
1

PARTICIPATORY RURAL PLANNING 

AND THE SPAN PROJECT IN 

NORTHERN IRELAND

Michael Murray & David Houston

Institute of Spatial  & Environmental Planning 

Queen’s University Belfast

and

Gareth Harper

Rural Community Network

4th Annual Rural Planning Conference, Queen’s University Belfast

4th December 2007

PRESENTATION CONTENT

� The SPAN project

� Participatory planning styles

� The SPAN project in Northern Ireland

THE SPAN PROJECT

� Part of the EU INTERREG 111B North West 
Programme, 2003- 2008 (E4.8m).

� Multi-disciplinary and trans-national dimensions

� Practice partners and universities from Belgium, 
France, Ireland and Northern Ireland

� The relationship between strategic spatial planning 
and local development

� The frameworks of multi-level governance

� New tools, new capacities, new policy directions

� Citizen participation is a cross-cutting theme 

PARTICIPATORY PLANNING STYLES

1. The democratic imperative

� rights based – eg Section 75 groups

� assumes a desire to participate

� related to a social inclusion agenda

� accompanied by a moral exhortation to 

participate

� deliberative democracy versus 

representative democracy

PARTICIPATORY PLANNING STYLES

2. From strategies to implementation

� The conventional methods of public 

consultation

� Seek to embrace diversity in society

� Aim to promote greater responsiveness to 

service users

� Perceived as extractive – consultation 

atrophy

� Often adversarial 

PARTICIPATORY PLANNING STYLES

3. Participation as social learning
� Co-producing knowledge and policy

� Those participating are themselves changed

� Needs respect for all forms of knowledge

� Technical knowledge, plus citizens’ knowledge of 
localities, histories and communities

� Knowledge brokers are needed

� Deliberative forums are useful

� Not searching for a one-off elusive consensus

� Policy content and processes are shaped by 
successive rounds of learning



2

THE SPAN PROJECT 

IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

� Policy sphere:

Community based rural development and 
rural spatial planning

� Aims:

Participatory planning as social learning –
attitudinal shifts – reform of the ‘problem’ –
pathways towards solutions – feeding back 
into spatial planning policy

THE SPAN PROJECT 

IN NORTHERN IRELAND

Pilot actions since 2004:

3 rural localities: accessible, intermediate, peripheral

local involvement: citizens, local government, 
community organisations

research on settlement morphology, household 
questionnaires, community workshops

bridging community preferences and environmental 
responsibility 

Example – The Loughshore

� 250 sq km

� 2 District Council areas

� 4 wards of Washing Bay, Killycolpy, Ardboe, The 
Loop

� Population in 2001 = 9,200

� Settlement pattern of villages and mosaic of 
countryside dwellings and social infrastructure

� Very strong local identity / sense of belonging

� Neighbouring large and small towns

� Lough Neagh and its shoreline important for 
environmental conservation

� Complex spatial planning challenges 

Presentation Outline

Western Shores of Lough Neagh

Retrospective Maps

Contemporary Questionnaire

Re-visioning: Housing Modelling

Ballyronan
in

1982

New quay

Development of waterfront

Areas of new housing

Lough Neagh water-level
in 1853
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Ardboe

2010

Village 

Development 

Limit in Area Plan

Social 

Infrastructure & 

Enterprise

Washing Bay / Aghamullan
Roadside development and the fishing 

economy shape this dispersed 
community

Football pitch, Community centre, Pub, 
Post Office and Shop in the open 

countryside

Planners propose a ‘village’ in 
2000, but rejected by

Planning Appeals Commission 

Area Plan public inquiry.

Extensive “Countryside Policy Area”

imposed in 2005.

Planning Realities

Western Shore of Lough Neagh

The background of the respondents

Social relationships and connectedness 

with locality

Attitudes to the Northern Ireland 

countryside

Living in the Loughshore area

Attitudes to and involvement in rural 

planning

Contemporary Questionnaire

Survey captures diversity of 

respondents and  opinions

Contemporary Questionnaire

Strong kinship and friendship ties within the area

Deep appreciation for rural living

A strong environmental awareness and concern

High level of mobility, local area / town routines

Strong countryside living realities and preferences

Exclusion from the planning system

A local debate emerging around development quantity, 

location and quality within the Loughshore area

Workshop Tools

1. A map of the Loughshore

area divided into numbered 

Grid Squares

2. “Lego” blocks representing 

500 new houses

3. 20+ green “Lego” blocks 

which represent areas of 

environmental  protection 

priority

4. Computer with Excel and GIS 

software and digital projector 

to store and present the data

The re-visioning session draws on information gathered from 

reflection on historical growth patterns and the reality checking 

survey data. 

Five table groups of elected representatives and civil society.

Facilitation at each table.
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Task
• Assume the housing demand within the four wards over 

the next ten years will be 500 houses. 

• Establish where you would like this future housing 

development to be located- within and outside the area.

• Establish your environmental preferences for the local 

area. 

• Distribute the housing to individual grid squares.

• Decide if you wish to protect the environment of a grid 

square.

• Count the housing / environmental protection allocations.

• Identify the values underpinning the distribution.

• Explore a more strategic view through use of the maps.

Group Analysis

Analysis – Group 1

Initial Housing Density

Final Housing DensityHousing Allocation

The creation of a new village in the countryside

at the former airfield at Ardboe gives a 

‘countryside’ share of 57%, 

existing villages - 9%,

and towns outside the four wards - 34%

Moneymore

Ballylifford

The Loop

Cookstown

Dungannon

MoortownArdboe

Clonoe

Annaghmore
Killen

Washing Bay

Ballyronan

Analysis – Group 2

Initial Housing Density

Final Housing DensityHousing Allocation

42% of new housing in the countryside,

34% in villages

24% in towns

Moneymore

Ballylifford

The Loop

Cookstown

Dungannon

Moortown
Ardboe

Clonoe

Annaghmore
Killen

Washing Bay

Ballyronan

Analysis – Group 3

Initial Housing Density

Final Housing DensityHousing Allocation

22% of new housing in the countryside, 

33% in the villages  

45% in towns outside the four wards

Moneymore

Ballylifford

The Loop

Cookstown

Dungannon

Moortown
Ardboe

Clonoe

Annaghmore
Killen

Washing Bay

Ballyronan

Analysis – Group 4

Initial Housing Density

45% of new housing in the countryside,

27% in the villages

28% in adjacent towns

Final Housing Density

Moneymore

Ballylifford

The Loop

Cookstown

Dungannon

Moortown
Ardboe

Clonoe

Annaghmore
Killen

Washing Bay

Ballyronan
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Analysis – Group 5

Initial Housing Density

Final Housing DensityHousing Allocation

55% of new housing across the countryside

36% in villages

9% in towns outside the four wards

Moneymore

Ballylifford

The Loup

Cookstown

Dungannon

Moortown
Ardboe

Clonoe

Annaghmore
Killen

Washing Bay

Ballyronan

Analysis 

Average of Groups

Initial Housing Density

Final Housing DensityHousing Allocation

45% to the countryside

28% to existing villages

27% to towns outside the four wards

Moneymore

Ballylifford

The Loop

Cookstown

Dungannon

Moortown
Ardboe

Clonoe

Annaghmore
Killen

Washing Bay

Ballyronan

Overall Analysis of 

Environmental

Priorities

Protect Loughshore fringes

Protect river valleys

Protect woodlands

Local towns and villages to take the majority of housing development, 

but single houses in the countryside are required

Workshop insights

Better design, plus environmental impact to be assessed from 

outset

Environmental protection is necessary for vulnerable areas

Continue to invest in local infrastructure and services

Get more people to connect into this process –

local conversations and local knowledge do create social learning

PROJECT  CONCLUSIONS

Participatory planning is more than consultation

Conclusions

Urban planning concepts lack relevance for understanding and responding to rural 
challenges

Rural people can be engaged in imaginative ways to critically discuss spatial planning 
for dispersed rural settlement patterns 

Ongoing local conversations can create new opportunities for social learning that can 
underpin community planning preferences and environmental responsibility

The experience from this case study can command wider application across other rural 
localities where rural housing and local development are contested issues

Community ownership of all the information is vital in starting conversations at a local 
level and giving legitimacy to the many analyses

SHARING OUR RESEARCH FINDINGS

� Launch of research portfolio in Liege in June 2007

� Dissemination of our research portfolio within the 

Northern Ireland Assembly, key government 

departments and agencies, and rural community 

groups

� Dissemination within the planning academy 

eg “European Planning Studies”

Community Development Society conference
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YOUR SPAN PORTFOLIO

� 3 data resource booklets

� Video disk on community

workshops 

� PowerPoint disk with 3 
locality datasets

� Paper on locality and 
community

� Paper on bridging top-down 
and bottom-up

PLEASE GIVE US YOUR 
FEEDBACK ON THE 

APPROACH

THANK YOU FOR LISTENING


