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SECTION ONE |INTRODUCTION

The greatest waterway in these islands, the River Shannon
attracts thousands of visitors every year. Some are almast
permanent inhabitants, others occasional guests; but
everyone falls under its spell, determined to return and savour
once more its undeniable mystique.

Foreword to “By Shannon Shores” - Ruth Delany, 1987

1.1 Background

1.1.1 In 2001, the Heritage Council commissioned
a Pilot Waterways Corridor Study (Pilot Study) to
examine opportunities for regeneration within a
framework of conservation along a stretch of the
Lower Shannon taking in the Grand Canal. The
context for this study was to recognise, and seek
ways to realise, the potential of the waterways as a
heritage, amenity and tourism reso

has now commissioned-two furth
studies taking in the mid nnon from
Shannonbridge to Lanesborough (also Lanesboro
and Béal Atha Liag) and part of the upper Shannon
from Lanesborough to Roosky including the Royal
Canal. Colin Buchanan and Partners, in association
with co-consultants John Cronin, Fred Hamond and
Dr Amanda Browne have been awarded the study
area comprising Shannonbridge to Lanesborough
including Lough Ree in its entirety and a further sub-
study taking in the River Suck from the Shannon to
Ballinasloe and the line of the old Ballinasloe
navigation (formerly part of the Grand Canal, but
disused since 1961).



1.2 The Project Brief

The brief sets out the overall aims of the
study as being:

* To identify ways to manage the waterways
corridor environment to the benefit of all, i.e.
heritage, land and water-based users;

* Toimprove understanding of the area, and by
this understanding, ensure retention of the
distinctiveness of a place, while allowing for
development and evolution of use for the
future.

The study seeks to ensure the identification
and assessment of the significance of the
waterways corridor, and subsequent drafting of
policies to retain and enhance such significance
whilst enabling identification of type and location
of projects for the regeneration of the waterway
corridor. Pragmatic actions are required that can
be realised over a 10 year time scale.
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1.3 Approach and Methodology

This study was advanced through a series
of stages, each forming an independent unit within
the overall body of the project and enabling the
logical progression of the study from inception
through to completion.

The purpose of the first stage was to gain a
thorough understanding of the Shannon
waterways systems and their wider zone of
influence through desktop reasearch, consultation
and both land and water-based field surveys.

The purpose of the second stage was to
assimilate the data gathered in Stage 1 with a
view to arriving at a fuller understanding of the
history, heritage and dynamics that influence the
corridor. Building on the research undertaken in
the first stage, a corridor was defined and a notional
line drawn on a map. This is described in section
3.

Taking the corridor as three distinct units:
Lough Ree, the River Shannon and the River Suck
the heritage has been assessed and a Statement
of Significance drawn. This led to identifying a
vision for the Corridor. The final stage involved
discussing the vision for the waterway at public
consultation events and building up policies and
actions that can link in with existing initiatives
within the Waterways Corridor, or alternatively that
can be taken forward by the appropriate
authorities.

1.4 How to use this document

Section One sets out the project brief and
the overall approach to this study.

Section Two gives an overview of the Policy
and Planning contexts, the latter will be explained
in greater detail in the Planning and Socio-
economic context report that forms Appendix One
of the electronic appendices to the final study
document. This section will also set out the
approach to consultation and highlight the key
issues raised through the consultative process.

The approach to defining the corridor and
an illustration of the corridor area is set out in
Section Three. This section also provides a
descriptive summary of the entire study area from
its past to present day. It sets out key points
in relation to built and natural heri , which are
described in greater detail in th i
Appendices - Two-Four.

Section Four sets out a thoroughistatement
of significance for the waterway and.diScussion of

vulnerabilities/threats to thatsignificance.

The final section, sets out a vision for the
waterway corridor and how we can achieve the
vision for the corridor through pragmatic policies
and actions that can be carried forward by the

identified authorities/organisations.
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Reed bed, Shannon Callows

Lecarrow Canal

SECTION TWO | PROTECTION
AND MANAGEMENT OF INLAND
WATERWAYS

Foreword
to the National Heritage Plan

2.1 Policy Context

There are a number of recent policy documents
that afford protection to Ireland’s inland waterways,
these reflect the volume of statutory bodies that have
a remit for protection and/or managément of the
inland waterways.

As some background to the va
bodies with a measure of jurisdicti
waterway corridor environment, the riverbed and lake
up to mean high water mark are ves;elyz the State,
and is the responsibility of the Elg€tricity Supply
Board (ESB), who have a statutory right to control
water levels. Waterways Ireland are the statutory
authority for managing and developing the waterway
in terms of navigation. The Shannon Fisheries Acts
1935 and 1938 charged ESB with responsiblilty for
managing and preserving the Shannon Fisheries,
however they lease these waters to the Central
Fisheries Board and it is managed by the Shannon
Regional Fisheries Board. The respective County
Councils are then responsible for the landward
activities through implementation of planning policy
and development control.



Riverfront development and Athlone Town Marina

2.1.3 Waterways Ireland was established in 1999
as the North/South Implementation body
responsible for the management, maintenance,
development and restoration of approximately
1,000 km of the inland navigable system, including
the Shannon navigation. Whilst the organisation
has come under several different names and
authorities over the past decades, the powers
conferred upon them date back to the Act for the
Improvement of the Navigation of the River
Shannon, 1839, which transferred powers to the
Shannon Commissioners to ascertain and carry
out necessary works for the improvement of the
inland navigation. The subsequent sequence of
transfer of power has occurred through the
Shannon Navigation Act, 1990; Heritage (Transfer
of Departmental Administration and Ministerial
Functions) Order, 1996 (S.l. No. 62 of 1996);
Heritage (Transfer of Departmental Administration
and Ministerial Functions) Order, 1996 (S.l. No.
332 of 1996); Arts, Culture and the Gaeltacht
(Alteration of Name of Department and Title of
Minister) Order, 1997 (S.l. No. 306 of 1997);
Minister for Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the
Islands (Powers and Functions) Act, 1998; and
the British-Irish Agreement Act, 1999.

2.1.4 The Central Fisheries Board and its seven
regional boards were established by the Fisheries
Act 1980. The main objectives of the 1980 Act
are the more effective conservation, development
and management of every aspect of Ireland’s inland
fishery resource. As stated in paragraph 2.1.2,
the ESB have leased the Shannon fisheries to
the Central Fisheries Board who in turn have
delegated responsibility for management of the
resource and promotion of the waterway for
angling to the Shannon Regional Fishery Board.

The responsibilities of the Shannon Regional
Fishery Board are to protect, develop and
research the fishery resource through
administering fishery laws, issuing licenses and
participating in the development by promoting
angling festivals, the provision of fishing stands
etc.

2.1.5 The Heritage Service of the Department of
Environment, Heritage and Local Government are
responsible under both National and European law
for the protection, conservation, management and
preservation of Ireland’s natural and built heritage.
They have prepared Plans for heritage and
biodiversity. The National Heritage Plan 2002
recognises that the conservation of heritage is an
integral part of the development of the waterways
system. The Plan states that the development

the creation of a record of all its heri
including architecture, wildlife, and u

waterways can only be effectivelyjleveloped on
the basis of a record of its heritage and its
historical context. Therefore itis a priority of the
Department of Environment, Heritage and Local
Government to undertake a full inventory. Whilst
this is outside the remit of this study, the
consultant team are undertaking a cursory study
of these areas and will highlight significant gaps
in knowledge.

2.1.6 Ireland’s National Biodiversity Plan 2002
was prepared in response to the obligation
contained in Article 6 of the Convention on
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Biological Diversity. The objectives of the
convention are:
e The conservation of biological diversity;
e The sustainable use of its components; and
< The fair and equitable sharing of benefits
arising from the use of genetic resources.

The plan includes a section devoted to inland
waters and wetlands, including peatlands as it
recognises that these are important for biological
diversity in Ireland. This section refers to the
Water Framework Directive which must be
transposed into implementation by the end of 2003
and presents a major opportunity for strengthened
protection of aquatic ecosystems. Actions
include: establishment by Local Authorities of
comprehensive projects for river basin
management in relation to all inland and coastal
waters; producing guidelines for drainage and
wetlands; considering initiatives to enhance
conservation of freshwater fish species and
communities; drafting a strategy for the use of
machine cutaway bogs as wetland or woodland
habitats.

County Councils are required to have regard
to any policy produced by the Department of
Environment, Heritage and Local Government. In
particular the National Spatial Strategy is
critical to the future growth of the study area. It
is a 20-year framework designed to deliver more
balanced social, economic and physical
development between the regions. The Corridor
area falls within two regions — the Western and
the Midlands regions. Athlone, together with
Tullamore and Mullingar has been identified as a
“linked gateway" to promote economic and social
development within the Midlands, the idea being

Final Draft Report:
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to promote significant growth centred on Athlone
and the other two towns over the next 20 years.
The NSS also seeks to strengthen rural
communities through diversification of the local
economy — developing tourism, enterprise and
local services. The potential of the waterways for
tourism and recreational activity is specifically
referred to, citing opportunities to develop tourism
possibilities by linking waterways and creating
tourism circuits linking urban settlements and
waterways in the Midlands.

The study area falls within an area identified
for reinforcing strategic spatial roles. Such areas
are characterised by medium to small towns and
rural areas where residential development should
be encouraged to consolidate the towns and
villages so as to support economic provision of
infrastructure. Wind power is favoured for cutaway
bog areas. Water is viewed as a strong
environmental component of the area. The NSS
states that the recreational and tourism potential
of the waterways can support reinforcement of
the area and underpin the attractiveness of the
Athlone/Tullamore/Mullingar gateway.

In 1999 the Heritage Council published a
Policy Paper on the Future of Ireland’s Inland
Waterways. Consultation for this document
highlighted the importance of a strategic plan for
the waterways and their corridors, furthermore
emphasis was placed on the importance of
heritage aspects, both built and natural, of the
waterways in light of their role as recreational and
tourist amenities. It is these issues in particular
that are being addressed by the Waterways
Corridor Study of Shannonbridge to Lanesborough
and the River Suck navigation to Ballinasloe. The

overall aim of the policy paper is that the inland
waterways and their corridors should be developed
in an holistic way, conserving where possible their
built and archaeological heritage features and

protecting their unique ecological systems, to

enhance the enjoyment and appreciation of that
heritage now and for future generations. The
Policy Paper covers a broad ambit of topic areas
from resource management, development control
and heritage conservation through to user
management and opportunities for development.

If effective, the Waterway Corridor Studies
have the potential to give effect to many of the
policy areas highlighted in the paper.

2.2 Planning Context

A full outline of all the rele
Policy documents is set out in App
document.

anning
1to this

Under the Planning and Devgiopment Act,
2000, local authorities are requifed to prepare
Development Plans for their functional area.
Within these, the Act specifies mandatory
objectives for inclusion which include conservation
and protection of the environment; preservation of
the character of the landscape; the preservation,
improvement and extension of amenities and
recreational amenities; and the integration of the
planning and sustainable development of the area
with the social, community and cultural
requirements of the area and its population.
Further to that, local authorities may include
objectives for the purpose of preserving any
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existing public rights of way, including along
lakeshores and riverbanks.

2.2.3 All of the local authorities within the study
area have now prepared new Development Plans
under the Act and most of those within the study
area have included policies for protecting inland
waterways from inappropriate or unsustainable
development. It is a policy of the three County
Councils around Lough Ree to improve access to
the Lough and the River Shannon. Longford
include a policy that land adjacent to the river
and lakeshore be reserved for public access
provision. Roscommon has identified an objective
to investigate the feasibility of a shoreline path
from Hodson Bay to Athlone.

2.2.4 The three Councils also include policies to
restrict development in the vicinity of the inland
waterways so as to protect views and the
recreational and ecological integrity of the
waterway. Longford has identified broad zones,
Westmeath has identified areas of high amenity,
including Lough Ree, and Roscommon has also
identified two areas of high amenity value.
Roscommon include a policy to ensure the non-
proliferation of private, individual jetties and
moorings along the Shannon, requiring that
marinas normally be required to locate in, or close
to, existing centres.

2.2.5 Allthree of the County Councils recognise
the largely untapped tourism potential of the Lough
and its environs and include policies to promote
the area through the undertaking of tourism
proposals.

2.2.6 The Athlone Town Plan includes a number

of objectives they seek to implement over the
lifetime of the Plan (2002-2008) with respect to
amenity, open space and recreation. These
include improved access to the Shannon at a
number of locations. They also seek to facilitate
maintenance of the southern section of the canal
below Mick McQuaid'’s bridge as a fishing area
and to improve and enhance the canal as a local
amenity feature. The River Shannon and Lough
Ree are viewed as integral to the promotion of
Athlone as a tourist destination.

2.2.7 The three local authorities with jurisdiction
over the River Shannon within our study area are
Westmeath, Roscommon and Offaly. The aim of
Roscommon is to conserve the environment of
the Shannon waterway, including the Suck, and
further develop it as a tourism respurce. The
policies and objectives of Roscomimon are set
out in paragraphs 2.2.3 to 2.2.
Appendix 1 to this document.
Council cite the River Shannon and
as areas of high amenity. The River
recognised as a major tourist and r
resource so itis the policy of Offaly Caounty Council
to protect the landscape including the Callows
and to direct development towards the key
settlements, in this case Shannonbridge.

2.2.8 Inrelation to the River Suck, Galway and
Roscommon are the lead authorities with
Ballinasloe Town Council having a remit for the
town and its immediate hinterland. The policies
of Roscommon have already been discussed.
Galway County’s Development Plan includes a
specific reference to the Waterways Corridor Study
2002, namely to have due regard to its aims,
policies and objectives. Like the other County
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Lanesborough, western bank

Councils, Galway includes policies to protect and
conserve the inland waterways from inappropriate
development and to provide access to them,
particularly through the development of walking
and cycling routes.

2.2.9 Ballinasloe Town Plan was made operative
this year. The Development Strategy for the town
seeks to promote the town’s setting along the
River Suck and open up opportunities for
waterfront development in the backland areas of
the town, and to develop a linear park along the
banks of the River Suck (to Pollboy Lock). As
with the other local authorities, Ballinasloe Town
Council sees the value in protecting the natural
environment and landscape from inappropriate
development. Inrelation to tourism, it is a specific
objective to explore the feasibility of providing a
nature walk, amenity, sculpture or tourism trail
as a means of promoting tourism in the town,
particularly the area along the disused canal and
the River Suck.

The policies of the Councils are set outin more
detail in Appendix 1.

2.2.10 It is hoped that the aims, policies and
actions set out in this study can be adopted by
the respestive local authorities for inclusion within
their plans (by way of variation where necessary).
Further, under the NSS, Regional Planning
Guidelines will be prepared for each of the eight
regions and will in turn shape the Development
Plans of the Counties. It is considered that, in
some instances, the policies identified within the
study may be able to feed into the relevant
Regional Planning Guidelines.

2.3 Consultation

2.3.1 Critical to the success of any plan, strategy
or report, is support from the wider community.
The Steering Group comprises respresentatives
from the Heritage Council, Waterways Ireland,
Galway, Longford, Offaly, Roscommon and
Westmeath County Councils all of whom have a
directinterest in the study area. Regular meetings
between the consultant team and the steering
group at key stages in the process have ensured
that the group are kept informed of the progress
of the study and are able to input into it.

2.3.2 The consultant team have been conscious
of ensuring key stakeholder involvement
throughout the evolution of the study. Meetings
have been held with relevant personnel from each
of the five County Councils and
Councils within the study are
Ballinasloe). Meetings have also Id with
Ray Dunne and Niall Moore fro
Ireland and Colin Becker, Ruth D
John Keane from the Heritage Coundil to gain a
more thorough understanding of keyfssues and
projects underway within'the study area.

2.3.3 The first stage of the public consultation
process entailed identification of key
stakeholders. At the inception meeting, the
Steering group gave guidance as to some of the
individuals who should be contacted. Others were
subsequently identified through various
publications, websites and discussions with
members of the Steering group and other local
authority officers.

2.3.4 Initial contact was made in July/August via
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a letter, sent to some 130 different national,
regional and local organisations and individuals
within the study area, setting out a brief
introduction to the Study and inviting comments
on issues of significance of the corridor area to
the group/organisation/individual. Consultees
were offered the opportunity of responding by post,
telephone or arranging a meeting. Several follow-
up phone calls were made to ensure as wide a
representation as possible.

During the month of August and into
September, 53 responses were obtained by letter,
fax, telephone interviews and meetings. Formal
written responses are attached as an Appendix.

During November the team hosted four public
consultation events in Athlone, Lanesborough,
Shannonbridge and Ballinasloe. The event in
Lanesborough was co-hosted by Cunnane Stratton
Reynolds. Attendance was varied, but overall a
good response was received by those attending.

Final Draft Report: WATERWAYS STUDY

The key issues raised through consultation are set out below. Where practicable, it is intended that these
issues be addressed through pragmatic policies and actions that can be taken forward by the relevant
party(ies).

Lough Ree — an important resource that suffers from “layers” of authority and subsequent lack of unity.
Emerging through consultation and research is the feeling Lough Ree should receive the status of something
akin to a National Park, taking in the wetlands and peatlands surrounding it, to conserve it as a national
treasure.

Islands in Lough Ree - the islands in Lough Ree are particularly rich in both natural and built heritage and
suffer from neglect. These islands could individually benefit from conservation and management plans.
Access to the islands was discussed and is considered to be a double-edged sword, although in some
locations this is well managed such as Devonish Island in Lough Erne.

Rural development — with the exception of Athlone, overall the study area is predominantly rural in
character. However, the level of development, particularly on western shore of Lough Ree and around
Athlone, exceeds the capacity of the current infrastructure (in particular wastewater treatmgnt systems)
and the landscape to absorb it. There is a need for design guidance for location of dwellings in highly
visible and sensitive locations within the waterway corridor.

Consistency in decision making - it was voiced by many consultees that there is alack o
in planning control, particularly amongst the different Councils adjoining Lough Ree

Intensification of farming - this is viewed as problematic on the islands within Lough Ree gfid within the
Callows as byproducts can impact on sensitive ecosystems. At the same time, farming, in particular
grazing is essential to maintenance of the Callows habitat.

Increase in waterway traffic — some consultees consider that high boat usage within corridor is having
negative impacts on wildlife due to pollution and wash. There was some comment that fast displacement
cruisers increase erosion, no proof of this has been brought forward.

Movement of foreign wildlife — zebra mussels have been a threat in recent years due to movement of
boats into and out of area.

Conflicts of use — problems with high-speed craft disturbing wildlife habitat. Impacts on angling, sailing
and other lower-impact water-based activities, and also on underwater archaeology. Itis considered that
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arecognised and enforced code of conduct could help, as would enforcement of speed restrictions.

Overall lack of safe public harbours/mooring places on eastern shore of Lough Ree —where would suitable locations be? This corresponds with a perceived
lack of public moorings throughout the study area. Some areas that were suggested for possible harbours/public moorings were Portanure within Inny Bay,
Killeenmore and Portlick. Lack of facilities for launching small boats along the Suck has also been highlighted.

Future expansion of Barley Harbour — mixed feelings about expansion of harbour. The place is currently well-used in summer as a local amenity area (for
swimming and picnics) and by local fishermen for mooring their boats.

Private unlicensed jetties/harbours — current lack of enforcement and no charge for private encroachments. Particularly problematic around Athlone. Proliferation
of jetties is causing habitat fragmentation.

Water quality — it must be highlighted that this affects almost all uses of the waterway and is critical to the continued viability of the waterways for angling in
particular. Issues include location and operation of pump-out facilities, sewerage systems, drainage from septic tanks etc. These issues must be addressed
through the Water Framework Directive.

Building in floodplain —this is particularly problematic around Athlone where pressure for development is greatest.

Public access to the waterways — most of the Development Plans include an objective to create linear paths adjoining the waterways. Thisis al
an issue through stakeholder consultation. Fragmentation of land ownership presents a barrier to access for walking and picnicking. However it is fe
access along the shoreline could help to control development.

ing as
passive

View to the lake - it is felt that there are a number of views to Lough Ree that could be further developed (many of these are mentioned in the Westmeath County
Development Plan), in particular it was felt that there should be an effort to create scenic viewing areas, with safe vehicle access and egress, atKiltoomiand Pigeons.

Re-use of old canals - whilst unlikely to be re-used for navigation, the old canals in Athlone and, in the future, Ballinasloe offer opportunities for a multitude of
recreational activities including Greenways (joint walking and cycling routes) and self-guided nature and history walks and are also important wildlife corridors.

Access from water - specific issues have been raised about creating access to Glasson and Clonfert. Both would benefit from traffic from the water, through
appropriately located mooring facilities and well-signed paths.

Access to and presentation of historical sites — many consultees expressed interest in guided, interpretative tours to historic sites within the Waterways Corridor
area. Many sites are poorly presented and would benefit from conservation and management regimes.

Rindoon - the management plan as prepared by the Heritage Council should be updated and the state should be encouraged to investigate taking the monuments
into public care.
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Visitor interpretation — there is a lack of co-ordinated visitor information available at landing spots along the waterways about both features of interest and local
facilities. Harbours, locks and weirs provide the ideal opportunity for local information such as that posted at Barley Harbour and to a lesser extent at Ballinasloe,
that could encourage people to explore the area in greater depth.

Tourism/recreational centres — the waterways bring many visitors to the area, however this could be better organised by linking activities to public harbour

locations. Hodson Bay is one example of an existing centre that is currently well-used. This is likely to be further exploited with the proposed (albeit contentious)
Aquatic Centre.

Heritage education — building on the successful work of locally based education programmes such as the Lough Ree Summer and Winter Schools.

Rehabilitation of cutaway bogs —there is a need to address the future of the peatlands surrounding the waterways, particularly the Suck, in advance of Bord na
Mona completing peat extraction at these locations.

Extension of bog rail — residents within County Galway would like to see the bog rail tour extended to take in Clonfert and the surrounding countryside.

Underwater archaeology — potential for sites around Clonmacnois, Rindown, Lanesborough and Athlone and also along the River Suck. It needs to be recognised
that the archaeology of lakes and rivers is generally poorly recorded and will require further investigation (in the form of archaeological survey work).
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SECTION THREE | DEFINING THE
WATERWAY CORRIDOR

One fifth of the land area of Ireland drains inward
through various lakes, small streams and rivers, reaching
the system known as the Shannon.

3.1 Approach

3.1.1 The approach and methodology adopted for
the corridor definition was based on that developed
by Cunnane Stratton Reynolds in the Pilot Study.
The rivers and the lough are natural features of the
landscape, therefore defining the corridor requires a
combination of disciplines — taking into consideration
landscape character, built and natural heritage and
patterns of ownership and settleme

3.1.2 The waterway corridor is not d
distance on either side of the water

Hodson Bay the floodplain or callows and
within these components, e.g. locks, bridges, power
lines, fortifications, jetties and land-based facilities.

3.1.3 Each of the specialist teams have looked at
the corridor in terms of different aspects; e.g. from
an ecological perspective the corridor extends as
far as the relevant designated area; the landscape
assessment looks for distinctive features for a
boundary; from a planning perspective, major
settlements (towns and villages) that may impact
upon or be impacted by their proximity to the
waterway are taken in their entirety; in terms of

Entry to the Shannon, Athlone Shannon from Clonmacnois Ruins of Rindown

14



River Inny, end of navigation

Infill of old Athlone Canal

archaeology a broad distance of 500m from mean
high water has been taken; in terms of industrial
archaeology the entire area has been surveyed
for features of note, taking in a broader area than
the 500m used for archaeology; and built heritage
looks at the major influences that have shaped
the character and morphology of the key
settlements within the study area.

3.1.4 Desktop study of the relevant maps of the
area combined with visual survey and analysis
study have been used to gain an understanding
of the landscape and visual aspects and then used
to define the boundary of the area of influence.
For the purposes of this study, in general, the
out