrategic spatial planning in the UK and Ireland 

and how they address balanced regional 

development 

ÅIntroduce notion of soft spaces and fuzzy 

boundaries, and look at how these have emerged 

in spatial planning

ÅCross sectoral integration

ÅBroad conclusions of the research

The research project: 1

ÅóIntegrated spatial planning, multi-level 
governance and state rescalingô

ÅFunded by the UK Economic and Social 
Research Council over thirty months

ÅInitially focused on spatial planning post-
devolution in the UK

ÅExtended to include Ireland to explore the 
cross-border dimension of integration and 
as a comparator 

The research project 2

ÅResearch methodology focused on 

ógovernance linesô

ÅRather than looking at planning at one 

particular scale we explored it across 

scales and also across sectors

ÅInterviewed 147 people in two stages:

- Firstly national actors

- Secondly in six case study areas

The research project 3: case 

studies

ÅEngland ïLeeds City Region

ÅIreland ïCork Area Strategic Plan

ÅLondon ïThames Gateway

ÅNorthern Ireland ïThe North West 

(Derry/Letterkenny óGatewayô)

ÅScotland ïthe Central Belt

ÅWales ïNE Wales, SW Cheshire sub-

region

Changing scope: from land use 

regulation to óspatial planningô
ÅSpatial planning, a broader based, more reflective and 

more collaborative approach than traditional regulatory 
planning, has emerged as the new orthodoxy for 
planning in the last ten years or so

ÅStemming in part from dissatisfaction with óold stylesô of 
development plans and addressing new issues such as 
climate change 

ÅResponding to the demands for better integrated policy 
making emerging from government modernisation 

ÅThe shift has been reinforced through European policy -
European Spatial Development Perspective

ÅVisible particularly at the ónewô strategic scales of 
planning
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Rescaling planning

ÅChanges in the scales at which planning 
takes place with ónewô national and 
regional scales added to the local scales

ÅEmergence of óin-betweenô scales where 
there are no regulatory requirements for 
planning

ÅReshaping and rescaling in many ways 
reflects the general shift from government 
to governance

Rescaling planning: formal 

planning systems
ÅDevolution of planning responsibilities to 

Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales and London 
in the UK

ÅPreparation of ónationalô spatial strategies in the 
devolved nations ïnot England

ÅMore limited devolution to the English regions

ÅIntroduction of new scales in Ireland ïNSS and 
RPG

ÅWe have termed these the formal/regulatory 
scales the óhard spacesô of planning (also 
includes the ólocalô scale)

National planning: Ireland

üNational Spatial Strategy

üNational Development Plan

üRegional Development Strategy (Northern 

Ireland)

Key elements of NSS

National Development Plan

üInstrument for allocating expenditure to 

national priorities

ü2007 NDP allocates funding for regional 

development within the framework of the 

NSS ïi.e. in favour of the gateways and 

hubs
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Regional Development Strategy 

Northern Ireland

üInitially published in 2001

üBased on an extensive programme of public 

consultation

üRecognises Derry as the regional gateway to the 

North West and identifies other regional hubs

üEssentially inward looking

üAdjustments published 2008

üMinister announced RDS Review in June 

üPublic Consultation Summer 2009

Spatial planning in Scotland; the 

NPF

ÅNPF1 published in 2004 

and draft NPF2 IN 2008

ÅFramework for national 

decision making with a 

strong emphasis on 

infrastructure

ÅLack of strong direction 

on housing and growth 

generally for e.g.

ÅNPF2 will be a statutory 

document

Spatial Planning in Wales: the WSP

ÅFirst version published in 
2004 (seen as a process 
rather than a specific 
plan), Update in 2008

ÅBoth have a strong focus 
on policy integration

ÅSub areas defined with 
fuzzy boundaries

ÅWSP1 criticised for a lack 
of specific policies 
particularly on growth

ÅWSP2 includes more 
policy detail

English Regions

ÅNo national strategy for directing growth

ÅNo formal devolution of responsibilities other 
than in London.

ÅIn the English regions final responsibilities for 
issuing RSSs rests with central government

ÅLengthy process ï4/5 years in many cases

ÅIssues about delivery ïlimited regional funding

ÅFrom 2010 RSSs will be combined with RESs to 
form Integrated Regional Strategies

ÅIn London the responsibility for the London Plan 
rests with the Mayor and GLA

Spatial planning in England: RSS 

and London Plan
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Rescaling of planning: soft spaces

ÅSoft spaces, sometimes referred to as functional 
spaces, are the in-between scales of strategy and 
delivery ïwhere there are no regulatory 
requirements or responsibilities for planning. 

ÅExamples of soft spaces include: northern way, 
sub-regions, city-regions, cross border regions, 
growth areas, housing market pathfinders.

ÅThe (re-)emergence of ósoft spacesô alongside the 
tactical use of ófuzzy boundariesô can be related to 
a policy impetus to break away from working 
patterns held to be slow, bureaucratic, or not 
reflecting the real geographies of problems and 
opportunities. 

ÅA way of undertaking planning outside the lengthy 
and often confrontational statutory processes

Soft spaces: Ireland 1

ÅNorth West Spatial 

Strategy

ÅNewry ïDundalk 

sub-regional 

strategy

ÅNot Belfast 

Metropolitan Area 

Plan

Soft spaces Ireland: Atlantic 

Gateways

ÅCollaboration 

between the 

ógatewaysô on the 

Atlantic coast

ÅAim to create an 

Atlantic coast corridor 

with the critical mass 

to compete with the 

east coast corridor

Soft spaces: Ireland 2 - CASP

ÅCork Area Strategic Plan

ÅNon statutory plan for the 
Cork City Region

ÅGrowth strategy of 
compact growth in city 
and ring towns plus along 
a newly established 
commuter railway line

ÅPreceded NSS and RPG 
and incorporated into 
them

ÅBut relies on county and 
city councils commitment 
to deliver the strategy

Soft spaces: UK

ÅLeeds City Region

ÅWales Spatial Plan: 

sub-regions

ÅThames Gateway: 

London

ÅIn Scotland city 

regions are óhardô 

spaces ïstatutory 

scale of planning

Soft spaces Thames Gateway

Å East and South East regions

Å Greater London Authority

Å Sixteen local authorities

Å Two UDCs

Å One URC

Å Three sub-regional 
partnerships

Å Olympics delivery authority

Å Homes and Communities 
Agency

Å London Development Agency 
etc.

Å 160,000 new houses

Å 240,000 new employment 
opportunities


