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Background 

The Heritage Council (the Council) is a statutory body working in the public interest. It operates 

under the aegis of the Minister for Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht.  

As prescribed in its founding legislation, the Heritage Act 1995 (the Act), the Council has 

responsibility inter alia to propose policies and priorities for the national heritage, which, in relation 

to this particular presentation is defined in the Act to include flora, fauna and habitats i.e. our 

natural heritage. 

The Council exercises its responsibilities in numerous ways. These include co-operating with relevant 

stakeholders (in particular local authorities) to advance its functions, co-ordinating and promoting 

these functions, the provision of expert advice, funding, education and advocacy. Research and 

enjoyable learning are at the heart of its outreach and education programmes and it operates as a 

partnership organisation informed by new developments and thinking in the heritage sector.  

Contemporary heritage is about people and place forming an interaction between nature and 

culture that encapsulates the quality of the places where we live and work and visit and the impact 

of that quality on our lives and our sense of well being. The Heritage Council therefore aims to 

ensure that the quality and value of Irish Heritage (including its flora, fauna and habitats) is 

maintained, enhanced, managed, conserved and enjoyed for its citizens in every corner of Ireland. 

The Heritage Council’s national Headquarters is in Kilkenny. It is governed by a Council of 11 

members including its Chairman designate Michael Parsons. It currently has an overall budget of 

€6.2m and 14 staff.  

                                                           
1
 Michael Starrett is a graduate Biologist and Ecologist with postgraduate qualifications in education, protected 

landscape management and he holds a masters degree (TCD) in Management Practice. His professional 
qualifications include membership of the Landscape Institute UK (Management Section). He was President of 
the Federation of National and Nature Parks of Europe (FNNPE, a pan-European body with circa 400 members 
in 40 countries) from 2002-2005 and until stepping down last year was a member of the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World Commission for Protected Areas. He has almost 40 years of 
experience in heritage policy, management and legislative provision of which 20 years were specific to natural 
heritage. 
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1 Introduction 

It is important to note that the work of the Heritage Council is seen as complementary to that of the 

State Heritage Services (such as the National Park and Wildlife Service) which have executive 

responsibility for designated areas including Ireland’s national parks and EU designations such as 

special areas of conservation (SAC) and special protected areas (SPA). These currently make up 

approximately 20% of the Ireland’s land mass. The State Heritage services also have responsibility 

for effective implementation and oversight of legislative provisions such as those provided for in the 

Wildlife Act.  

The work of the Council since its establishment has focused on the development of a scientifically 

based and community focused heritage infrastructure all of which plays a key role in the 

preservation of Ireland’s flora, fauna and its habitats. Council is concerned with the value of our 

natural heritage in not only designated areas but most significantly in the broader countryside (and 

urban and semi urban environments) that make up the majority of the areas where people live and 

work.   In particular Council works on the communication of the value of our natural heritage 

through raising levels of public awareness.  

Acknowledging this value is essential as the quality of our national heritage (natural and cultural)  is 

a critical element in driving the success of key Irish economic sectors such as agriculture and 

tourism. 

Examples of the Council’s work in the area of natural heritage are outlined in the following 

paragraphs under the headings of; 

- Research, Enjoyment and Heritage Week 

- The National Biodiversity Data Centre  

- The Heritage Officer Network 

- High Nature Value Farming 

- The Wicklow Uplands Council 

- Emerging Irish Uplands Partnerships  

2 Research, Enjoyment and Heritage Week 

Given the state of health of Ireland’s wildlife one could be forgiven for thinking that there was little 

public support for the work of nature conservation. As regards the current situation, the National 

Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) has reported that only 9% of the habitats considered threatened 

and protected under the Habitats Directive are doing well. The habitats in most danger in Ireland are 

those that have been significantly reduced notably raised bogs and species-rich grasslands.  A 

species of greatest concern is the freshwater pearl mussel, as only a few rivers have populations 

with sufficient younger generations to survive. As an indicator of the declining quality of our fresh 

water few species offer us such a stark warning. 
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Red Lists identify species most in need of conservation help and according to the Red List on Irish 
Macro-moths, 43 species are assessed as threatened to some degree (i.e., vulnerable, endangered or 
critically endangered). Fourteen species are considered to have become regionally extinct. To date 
Conservation Assessments (Red Lists) have only been carried out on 10% of species that occur in 
Ireland and on average, 20% are threatened with extinction. For bees and fish, the figure rises to 
30%. (ref: https://www.npws.ie/publications/red-lists) 

Overall the NPWS has reported that 52% of the species considered threatened and protected under 

the Habitats Directive are in favourable status. Nearly all of the 300 bird species covered by the Atlas 

of Breeding Birds have experienced changes, such as range contractions or expansions, location 

shifts or subtle changes in abundance. Key findings for the island of Ireland are that, over the last 40 

years, the breeding ranges of 47% of species have contracted, whereas 18% of species have 

expanded to new areas.2 Add to this the recent publicity with regard to the decline of pollinators 

such as bees and the situation regarding our native butterflies and the picture that is painted is not 

one we can ignore. 

 

And yet there are steps that we can all take to improve the situation. In 2016 the Heritage Council 

undertook research on ‘Biodiversity Awareness, Understanding, and Impact of its Loss’3 which was a 

repeat of its 2010 research. The findings provide some hope that the public support is there to help 

turn around the decline in Ireland’s habitats, and with it the decline in our wildlife. There have been 

significant shifts in the public understanding of what is meant by biodiversity loss. In 2010 17% of the 

public recognised that it is about a decline in natural habitats. In 2016 this had risen to 40%. This is a 

very significant shift in the public’s understanding.  

There is still however a very low level of understanding of the impact of invasive species and land 

use change and development on the quality of our flora, fauna and habitats with only 10% of the 

population seeing these as having an impact on wildlife. The research also noted that 57% of the 

public didn’t know that any species in Ireland are facing extinction.  

However the most hopeful figures in the 2016 research show that 84% of the public are willing to do 

their bit to contribute to improving biodiversity in Ireland.  Although willing, 60% of people do not 

know what to do to help improve biodiversity in Ireland.  

The figures referenced indicate that if people can be helped to understand what actions they might 

take to support wildlife the vast majority of people are willing to do so. This is one of the primary 

reasons why National Heritage Week 2017 (19-27 August) has as its theme It’s in your Nature. This 9 

day programme of up to 2000 events is focused on helping the Irish Public to fully understand the 

value of the natural heritage and engage their long term support in its conservation The week will 

highlight programmes that showcase how we can successfully become involved in supporting nature 

conservation and make the connections between the quality of where we live and the quality of our 

surroundings. 

 

3 The National Biodiversity Data Centre  

                                                           
2
 http://www.epa.ie/irelandsenvironment/nature/ 

3
 Biodiversity Awareness, Understanding and Impact of its Loss. B&A April 2016, Heritage Council 
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The National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) was established by the Heritage Council 10 years ago 

following Council’s proposal to the Minister of Environment that Ireland required such an important 

part of heritage infrastructure if it was to meet its local, national and international environmental 

obligations. The Centre collates, manages, analyses and disseminates data on Ireland’s biodiversity 

and most significantly makes it freely accessible to the public at large as well as policy makers, land 

managers and educational bodies. 

This data is a key element if we are to understand our natural surroundings, for tracking change in 

our environment and for gaining a greater insight to how we benefit from, and impact upon, the 

ecosystem goods and services provided by biological diversity; a national asset which contributes at 

least €2.6 billion to the Irish economy each year4. Having such information available in a 

standardised and quality controlled manner means land use, planning and environmental policy can 

be evidence based. 

Managing this national asset requires an information management system, and the National 

Biodiversity Data Centre has, over the 10 years since its establishment, built that national 

infrastructure. The National Biodiversity Data Centre is now one of the world leaders in the area of 

bioinformatics and given Ireland’s key role in Information & Communications Technology it is fitting 

that this would also extend to the area of bioinformatics. However the field of ICT has rapidly 

changing technologies, and there is a need for constant investment to ensure that the Data Centre 

retains its role at the cutting edge of these technologies, continuing to showcase Ireland’s as a 

technology hub. 

Part of the success of the work of the Data Centre has been its engagement with the public and local 

communities through what are termed its ‘citizen science’ programmes. This ensures that everyone, 

decision –makers, educationalists and local communities have access to high quality information 

about their locality. This instils a sense of pride in local biodiversity areas, and working with local 

Heritage Officers seeks to gain support for the conservation of biological diversity. The Data Centre 

also provides an easy mechanism for people in their community to report sightings of wildlife to the 

Centre so these sighting add to the knowledge base about Ireland’s local biodiversity. So far, about 

0.25 million observations of wildlife have been submitted to the Centre from local ‘citizen scientists’ 

demonstrating that there is a significant section of Irish society that are actively engaging with 

natural heritage at the local level. This service serves to provide local communities with a 

mechanism for active engagement with biodiversity in their locality, reflecting a key aim of National 

Heritage Week, and in turn does a great deal to win support for the objectives of national heritage 

policy within communities. Studies have shown there is a direct benefit to society from people 

getting out into their local environment, so investment in increasing this activity would pay 

dividends in terms of health and wellbeing.  

By generating the knowledge base on Ireland’s biodiversity, Ireland now has empirical data which 

allow us to objectively identify those parts of the country which are most important for biodiversity, 

and to identify those species which objectively are under greatest threat of extinction. This allows 

much more evidence-based decision making and helps to prioritise conservation actions more 

efficiently to ensure that what limited resources are available, have maximum impact. It would also 

                                                           
4
 https://www.cbd.int/doc/case-studies/inc/cs-inc-ireland-en.pdf 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/case-studies/inc/cs-inc-ireland-en.pdf
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introduce more objectivity into public policy, which should lead to greater support in the long term 

for conservation of biological diversity.   

Two really notable and recent successes that have been driven by the NBDC are the publication of a 

All-Ireland Pollinator Plan 2015-2020, serving to link the value of these pollinators to the 

maintenance of sustainable policies for Irish agriculture and secondly the acknowledgment of the 

NBDC as the focal point for information in the fight against invasive species in Ireland, in support of 

implementation of the EU Regulation 1143/2014 on invasive alien species.  

 

4 The Heritage Officer Network  

There are 28 Heritage Officers in local authorities in Ireland. The Heritage Council and the local 

authorities have together developed this network over the last 17 years, a network which many 

regard as the jewel in the crown in terms the implementation of contemporary thinking on heritage 

management, development and conservation. This is particularly the case as regards outreach to 

and collaboration with local communities making sure that the relevance of heritage to people and 

place is at the centre of local authority work. The Heritage Officers represent the most modern of 

approaches. 

Heritage is now clearly part of the experience of modernity, how society conceptualises itself and 

this heritage boom is creating demands from society in relation to their heritage in its place.  Local 

demand and engagement with heritage has increased in Ireland, with communities clambering for 

support to drive appreciation of their local heritage and connect with their home place.  Successful 

local heritage management requires a wide definition of heritage (natural and cultural), capacity for 

heritage management, a planned strategic approach, commitment and support, leadership and 

heritage data. 

 The Heritage Officers are a key part of the national heritage infrastructure, with an important 

strategic importance.  Their financial and functional link with the Heritage Council, employment by 

the Local Authority, working with communities and dealing with other state agencies places them at 

the heart of the heritage sector in terms of regulation, information, education and advocacy.  The 

role is a strategic one for local authorities, and a core service within a changing local government, 

which has orientated increasingly towards community with the new public participation networks 

under the Local Government Reform Act 2014, to ensure the involvement of the community and 

voluntary sector in local government decision making.  Their collaborative approach at local level has 

paid dividends for communities and Ireland’s heritage since its inception by the Heritage Council in 

partnership with initially 3 local authorities in 1999.  

 The development and delivery of a strategic heritage plan for the place and people is the lynchpin in 

the structural difference a Heritage Officer makes.  This is because it is an iterative consultative 

process, each heritage plan building on the one before, making use of ordered and categorised 

information to inform people and agencies about their area and to engage them with the time-depth 

of their place and the interconnections between natural and cultural heritage.  Communities can be 

transformed through engagement and learning in this way, discovering values about their area of 

which they were previously unaware and official heritage information can be augmented by input 
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from communities of the values that they hold about a particular place or object.  This enables the 

links to be made by all between past, present and future, thereby helping to provide communities 

with certainty in a time of rapid change.  

Heritage Officers are central to a core service within a local government that now needs to comply 

with a wide range of heritage legislation and policy that is emanating from Government and the 

European Union.  The categorisation of heritage that created statutory lists such as the Natural 

Heritage Areas, Sites and Monuments Record, the National Inventory of Architectural Heritage, 

Reserves for flora and fauna, protected species, geological heritage sites, and Special Areas of 

Conservation, is at the frontline within the local authority service which is the level of government 

closest to the people, and where the consent procedures in relation to planning operate. The 

strategic role that the Heritage Officer can bring to thinking about these lists in a rounded and 

holistic way, blending natural and cultural heritage has benefits for the local authority particularly in 

regard to the provision of advice and communication, helping to ensure their protection and the 

realisation of all their values. 

It is essential that we greatly expand the hugely successful Heritage Officer Network by providing 

additional posts in local authorities. Heritage professionals working in Local Authorities are perfectly 

placed to catalyse action for heritage at local and community level, achieving far greater reach for 

national policies and programmes including the National Heritage Plan, National Biodiversity Plan, 

Culture 2025, Creative Ireland, the National Landscape Strategy and the Action Plan for Rural 

Development.   

 

5 High Nature Value Farming 

High Nature Value farmland (HNVf) consists of agricultural areas with a high proportion of, or 
dominated by, semi-natural vegetation. These areas support a range of species of conservation 
concern that are dependent on agricultural activity.    

Over a quarter of the 4.5 million ha of Utilisable Agricultural Area (UAA) in Ireland is considered to 
be HNV farmland, from the offshore islands and the machairs of the West Coast, the species-rich 
lowland grasslands of the Midlands to the heathlands of the Wicklow Mountains  (see 
http://www.high-nature-value-farmland.ie/hnv-distribution/).  

The EU Common Agricultural Policy has had the targeting of support at HNV farming systems as a 
rural development priority for over 10 years. The Heritage Council has been leading the effort to 
implement this policy in Ireland since its landmark report of 2004. Its publication coincided with the 
start of a project which did just that: BurrenLIFE. Justly recognised with many international awards, 
this flagship programme highlighted what can be achieved from a participatory- partnership based 
approach to the design, development and implementation of local farming for conservation 
initiatives.  

Building on the lessons and experience of the Burren, the Heritage Council’s HNV Ireland Programme 
was initiated in 2010. Under the programme the Heritage Council provides funding to the European 
Forum for Nature Conservation and Pastoralism (EFNCP), working in partnership with IT Sligo.  The 
programme partners are committed to maintaining and strengthening the links between HNV 
farmers in the various parts of Ireland; acting as a bridge between various organisations on the HNV 

http://www.high-nature-value-farmland.ie/hnv-distribution/
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farming issue, building understanding and trust, and taking the lead on wider awareness-raising on 
the value and challenges facing HNV farming systems. 

The programme initially concentrated on case studies to identify threats, opportunities and practical 
solutions for HNV farmland, working closely with government bodies, the farming community and 
local community groups. It has fed into the policy-making process through policy submissions, 
presentations and events, demonstrating at a local level how HNV farming can be incorporated into 
the RDP and other CAP support.  

This work has had significant policy impact.  It was clear from an early stage that more pilot 
initiatives were needed to build capacity and demonstrate that the Burren model could be replicated 
in a diverse range of situations. This led directly to the development of the AranLIFE and Results 
Based Agri-environment Pilot Projects. The support provided by the Heritage Council has leveraged 
over €3 million in EU funding for these two projects alone.  

Most recently the programme has tried to ensure that HNV farming in Ireland receives workable, 
appropriately-funded support in the 2014-20 CAP round, with a package of complementary well-
designed measures which can achieve concrete positive results for HNV farmers and the taxpayer.  It 
has played a part in ensuring that a number of potential supports for HNV farmlands have been 
incorporated in Ireland’s current RDP, among them the locally led European Innovation Partnership 
initiative. In light of this, the focus recently has been on advice and capacity building for local groups, 
which has led to successful applications by a number of local communities for RDP funding to 
support local HNV farmland initiatives. 

The following two sections on the Wicklow Uplands Council and the development of a series of Irish 
Uplands Partnership offer tangible practical examples of how this approach to HNV can play a part in 
bringing benefits to local communities at least in part through the effective management of our 
natural heritage and it flora, fauna and wildlife habitats. They also make the connection between 
practical actions on the ground and the links to sustainable recreational management in these 
upland areas 

For more details see http://efncp.org/projects/hnv-farmland-irish-uplands/.  

 

 

6 The Wicklow Uplands Council 

‘To support the sustainable use of the Wicklow uplands through consensus and partnership with 

those who live, work and recreate there’. 

Established in 1997, Wicklow Uplands Council (WUC) is an independent voluntary organisation 

representing the shared interests of the Wicklow uplands. It takes a partnership approach to 

sustainable development and promotes projects which bring value to people who live and work in 

the Wicklow uplands and those who use it for recreational purposes. This includes a range of 

projects that focus on improving the quality of biodiversity in the Wicklow Uplands. WUC also makes 

submissions on national and local policies and strategies that will affect the uplands. Projects are 

carried out in partnership with stakeholder organisations and local communities. The approach 

taken by WUC has often led the way nationally. Key projects are outlined below. 

Wicklow Uplands Council Projects 

http://efncp.org/projects/hnv-farmland-irish-uplands/
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 A Participatory Approach to Best Management of the Upland Habitats in County Wicklow: 

The decline of traditional hill farming is a national trend which has resulted in a decline in 

the overall quality and condition of upland habitats. WUC have actively engaged with upland 

stakeholders over the past 5 years to develop a consensus in the best management of 

upland habitats. A number of key pieces of research carried out in this time have identified 

the need for targeted support for upland farming. WUC are currently developing a proposal 

for a ‘Sustainable Uplands Agri-environment Scheme’ (SUAS) for the Wicklow/Dublin 

uplands under the new European Innovations Partnership (EIP) initiative. The proposed 

scheme is looking towards supporting a recovery in upland farming and a restoration of 

upland biodiversity. This is a competitive process but WUC are in a strong position. This is 

largely due to the ability of WUC to commission research and to engage with all upland 

stakeholders. If successful the scheme could potentially bring €3m of funding into the 

Wicklow/Dublin uplands. 

 

 Sustainable Recreation Opportunities: WUC has initiated and participated in a number of 

projects to improve and manage the recreational use of the Wicklow uplands. The Council’s 

approach to achieving agreed access on private land was recommended as a model template 

by Comhairle na Tuaithe. Recently WUC has supported the development of the Avonmore 

and Sugar Loaf Way, walking trails. These routes provide important off road routes which 

link with public transport facilities, a weakness of the existing upland trail network. This 

provides greater independent access to the area and encourages longer visitor stays, 

providing a boost to the local economies. 

 

 PURE Project (Protecting Upland Rural Environments): The project employs a full time 

project manager and is the first of its kind in Ireland which was established to tackle illegal 

dumping and fly-tipping in the Wicklow/Dublin uplands. The project is a partnership 

between; Wicklow County Council, Dun Laoghaire Rathdown County Council, South Dublin 

County Council, Coillte, National Parks & Wildlife Service, and WUC and funded by The 

Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment. Launched in 2006, PURE 

has removed over 3000 tonnes of rubbish from the landscape.  

o The PURE Mile competition, an initiative of the project, has encouraged local 

communities to ‘adopt’ over 138 miles of rural roadscapes. Average group 

expenditure is estimated between €1k and €3k (labour and materials) amounting to 

€138k to €390k spent by local groups on community improvements.  Such is its 

success of PURE that it has being used as the model for the new National Anti-

Dumping Initiative, launched by Minister Naughten in March 2017. 

 

 

Annual core funding received from the Heritage Council (€68,250) allows WUC to run the 

organisation. This includes the employment of a part time Co-ordinator, (4 days/week) administrator 

(11hrs/week) and communications officer (5hrs/week) along with the day to day running of the 

organisation. Heritage Council support allows the leverage of additional funding from both the 

private and public sector amounting to €35k and attracts additional project expenditure of circa 
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€125k per annum. Every €1 received in core funding from the Heritage Council is matched by €2.40 

in leveraged core and project funds. Without the support of the Heritage Council WUC would cease 

to exist. 

Prior to the recession, and the associated reduction in core funding, WUC employed 4 staff members 

and engaged volunteers. There is now just one full time staff member. The reduction in staff 

numbers has greatly affected the capacity of WUC to roll out new projects and during this period the 

Board of Directors consciously chose to focus on key ongoing projects.   

Further investment in WUC would permit the employment of additional staff and an increased 

ability to rollout projects which bring value to local upland communities. The ability to engage with 

new projects will encourage greater membership of the organisation, ensuring that the shared 

interests of the region are well represented. As new challenges and opportunities arise in the region 

it is important that WUC can effectively address the issues and guide local communities. 

The partnership approach taken by WUC is recognised as a model approach to addressing issues 

faced by local communities. The success of WUC projects has often seen them used as a template 

and rolled out on a national scale (PURE Project, Mountain Access). Further investment would allow 

WUC to continue to use this approach and continue to come up with new and innovative projects 

which can again be used as a pilot for other areas across the county. 

7 Emerging Irish Uplands Partnerships - Supporting Upland Communities 

The emergence of this initiative is with a view to seeing the approach adopted in Wicklow gain wider 

traction elsewhere. 

Ireland’s uplands North and South comprise the majority of Ireland’s most scenic and high nature 

value farmland and as Fáilte Ireland’s annual Visitor Attitudes Surveys consistently show provide the 

main attraction to visitors – “friendliness of the people, the beautiful scenery and the natural, 

unspoilt environment” are the main factors in their choosing Ireland as a holiday destination. 

Additionally these lived-in landscapes are: extensive repositories of biodiversity protected by EU 

legislation; are the sources of most of Ireland’s quality drinking water; provide huge carbon stores 

which have an important function in controlling the greenhouse gases that cause climate change; 

and contain some of the best preserved examples of our archaeological heritage which are 

complemented by written and oral accounts of worship and legend.  

This distinctive landscape is the product of many centuries of traditional and extensive farming 

practices. Right up to the summits of our highest mountains, these lands have been influenced by 

farming activity. However, Kerry, Connemara, Mayo, Donegal, Mourne, Leitrim, Wicklow and the 

Antrim Glens are all places where there is an ongoing crisis in the management of the upland rural 

economy and environment. Research funded by the Heritage Council, commissioned by the Irish 

Uplands Forum (IUF) and carried out during November and December 2015 profiled 25 local upland 

community based groups actively concerned with the current and future socio-economic 

sustainability of their communities and landscapei.   

This all-island study has found that in the last twenty years many upland communities have 

organised themselves to address economic and social challenges unique to upland areas and has 

profiled each group in a standardised format. This informs the history and motivation for the 
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establishment of each group, their long term vision, structure, territory, operations, core budget, 

sample activities, key issues and challenges addressed, problems encountered, unresolved issues 

and lessons learned. This study was supported by a socio-economic profile of upland areas of Ireland 

conducted by researchers at Mary Immaculate College, Limerickii. 

What emerges from the study is that local groups demonstrate a great commitment to address 

identified local challenges and issues such as support for hill-farming and upland agri-environmental 

schemes and projects including vegetation control, controlled burning and landscape management. 

Many groups are involved in walking route development and maintenance and some groups are 

operating projects which facilitate local permissible recreational access to open mountain and dog 

control; some are active in supporting locally enhanced provision of services and facilities for tourists 

and year round recreational users and expanding the recreational use of upland environments.  

In short these groups have not waited for central government to address the economic disadvantage 

of their upland areas arising from the accelerated abandonment of hill farming and poor prices for 

lamb and sheep, they are trying hard to find alternative income sources to keep their communities 

viable, schools and other essential local services open. However the survival of most of these 

voluntary groups and their ability to plan properly is constantly endangered through a lack of 

continuity of funding. An integrated and properly resourced state solution will improve the security 

of such groups to the benefit of upland communities.  The wider community will also be well served 

by the provision of a wider scope of countryside recreational services and a landscape that is 

sustainably managed by those who live, work and recreate in our upland countryside. 

As a direct result and to facilitate these groups to learn from each other and coordinate greater 

information exchange, training and management support the report finds there is a need and 

opportunity arising to coordinate greater networking of upland community groups across the whole 

island.  To this end the usefulness of an island wide representative body to foster greater 

coordination and facilitate innovative solutions to common problems is evident.  Such a body can be 

a voice to central government, north and south, to address the needs of upland communities and 

environments and utilise the local energy and commitment of upland communities.   

The first step is seen as the provision of multi-year funding for active upland community groups and 

a national upland network co-ordinator to organise information gathering, dissemination, training 

and management support for all groups.  The Heritage Council in collaboration with the Irish Uplands 

Forum, a voluntary body consisting of hill-farmers, recreational users, ecologists and tourism 

interests – who live, work or recreate in our uplands - has initiated an action plan to support and 

fund such groups to reverse the decline and provide a viable alternative economy based on the 

provision of improved recreational and visitor access and services and rewarding sustainable farming 

practices.  An advertisement has recently been placed seeking to recruit an upland network co-

ordinator. 

To find out more about the IUF go to www.irishuplandsforum.org  or www.heritagecouncil.ie  

 

 

 

http://www.irishuplandsforum.org/
http://www.heritagecouncil.ie/
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8  Conclusion 

All of the above represent the best of contemporary thinking on the management of our natural and 

cultural heritage and the full involvement of people and communities within that process. Each in its 

own way offers potential but to realise that potential requires ongoing investment and greater 

capacity. 

As we in Ireland continue to broaden, develop and deepen our sense of being truly European it is 

appropriate to conclude with some recent thoughts from Europe where thinking on the 

management of heritage seeks greater linkages between cultural and natural heritage.  

In 2015 the EU Commission raised the issue- 

-  ‘How do we devise a more effective way of integrating the management of natural and 

cultural heritage? There is a growing awareness across Europe that nature and heritage 

management cannot be seen in isolation and need to be tackled in a more integrated way.’ 

2018 is the European Year of Cultural Heritage and as the Irish National Co-ordinator the Heritage 

Council will be seeking to help answer that question. 

 Even modest increases in the capacity of heritage organisations such as the Heritage Council, the 

state heritage services and environmental NGOs can allow the potential currently offered to be 

realised.  Ireland undoubtedly has a key role to play in helping Europe resolve such issues and all of 

the above examples currently promoted by the Heritage Council and its partners offer the potential 

to do just that.  

Nature and Culture are inextricably linked. Effective protection of our flora, fauna and unique 

habitats can only be achieved when people are centrally involved in the process. In working through 

the above examples the Heritage Council will be seeking to highlight the connections that exist 

between, and gaining wider appreciation of the value of  

- historic places and features as ecological habitats  

- the archaeological potential and sensitivity of peatland and other habitats with special 

preservation qualities;  

- our habitats that reflect past human uses;   

- the role of historic monuments, buildings and other areas as providing undisturbed habitats;  

- the ecological value of hedges, walls and other boundaries;  

- the ecological value of designed landscape planting and parkland;   

- our marine archaeological remains as artificial reefs.  

Moreover, it is equally apparent that extensive traditional farming regimes such as those promoted 

by High Nature Value farming are also good for the maintenance of cultural landscapes. Traditional 

farming practices have been shown to be beneficial for biodiversity and for the preservation of 

archaeological monuments, especially in upland and marginal areas, as well as for maintaining the 

character of traditional field systems and for continuing the usage of vernacular farm buildings. 

Many of Ireland’s finest historic landscapes, with the greatest concentration of heritage assets are in 

economically marginal areas, particularly uplands and semi-natural areas.  
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There is a need for all of us to work to ensure that there is deeper appreciation of all of the above in 

new and emerging public policy. In similar guise there is a need to re-establish the capacity of 

Agencies like the Heritage Council to meet the demand for regular and ongoing community based 

grants that are so valued at local level and which provide individuals and groups with 

encouragement and support on heritage based projects. 

Michael Starrett 

Chief Executive 

The Heritage Council 

5th July 2017 
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 Alan Hill, Uplands Community Study Irish Upland Forum (Dublin 2016) 
ii
 O’Keeffe, Crowley and O’Sullivan, Socio-Economic Profile of Upland Areas of Ireland Irish Uplands Forum 

(Limerick 2016) 


