Response to the National Park Consultation

The South Down Green Party is in favour of the principle of establishing Northern Ireland’s first National Park centered on the Mournes and Carlingford Lough.  A National Park will demonstrate commitment to good environmental management for the region but must be introduced in a manner that will protect or enhance the opportunities of local people and promote rural development.  

We have considered the various issues presented in the consultation paper and background studies commissioned by the Mourne National Park Working Party and have identified the following specific concerns:

1. It is essential to include the whole Kilkeel Plain : The proposed boundary of the Mourne National Park currently excludes a significant part of the Kilkeel Coastal Plain, including the towns of Kilkeel, Annalong and Ballymartin.  We do agree that these areas have suffered from a certain degree of degradation of the landscape quality due to the quantity and type of many new individual dwellings. However the landscape is still one of exceptional quality, considering the picturesque and dominating landscape of the Mourne Mountains to the North and North West and the Coast to the South and South East, in addition the characteristic stone ditches and many traditional buildings make the landscape more valuable. Exclusion from the National Park will preclude these areas from receiving support for landscape remediation – and as the Kilkeel Plain is a highly visible landscape from the southern and western Massif’s of the Mourne Mountains they must be looked after to avoid further landscape degradation of the rest of the park.  The boundary proposals for the National Park explicitly exclude consideration of the social and economic characteristics and cultural heritage of the area - considering that the proposed legislation for National Parks includes an aim of promoting local social and economic development it is essential that these factors are now properly considered.  Kilkeel, Annalong and Ballymartin already provide an important resource for (as well as a great potential for the expansion of) service provision for visitors and communities of the National Park as well as having a great deal of social and economic need. The important cultural status of the area as the ‘Kingdom of Mourne’ further makes their case for inclusion.  The important and threatened habitats of the coastal and marine environment along the coast of the Kilkeel  Plain  are internationally recognized (including both a Ramsar Site and a Special Protection Area).

2. Cross Border Tourism and Management – working towards a “European Geopark” – We feel that the potential that cross border and inter regional working for the National Park should be carefully considered as it presents various exciting opportunities. As a region the Mourne AONB, Ring of Gullion AONB and the Cooley Peninsula provides a much more significant and valuable tourism and recreation product than any of the areas on their own, as well as a region with an adequate set of towns and rural areas from which to develop both interlinked urban and rural economies.  The consideration of the Mourne National Park should allow for the Carlingford Lough and Cooley Peninsula area (which is seeing a boom in tourism) and the Ring of Gullion AONB to be managed as a unit for tourism purposes.  This provides an opportunity to capitalize on the growing relationship between Newry and Dundalk (Twin Cities Project) as well as to encourage the development of landscape conservation management tools in Eire (Currently the only provision for landscape conservation in the RoI is for planning policy in the Planning Development Act (2000)).  
There is also an opportunity to provide a sustainable transport link between Greencastle and Greenore (or perhaps between Killowen and Carlingford) to stimulate enhanced economic growth on both sides of Carlingford Lough, this should be accompanied by suitable feasibility, socio-economic, and environmental impact studies and include any necessary improvements to road infrastructure.   As well as the opportunities for better promotion and management of the region, this perspective will also help capitalize on opportunities provided by the peace process following the Good Friday agreement to attract investment in the region both from government, Europe and from the private sector. 

We are aware that work has taken place in the past to develop a proposal to establish a cross border Geopark. We understand that Ron Murray Ring of Gullion AONB (Crossmaglen) and Brendan McSherry (Heritage Officer for County Louth) were involved, and believe that encouraging this project should be a key objective of the new National Park with the clear objective of it ultimately becoming a cross-boarder Geopark.
3. The Mournes Coast, Warrenpoint, the Narrows and the Newry Canal.  In order to provide enhanced resources for their sound management the whole coast itself from Bloody Bridge to Warrenpoint and Victoria Lock should be included in the National Park.  

Warrenpoint as a town contains significantly important built heritage and is well placed to be a key service provision town for the future National Park and therefore should be included.  The landscape in the areas of Narrow Water Castle and Narrow Water Forest as well as along the inner part of Carlingford Lough as far as the Victoria Lock are very special – their inclusion in the National Park will allow for their good management and promotion as well as to facilitate cross border cooperation with the Cooley Peninsula and the Ring of Gullion AONB. 

It is important to remember that National Parks are not purely about tourism development, nor should they be affected by the presence of international boarders. They must be based on geography and recognize the importance of an integrated landscape and environmental quality. 
4. Creating a non-sectarian map for the park based on historic geographic associations and an integrated landscape. In considering the religious and cultural make up of the whole Mourne area it is important that the settlements from both single identity and of mixed traditions are included within the National Park to ensure that they can all capitalize on the opportunities provides by it. The current proposed map of the park fails in this respect, and will therefore meet with suspicion and opposition. If the mapping process is done correctly, both communities can regard the new Park as being “their” National park from the perspective of both those with a British National identity and an Irish National identity.

5. Remove Slieve Croob from the park boundaries.  The area north of Castlewellan Forest Park as defined by the Leitrim river as it runs down to the sea provides the real northern boundary to the traditional “Kingdom of Mourne”. Whilst Slieve Croob is a wonderful landscape and must remain an AONB, its inclusion in the National Park brings the mapping proposal into question. It places towns like Banbridge, Ballynahince and Downpatrick as gateways, rather than Dundrum, Castlewellan, Rathfriland and Newry. This is flies in the face of logic to local people who would otherwise be supportive of the project.

All official and tourist maps of the Mournes produced over the years clearly reflect the traditional view of the Mournes starting in the Castlewellan/Newcastle area and proceeding West to the narrows via the coast road and the Hilltown roads.

6. Need to re-centre the park and define Roles for Gateway and Service Towns : the current proposals for the park have Castlewellan at its Geographic Centre. Local people who support the project generally believe the centre should be based on Kilkeel, Annalong, Kilcoo, Hilltown, Rostrevor and Omeath. We feel that careful consideration needs to be given to the roles and functions of the towns and villages which will be part of the park, either as external gateways (eg Downpatrick and Newry) or as internal ‘National Park Service Towns’ (Castlewellan, Newcastle, Warrenpoint, Kilcoo).  As well as the current status of these settlements, their need and opportunity for regeneration should be taken into account.  We feel that more detailed proposals of roles of ‘External Gateway Towns’ to the National park and that of the ‘Internal Service Towns’ within the park needs consideration, this we feel adds further justification for the inclusion of Kilkeel, Ballymartin and Annalong in the National Park.  

7. Renewable Energy – As the National Park will be promoting the principles of sustainable development it is essential that the Park Authority be provided with both policy and resources to allow adequate development of suitable renewable energies.  This should include wind, water and solar generation of power where this will not impact on the landscape quality.

The Green Party believes that a blanket ban on wind-farms would be a mistake, as sustainable development requires a balance to be struck between competing interests. In particular the western Mournes facing Newry/Mayobridge and the Slieve Croob area are particularly suitable for windfarms and would add to the beauty of the landscape. NOTE that we believe that the Slieve Croob area should NOT be included in the Mournes National Park.

Tidal energy should likewise be encouraged in the park, its coastal areas and in Carlingford Lough. Northern Ireland is making some significant advances here, with giant tidal generators now being installed in Strangford Lough by a company based in the old shipyard in Belfast.

8. Learning the lessons of North Wales – the law of unintended consequences. People in the Mournes are acutely aware of the dire consequences than could arise for local communities if the plans for the national park are driven by a distant well-heeled city elite using the planning system to create a recreational space for themselves at the expense of their rural cousins. These fears are grounded in reality. Not just in rural areas, but in the towns of the Mournes as well. Rostrevor is already experiencing severe difficulties of this kind, with the children of local people having to find housing as far away as Hilltown or even Rathfriland.
The lessons of National Parks in North Wales needs to be carefully taken on board here. In North Wales there existed until recently the second-oldest indigenous community in Europe with a 3500 year old culture, language, a history of successful rural industries and a proud non-conformist religious record. The planning restrictions of the National Park, combined with the prohibition on the local authorities on either reserving housing in local villages for local people or building enough houses for displaced local young people has resulted in a devastating decline in all aspects of life in these hitherto close-knit communities. Chapels closed, shops gone out of business and the young people gone. Added to this, wealthy individual from the metropolis have leveraged their properties to buy second homes in the area, accelerating the rate at which local people have been driven out, and whole villages are now ghost-towns and entire areas have been effectively ethnically cleansed.

Whilst this extreme scenario is unlikely in South Down, it should be remembered that this area is quite distinct in having many vibrant local communities. Examples here are legion; eleven local papers exist compared to one in North Down. Many more sports clubs exist than in North Down and the social economy is strong. Because each local community is doing all this with a tiny fraction of the population of Holywood or Bangor in North Down, they could be adversely affected by being swamped by holiday homes if local housing in the community cannot be easily provided and afforded.

9. Review of Public Administration and Local Authority Boundaries– The current proposals for the new super councils would leave a small part of the Mourne National park split across two new council areas.  We would encourage that the proposed park should be based in only one of these areas and the council and park boundaries reconsidered accordingly. 
As a National park would have at least some planning function and would be required to co-ordinate many of its management and development activities with the new “super” local authority,  it would minimize complexity and ensure best value for money to take the opportunity presented by the RPA to make these changes now. The Green Party would encourage the National Park Working Party to make an urgent representation to the Northern Ireland office to make this point.  
Only one local electoral district would require to be moved – i.e. the Castlewellan/Newcastle electoral district – into the new Newry and Mourne super-council.

The South Down Green Party would like to thank you for this opportunity to comment on the proposals for a Mourne National Park.

Yours sincerely

Cllr Bill Corry, Cadogan Enright, Cllr Ciaran Mussen, and others on behalf of the South Down Green Party. Plus Cllr Mark Deary from Dundalk Council

15 Lower Square, Castlewellan, Co Down, BT319DN

