
3 Major blocks to Connemara’s 
future economic development 

Presentation & Solutions Discussion
Thursday, 31st  August 2023 – 9.30am – Connemara Chamber Office, Clifden. 

Hosted by: Connemara Chamber of Commerce 



Format
• 9.30am – Tea / Coffee 

• 9.40am – Official Photo 

• 9.45pm – Presentation by Connemara Chamber

 Blocks to Connemara’s future economic development

 Lack of a large Remote Working Hub for Clifden & Connemara

 Residential & Commercial Planning Permission issues for Connemara

 Traffic Congestion in Galway City  

• 10.15am – Solutions Discussion

• 11.30am – Wrap-up 
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About Us
Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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About us
• Ann De Courcey

– Office Administrator - Connemara Chamber of Commerce
– Manager – Connemara Pony Sales / Clifden Mart 

• John Sweeney 
– Chairperson & Director - Connemara Chamber of Commerce
– Clifden Station House Hotel /  Sweeney Oil Company 
  

• Damien Joyce
 – Director & Company Secretary - Connemara Chamber of Commerce
 – Lowry’s Bar / Clifden Boutique Apartments / DMJE Ventures Ltd. 
 

• Terence O’Toole
– Director & Tourism Officer - Connemara Chamber of Commerce
– Love Connemara Cottages / Co-Chair Connemara & The Islands Tourism Network
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About The Chamber
• Works on a membership basis

• 106 paid members in the Clifden and Connemara area

• 30 years old – has a long history of working for the area

• Run on a voluntary basis

• Physical office in Clifden since early 2019 
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What the Chamber Does
• Has an overriding concern for the future of Connemara’s economy and all 

the aspects that affect it in the short term to the long term.

 Within the area

 Outside the area

• Involves itself in any activities and projects that aims to make Clifden and 
Connemara a year-round place of business.

• Looking 10/20/30+ years ahead. 
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Current Organisational Plans …
• Goal: 

 To move from a 100% voluntary setup to one where there are paid 
staff in place to work on projects that support the economic 
development of Clifden town and Connemara region. 

• How we will achieve this :

1. Create a permanent structure with a paid full time CEO with the 
relevant support staff 

2. Continue with our voluntary board of directors which will then meet on a 
monthly basis setting the direction for the Chamber. 

3. Create a permanent office in the heart of Clifden for the Chamber within 
the proposed Clifden remote working hub. 
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‘‘ We wish to turn Clifden into 
a 12 month a year town’’ 

- Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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Some Past & Current Projects/Causes
• Irish Language Planning Town

• Marconi Station / Derrigimlagh (Phase 1) + The Marconi Way (Phase 2)

• Alcock and Brown 100 Year Centenary 

• The Clifden Regeneration Project

• Clifden Remote Working Hub

• Annual Christmas Marketing & Lighting Campaigns  

• Outdoor Dining Project – Clifden 

• Clifden Summerfest / Clifden Trad Fest / Clifden Arts Week / St. Patrick’s Day

• Clifden Tidy Towns

• Regional Tourism Strategy

• Local Lotto / Win A House Draw 
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A Proactive Chamber … 
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A Proactive Chamber … 
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A Proactive Chamber … 
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• The Marconi Way

• An 11km extension to 
Connemara Greenway



A Remote Working 
Hub for Clifden
Progress to date & where to next
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Major Remote Working Hub
• Major opportunity to convert a large-scale building (5,000 sq. ft/427sq m) 

from a long term vacant Clifden town centre building into an exciting mixed-
use enterprise, co-working and community hub.

• The target market segments for the hub are remote workers, businesses 
(including start-ups), community groups and visitors needing hot desk 
facilities.

• Capacity for circa 70 people, all on one level, in the heart of the town 
offering dual street access via Main Street and Market Hill and 
incorporating an outdoor multi-purpose space and double height entrance.

• Repurposing this empty, town centre space into a hub is an imaginative, 
ambitious and sensible proposal. 

• This project will position Clifden at the leading edge of remote working, 
enterprise, creativity and community ambition.
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1. Identified a Suitable Building
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• The Chamber identified an under-

utilised, 20-year-old building on Main 

Street Clifden

• One of the largest buildings in Clifden

• Street level access with outdoor courtyard

• The building backs onto Market Hill – an 

area long overdue for redevelopment 
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2. An External Feasibility Study
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• In 2022, we commissioned an external 

feasibility study was carried out via 

financial assistance from Forum 

Connemara 

• Bane Mullarkey Consultants 

conducted a 80-page study on the 

viability of a remote working hub for 

Clifden.  



3. Designed the Hub
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• Clifden based Enda O’Malley & 

Associates designed a layout to 

incorporate the Clifden Hub and enhance 

this unsightly part of Clifden.



4. Planning Permission Secured
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• June 2022 - The proposed remote working 

hub received full planning approval 

from Galway County Council for the hub 

and its design and location. 



5. Commercial Terms Agreed
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• Commercial terms have been agreed for a 

25-year lease on the building from the 

building's owner.



6. A Strong Anchor Tenant
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• A potential anchor tenant has 

expressed a strong interest to take a 

sizeable section of the building.

• The potential tenant has also expressed 

an interest in bringing capital 

expenditure to the project. 



7. Capital Funding Application
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• June 2022 – Connemara Chamber of Commerce 

/ Galway County Council applied for capital 

funding for a remote working hub under the 

‘Town and Village Renewal Scheme 2022’

• This application was not successful.

• September 2023 – Connemara Chamber of 

Commerce with Galway County Council are 

actively planning to apply once again to the 

TVRS scheme with learnings from the first 

application.



8. Win A House Draw
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What’s Done to Date on The Clifden Hub

• In anticipation of the project being a success, 

Connemara Chamber of Commerce realises it must 

contribute financially to the project.

• In December 2022, the Chamber secured a licence 

to run a ‘Win A House’ competition from the 

District Court.

• Agency selected to professionally run this draw.

• A suitable property is being sought for a potential 

September to December 2023 campaign. 

• :: But … We Can’t Find A House!!!  ::



What Now for The Clifden Remote 
Working Hub?

 Much done – but we’re not there yet. 

 We ask that the Council’s team, that 
worked on The Clifden Hub project in 
2022 to be committed to the 2023 
application also. 
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Residential Planning
Residential Planning Permission in Connemara 
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‘‘ Renting, Buying or Building a Home in 
Connemara is now virtually impossible ’’ 

- Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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Can’t Rent … 
• The long-term rental market is under pressure from:

 Tourist Accommodation (Short term rentals)

 Employers renting properties for staff needs

 Not commercially viable to build to rent at present 

 Can’t get planning to build long term rental accommodation 

 Galway County Council renting from the private market

 Properties in use for refugee needs 

 Gross lack of housing stock generally 
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A Sample Search ‘To Rent’ – Daft.ie … 
• Searched: 

 30th June 2023 for a long-term property to rent to rent in Connemara - Results: 2 properties – 
Oughterard (1) & Spiddal (1)  

 30th August 2023 – Results: 3 properties – Renvyle (1) Bealadangan (1) Rosaveel (1)
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Can’t Buy … 
• Finding a detached 3-bedroom home in Connemara to 

purchase is very difficult for the following reasons:
 Houses too expensive and being snapped up by those who can 

afford them – very similar to the recent Dingle examples 

 Obvious lack of supply

 Not commercially viable to build estates at present 

 The second home market has exploded since Covid (appetite for 
coastal, rural, Connemara properties) 

 Locals are finding it increasingly difficult to compete in the existing 
home market as prices have been substantially inflated by those looking 
to purchase a second home. 

• A recent sample search for the following criteria:
 Buy a 3-bedroom house in Connemara

 Value maximum €300,000

 Results: 4 houses to purchase in Connemara 35



A Sample Search ‘To Buy’ – Daft.ie … 
• Searched: 30th June 2023 for a 3-bedroom detached house in Connemara 

value max €300,000 - Results: 4 viable properties -

36

4 x doer uppers

1 x log cabin

2 x housing estate

2 x houses/cottages



A Sample Search ‘To Buy’ – Daft.ie … 
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Can’t Build … (Today’s Focus)
• Outside of inheriting a house in Connemara, building is the only 

way to own your own home – either on your own land or other land. 

• Key reason why one can’t build in Connemara: High rate of refusals 

 Most cannot get planning permission in the first place – 

 Those wishing to finance and build their own family home are coming up 
against a very onerous (and unfair?) planning system – for both local and 
national reasons 

 It is generally expected now that one needs to apply at least 2-3 times 
before they are in the running for a positive planning outcome. 

 External objections carry a lot of weight against a planning application 

• Is there an epidemic of residential planning permission refusals in 
Galway County Council? 
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An Epidemic of Planning Refusals?
Our understanding is that: 

3000 residential planning applications have been 
refused by Galway County Council Planning 
Department in the past 3 years!

This is by far much higher than comparable local authorities 
in Ireland. 

Is this fair?
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‘‘  The town that doesn’t provide for & look 
after it’s Youth is a dying town ’’ 

- Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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1. The Business Manager
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Residential Planning Stories – Connemara 

A 42-year-old local woman applying for planning permission beside 

her parents for a modest home outside of Roundstone village

• Proposed site is on family lands and with clear housing need demonstrated

• Business manager in Clifden running a large and busy agricultural and equine 

business 

• Would be sharing an existing entrance with parents

• Refused: Car access onto a regional road + lack of housing need + absentee 

objectors 

The irony is that now there will be more vehicle traffic on the entrance in 

question as the woman has to make trips to her visit her parents for their welfare



2. The Teacher & the Guard
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Residential Planning Stories – Connemara 

A local primary school teacher and a Guard - two 30-year-old working 

professionals (one from the area) seeking to build a family home 

within a residential zone in Clifden

• Location was across the road from women’s father and mother

• Not family lands but as close to as possible 

• 1st application – Dec 21 – Refused: Agricultural land

• Land subsequently rezoned to residential 

• 2nd application – July 22 – Refused: (i) Now the land is zoned but not on family 

lands + (ii) traffic hazard + would need to be Residential Phase 2

For years, the people of Clifden & surrounds bemoaned that guards and teachers in the area just 

commuted to Clifden and were not putting down roots – these two corner stone professions are 

the building blocks of a community but here is an example of how such people are denied the 

ability to settle.   



3. The Hotelier
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Residential Planning Stories – Connemara 

33-year-old hotel owner, lifelong Connemara resident and his wife 

seeking planning permission for a family home in Clifden

• Proposed to build a home on his great grandfather’s land

• An employer of over 70 staff year-round in Clifden

• There are houses present on 3 sides (within 100 metres) all around the planning 

permission site

• Refused: No housing need / connection to locality not strong enough / close to a 

Special Area of Conservation (SAC)

Grounds of refusal: ‘’an absence of sufficient details to fully 

substantiate the applicant's rural linkage to this area''



4. The Local Property Developer
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Residential Planning Stories – Connemara 

A 40-year-old local businessman looking to develop four residential 

apartments in Clifden town centre.

• The proposed site is within Town Centre Zoning for residential buildings

• A site that previously had commercial planning permission approved

• Residential properties all around the site including a full housing estate 

• Refused: On traffic grounds - driving out on to road 

A simple further information request or raising this during pre-planning could 

have easily dealt with this. There was no adequate consultation given here. 

Further delay and cost for four badly needed homes. 
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5. The Creche
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Residential Planning Stories – Connemara 

A planning application submitted by a local woman, a childcare 

professional (recently relocated from Dublin) for the establishment of 

a professional childcare facility 100 metres from Clifden town centre. 

• A 25-year-old derelict building was to be converted into a much-needed valuable 

family resource 

• The property aimed to alleviate some of the chronic lack of creche spaces for 

Clifden town and surrounds 

• Refused: Not in accordance with sustainable development of the area. 

Many families continue to be without necessary childcare or access it far away. 



Negative Impacts of Refusals
• Financial Cost

 Wasted time and effort and money by thousands of families

• Negative demographics 
 Local population remain stagnant or drops – see Clifden town example (next slide)

 Uneven demographics – lots of young / lots of old – few in-between

• Human & Economic Cost
 Lives on hold – marriage postponed – living with in-laws. 

 The breaking of social and family connections 

 People make alternate plans to the detriment of local community and business life in the 
region

 Palpable sense of frustration and anger building in community & resentment of the State

 The cost of time spent by our political reps on residential planning to the detriment of 
other worthy causes

 Staffing becoming very difficult for businesses of all sorts  

• People Seeking Alternatives
 Settling elsewhere in Ireland 

 Emigration
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‘‘  There’s a perception that Clifden is 
booming – but not all is well under the hood’’ 

- Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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Sample statistics in 
Clifden & West Connemara

• Population of Clifden

• The population of Clifden town has dropped by 6.2 % in the period between 
the 2016 Census and the 2022 Census.  That equates to 100 people. 

• To put this in context – only three urban areas out of 35 in the province of 
Connacht and the counties of Donegal and Clare had a drop in population in 
the period between 2016 and 2022.  The other two were Lifford in Co 
Donegal ( -1.2%) and Ballyshannon in Co Donegal ( -1.5%). 

• The totality of the picture shows that Clifden was the worst urban area 
affected by population decline in the West and Northwest in the period 2015 
to 2022.  This was at a time when there was a general increase in population 
in the region. 
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Sample statistics in 
Clifden & West Connemara

• Negative Demographic Trends

• AGE

 Clifden has the oldest demographic profile of any urban area over 1,500 people in Co 
Galway.  The average age of people in Clifden is 44 years.  

 By comparison, Claregalway is the urban area with the youngest population profile 
of 31. 9 years.  The national average is 38.8 years. 

• HOUSEHOLD INCOME

 The gross median annual household income in Clifden is €30,861.  By comparison, 
the figure stands at over €56,387 in Moycullen at the other end of the N. 59.   The 
figure for County Galway, as a whole, is €44,352. 
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Sample statistics in 
Clifden & West Connemara

• Not just Clifden town … 

The population decline in the town area in Clifden is also reflected in the Clifden 
Electoral District which is the west Connemara region.  

Some figures from the DEDs in the area: 

• Mairos …..   -5%

• Corr………. -11%

• An Ros…..   -18.3%

• Bun An Choire …… - 6.6% 
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Sample statistics in 
Clifden & West Connemara

School Numbers 
There is a general decline in primary school numbers in west 

Connemara. Roundstone is an example of what is happening. 

•            1983 – 116 pupils

•            1993 -     75

•            2013 -     27

•            2023 -     21. 

•            ----------------------------------------------------   

The picture is similar in the Gaeltacht region of Carna/Cill Chiaráin 

where there are 5 Primary Schools. 

•            1990 -    330.

•            2010 -    248

•            2010 -    151.

•            2020 -    153

•            2023 -    137 53



Concern for the negative trends … 
• Community Groups …

o Roundstone Community Development Council

o An Fóran do Phobal Iorras Aithneach

o Comharchumann Mhic Dara

o Ballyconneely Community Hall Committee

o Renvyle Community Development 

o Forum Connemara

o Clifden & District Community Council

o Cleggan Claddaghduff Community Council

o Carraroe Development Company 

o Oughterard Business Group

o Comhairle Muintir An Chaiseal CFTR 
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Likely Causes of So Many Refusals
• National Policy on rural housing 

 National policy in regard to one off rural housing is not helpful to the 
case of the one-off house planning application

 Why is there such resistance to one off housing developments? 

• Unfair interpretation of the County Development Plan
 The spirit of the County Development Plan is not being honoured 

• An under-staffing of Galway County Council Planning 
department? 
 Is there a major understaffing issue within the Planning Department?
 Are too many decisions being left to junior personal?
 Are decisions being rushed due to workload? 

 Example: Just one enforcement officer for the entire county? 
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Likely Causes of So Many Refusals
• Lack of engagement 

 A lack of engagement with those going for planning permission at 
the following stages: 

1. Pre-planning stage 

2. The Further Information stage

 Our understanding is that there is a relatively recent policy 
introduced within the planning department where ‘Further 
Information Requests’ are no longer asked from applicants – is this 
the case? 

• Little regard for genuine Housing Need

 Anecdotally, we have heard that even where a genuine and obvious 
housing need has been established, the planning decision is not 
weighted towards it.
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Likely Causes of So Many Refusals
• Is there a Lack of Accountability?

 What accountability does Galway County Council Planning 
Department have for its decisions in regard to Residential Planning 
Decisions? 

 To the people of the county

 To the local political representatives

 To the County Council

 To the County Council Executive 
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Solutions to these Refusals 
• A Change to National Policy on Rural Housing 

 A major change to national policy on rural housing 
 We believe there are some changes pending ? 

• A Fairer Interpretation and Implementation of the Galway 
County Development Plan 
 Genuine Housing Need needs to be fairly assessed
 The Director of Planning should have the final say on determining 

genuine Housing needs.
 More Internal Reviews – perhaps an increased level of internal 

reviews are required before decisions are signed off on 
 The rigorous and over application of the national rural housing 

policy appears to out of step with other local authorities
 Residential Phase 1 and Phase 2 – a reform of the application of 

these zones so that lands unlikely to be developed in the short to 
medium term and quickly disregarded allowing R2’s to become viable. 

 Apply the County Development Plan as its written 
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Solutions to these Refusals 
• Appropriate engagement with applicants

 Increase the amount of engagement in the following two areas 

1. Pre-planning stage 

2. The Further Information stage

• Adequate Resourcing of the Planning Department
 If Galway County Council Planning Department is under-resourced / under 

skilled – this needs to be urgently addressed as we are in the midst of a 
housing crisis. 

• Changes to the Planning Department itself
 There appears to be a large amount of subjective assessments and 

determinations being carried out in making planning decisions – the spirit of 
the County Development plan is arguably not being upheld at present. 

 Perhaps a cultural change is needed within the Planning Department – one 
that takes into consideration the Housing Crisis and desire for people to live in 
their own communities via the only way possible at this point.

 Increased accountability to the many stakeholders for decisions that are 
being made  
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Solutions to these Refusals 
The Data – Our Ask 

Getting a handle on planning permission data (historical (5 years) and 
current (annually) in County Galway generally and the Connemara 
Municipal District. 

Data such as:

• Amount of Planning Permissions granted

• Amount of Planning Permissions refused
 And grounds for refusal 

• Amount of Planning Permissions withdrawn

• Amount of Planning Permissions further information requests asked 
for

• Comparison of same data with other local authorities / comparable 
regions
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Solutions to these Refusals 
• Hyper local solutions – example

• Clifden Town Centre - Encourage people to live in the town via giving 
Special designation for Market Hill area – e.g., Section 23 tax relief 
developments / area of disrepair / opportunity to provide housing 
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Solutions to these Refusals 
• Hyper local solutions – example

• Derelict Buildings – what can be done about the few but prominent 
derelict buildings in Clifden town? 
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‘‘ Galway County Council wishes to 
implement a multi-million euro 

Clifden Regeneration Scheme – but, 
Where are the people to live? ’’ 

- Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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Connemara Chamber will continue 
its focus on planning via

Highlighting Real People 

/ Real Businesses

Tracking the Negative 

Impact & Waste that 

Planning Refusals Cause

Political Lobbying

Local Community 

Sentiment & Support 

Planning Data – 

Research

Planning Advice

PR around Planning Discussions with Galway 

County Council

Bolstering the Chamber’s 

Board & Reach
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N6 Galway City Ring Road
Effects on Connemara & Galway West and What’s Next?
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‘‘ The Galway City Ring Road is potentially 
decades away from being delivered so what can be 
done now to reduce the negative impact that 
Galway’s traffic congestion has on the economic 
development of Connemara and Galway West?

- Connemara Chamber of Commerce
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Ring Road decades away …
• We believe the Galway City Ring Road is decades away from becoming reality for the 

following reasons:

 The project has now rumbled on for more than 20 years

 The recent ruling does not bode well for the project in its current form 

 There is likely to be another 10 years of legal morass before it is even started

 No longer a project of strategic high importance? – Has Transport 

Infrastructure Ireland (TII) dropped it from their list of priorities? 
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Impact of no/delayed solutions
• Connemara (North and South) are affected daily in the following ways:

 A loss of tourism revenue for a region at the heart of the Wild Atlantic Way 

 Lost employment opportunities 

 Poor county wide access to city-based services (public and private) 

 Major lost regional productivity and economic development
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What’s the plan now?
In the meantime, what action is being taken to stop the now legendary 
traffic situation? 

• What is the here and now plan without the ring road?

• 20% Growth by 2034 - The 2034 Transport Demand Study for Galway 
City predicts an overall growth in car trips (compared to the 2012 base 
year) to/from/through Galway city is 20% - based on population and 
employment forecasts

• The trip patterns are challenging to service by public transport and a 
significant volume is of a length that is not conducive to walking or 
cycling. 

• What tactical traffic reliefs can be put in place to increase the flow of 
car traffic through the city onto Connemara north and south? 
 Specifically, actions in Galway City that can facilitate cross county and east-

west travel on the National and Regional road network  
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Plenty to do … 

70Galway Transport Strategy – 2016



Solutions Discussion
1. Clifden Remote Working Hub
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Solutions Discussion
2. Residential Planning in Connemara
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Solutions Discussion
3. Galway City Ring Road & Congestion Alleviation 
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Thank You
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