Town Councils

TOWN COUNCILS MAY BE
SET FOR COMEBACK |

Under New;Rrogramme.for Go vernent

Westport, Co. Mayo: The Programme for Government’s local government proposals include the establishment of town councils on a
regional and phased basis in large towns to provide a focal-point for raising concerns of towns and co-ordinating town-focused activities.

The re-establishment of town
councils, abolished over a
decade ago under the Local
Government Reform Act 2014,
is one of a raft of proposals
outlined in the new Programme
for Government. However, while
this broadly supported move
may work to bring Ireland in line
with its European counterparts,
there are certain logistical
challenges to consider. Report
by Christine Maguire.

reland’s 80 town councils were

abolished in 2014 under the Local

Government Reform Act. This

shifted financial decisions from town
councils to county councils, slashed the
number of councillors by over 40% and
introduced Municipal Districts.

Describing local government as “the
beating heart of our democracy”, the
Programme for Government sets out
plans to convene a Local Democracy
Taskforce. The programme has put forth
proposals on several areas, including
the establishment of town councils “on
aregional, phased basis” in large towns
to “provide a focal-point for raising
concerns of towns and coordinating
town-focused activities.”
The Fine Gael/Labour abolition of

town councils, which had comprised
of 744 town councillors, followed the
2012 Putting People First plan by the
Department of Environment, Community
and Local Government, which argued
they [town councils] were “inefficient”
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and some of their work was duplicated.
However in 2017 Fianna Fail said that

the move did not actually result in the

€400 million in savings as promised,

Mayo County Councillor Peter Flynn

had served ten years with Westport
Town Council before becoming a county
councillor in 2009, describing the two
experiences as “chalk and cheese”.



while two years later Labour’s Brendan
Howlin called for the restoration of town
councils, admitting “it was a mistake”.

TOWN COUNCIL BENEFITS

Mayo County Councillor Peter Flynn,
who had served ten years with Westport
Town Council before becoming a county
councillor in 2009, told ‘Council Review’
that the two experiences are like “chalk
and cheese”.

“We were paid a fraction of the salary
we're paid now, but more councillors
represented more sections of society and
people knew who their local councillors
were,” noted the Fine Gael Councillor.

“Since council meetings are held during
the day; dominated by either auctioneers,
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Independent Cllr Anne Colgan from Dun
Laoghaire Rathdown County Council
said that the re-establishment of town
councils raises “significant structural and
legal questions”.

farmers, publicans or people that are retired
or semi-retired,” he said, adding that “it isn't
balanced in terms of experience, expertise
and qualifications”.

Clir Flynn said that town councils were
more efficient and accountable, as “money
raised within the town stayed within the
town. So, if you increased parking charges
or rent, at least you go back to your business
owners, or your residents, and say... This is
where the money is going to go over the
next five years.”

He believes that the “unaccountable” chief
executives in county councils have too much
control, and because they are “not involved
in the operational side of things, they really
have no idea of what's happening on the
ground, so meetings go around in circles”.

“The Planning and Development Act 2024 and the revised National Planning Framework
were prepared based on local plans, city and county plans, regional strategies and a national

framework. So, the role of town councils within this hierarchy.... needs careful consideration.”

- Dr Sean O’Leary, Senior Planner with the Irish Planning Institute
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Kilkenny’s ClIr Sean O hArgdin said the
abolishment was “clearly in breach of the
EU principle of subsidiarity, which states
that all decisions should be made at the
level which is closest to the citizen”.

WEAKEST SYSTEM IN THE EU
Ireland’s system of local government has
been speared as one of the weakest in
the EU, with a 2023 Council of Europe
report describing it as “one of the most
centralised” countries in Europe. While
the EU average for tax revenue spent at a
local level is 23%, in Ireland it’s just 8%.
Scoring just above Moldova and Hungary
on the Local Autonomy Index (LAI),
Ireland also falls short when it comes to
representation, with 5,196 people per
councillor compared to 412 in Finland
and 620 in Spain.

“The main reason we have the
second lowest number of elected
representatives in the EU is largely
because of the abolition of councils,
which were incredibly cost-efficient
and representative of citizens’ needs,”
Kilkenny County Councillor Sean O
hArgdin told ‘Council Review’.

According to Labour’s Clir O hArgain,
the abolishment was “clearly in breach
of the EU principle of subsidiarity, which
states that all decisions should be made at
the level which is closest to the citizen”.

Bringing back town councils could be a
step towards addressing these issues, but
the practicalities need to be ironed out.
Independent Councillor Anne Colgan
from Dun Laoghaire Rathdown County
told ‘Council Review’ that the “terrain
has very much changed from that which
was in place when relatively independent
town councils were operating.”

“Alongside the advent of the municipal
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districts, there has been much activity
in the areas of planning reform, climate
action, and many other public policy
areas where national and regional
structures are invested, with functions
and powers that impact on local
government,” she said.

THE SCOPE FOR DEVOLUTION
Re-establishment raises “significant
structural and legal questions,” Cllr
Colgan explained, such as how they
would operate in relation to regional
and national policy frameworks and the
municipal districts, how a town would
be designated eligible for a council and
whether voters would elect separate
councillors.

“The Local Democracy Taskforce “will
need to seriously address the scope
for devolution of roles and powers
from central to local government in the
interests of subsidiarity,” she said. “From
a councillors’ perspective we will expect
a focus on strengthening the reserved
functions of the elected councillors; we
will want to bid for improved secure
funding for local authorities, and more
independence for councils in spending
and investment decisions for the benefit
of our citizens.”

Mayo’s ClIr Flynn suggested converting
municipal districts to have the same
function as town councils. “[They] are
ready once you give them the entirety
in terms of the authorisations and
delegation that would go with a town
council,” he said.

“And then at the next Local Election,
you increase the number of town
councils and increase the number of
councillors at the district level, so the
smaller towns have the opportunity to be
represented.”

CAREFUL CONSIDERATION OF ROLE
Dr Sedn O'Leary, Senior Planner with
the Irish Planning Institute, which was in
favour of the abolition of town councils
in 2014, told ‘Council Review’ that many
of the IPI’s concerns about smaller town
councils remain.

Without addressing the under-
resourced planning system, “re-
establishing smaller town councils risks
stretching thin resources even further
and they will continue to be inadequately
staffed and resourced,” he said, adding:
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Ireland’s system of local government has
been speared as one of the weakest in
the EU, with a 2023 Council of Europe
report describing it as “one of the most
centralised” countries in Europe.

“Planning functions need to be delivered
at the lowest appropriate level.”

“The Planning and Development
Act 2024 and the current revision of
the National Planning Framework were
prepared based on local plans, city and
county plans, regional strategies and a
national framework.

“So, the role of town councils within
this hierarchy, and where and how they
can help with the delivery of housing,
infrastructure, economic development
and climate action, needs careful
consideration.”

“[R]obust structures at sub-county
and community level are needed to
address these challenges,” ClIr Colgan
said, adding that the starting point is
“how do we create resilient, socially
and environmentally sustainable
neighbourhoods”, as great places for
communities and people.

“The optimum form of structures are
the ones with a clear vision for local
governance that can deliver the answers
to that question, while also supporting
co-ordinated and integrated rural and
urban development,” she noted.



Town Councils

AILG WELCOMES PLANS FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACY TASKFORCE

The Association of Irish Local Government had
emphasised in its Local Government Manifesto for the
General Elections, the urgent need to enhance local
democratic control over the internal administrative
structure of local government.

It followed the AILG’s research report, ‘The 21st
Century Councillor in Irish Local Government’, conducted
by Maynooth University and published in January 2024.
This report highlighted low support for local government
reforms in recent decades, with significant dissatisfaction
regarding the 2014 Local Government (Reform) Act.

In a statement to ‘Council Review” AILG President Cllr
Kieran O’Hanlon (pictured here) noted: “The changes are
perceived as increasing central control while reducing the
power of councillors, with the abolition of town councils
cited as one of the most problematic.

“However, while the research findings on the recent local
government reforms are generally negative, there are some
positive pointers with respect to the formation of local sub-
county structures, most notably municipal districts. Most
councillors support the Municipal District system and wish to
see it strengthened with increased powers and autonomy.

“Simply put, if municipal districts were granted the same
level of service devolution that was previously afforded to
town councils, there would be no need to reintroduce town
councils as a sub-county structure.

“To strengthen municipal districts as effective local
governance units, additional powers should be devolved,
particularly in key areas such as planning, roads, housing,
and community engagement. Greater financial and corporate
autonomy is also essential to ensure they have the necessary
resources to fulfil their expanded role. While municipal
districts have improved spatial representation, in AILG’s
view, they have yet to fully realise their potential as local
democratic platforms.

“An independent review, as part of the Local Democracy
Taskforce, should assess their structures and responsibilities,
with a focus on shifting person-centred services to the
municipal level, enhancing financial independence, and
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strengthening democratic oversight.

“In addition to enhancing municipal districts, we strongly
support giving area committees in urban local authorities
an equivalent statutory footing equivalent. At present,
urban governance structures lack the same legal standing
as municipal districts, creating an imbalance
between rural and urban local decision-making.

“AILG recommends that the Government
prioritise the statutory recognition of area
committees in Cork City, Galway City, and
Dublin’s four local authorities in Dublin City,
Fingal, Din Laoghaire-Rathdown, and South
Dublin. This move would ensure equal treatment
between urban and rural governance structures
and create a more consistent approach to local
decision-making across the country.

“The Association welcomes the local
government commitments identified in the new
Programme for Government, in particular the
commitment to convene a Local Democracy Taskforce to
finalise a programme for the reform and strengthening of
local government. AILG looks forward to actively engaging in
this process over the coming months.”
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