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 Rural sustainability 

 What do we mean by rural?

 Housing and rural Ireland

 Demand-side explanations – residential preferences

 Adapting to future challenges



 Reconciling 3 deeply held set of values: economic growth; social vitality; 
ecological integrity

 BUT … Disconnect between physical and environmental goals and social 
and economic issues … AND

 Selective (or competing) interpretation of rural sustainable development

 Urban Vs Rural?
 How do we make all places and development more sustainable? 
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To unlock the growth potential of rural areas, and improve the well-being of rural 
dwellers, OECD countries should implement a people-centred approach to rural 
policy that:

Considers economic, social and environmental objectives.

Recognises the diversity of challenges and opportunities across different types of 
rural areas.

Prepares rural areas to embrace digital technologies.

Lifts productivity and adds value to economic activities.

Supports adaptation to demographic change and high-quality public services.

Facilitates the transition to a climate neutral economy.



 The OECD’s classification of rural

 Urban 49%
 Intermediate rural (near urban) 26%
 Predominately rural 25%

Sustainability challenges vary across different types of 
rural places



 Over last 3 decades … spatially 
differentiated countryside – 2 broad 
(contradictory) patterns:

▪ The Rural Exodus
▪ Remote rural
▪ Sustaining/attracting a population or 

adapting to decline

▪ The Rural Population Turnaround
▪ Accessible and intermediate rural
▪ Managing growth and 

counterurbanisation 

Source: ESPON (2017)



 37% of Ireland’s population live in rural areas (CSO, 2016)

 Single rural dwellings account for one-quarter of State’s housing 
stock (Keaveney, 2006)

 Approximately 70% of rural dwellings are single, detached houses

 Decline in household size

 Increase in size of new dwellings

 Spatial variations
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•Land ownership

•Cultural attachment to rural 
living

•Local politics

•Sustaining rural 
communities

Traditional, dispersed 
rural housing

•Increased scale and pace of 
change

•Personal mobility 

•‘Urban-generated’ rural 
sprawl

•Speculative dev.

‘Celtic Tiger’ Boom
•Decline of rural construction 

jobs

•Falling house prices

•Vacant houses/ ’ghost 
estates’

•Decline of rural services 

Housing crash

•Ageing demographics

•Urban-rural relationship

•The ‘New Rural Economy’

•The future of villages/rural 
towns?

Recovery and future



 Managing rural housing is a 
complex and multi-
dimensional issue

Issues:
▪ Distribution and intensity
▪ Siting and design issues
▪ Environmental costs
▪ Public health and safety
▪ Infrastructural implications
▪ Settlement patterns and 

community vitality



 Why do people live in or move to rural places?

 Why is living in the open countryside more popular than 
living in villages/rural towns?

 Can we influence future consumer behaviour and housing 
choice?



 Survey 1: EPA funded study (2008)
▪ 2,000 rural households surveyed 
▪ National sample: 800
▪ 3 case studies: Kildare (400), Clare (400) & South 

Tipperary (400)

 Survey 2: IRC funded survey (2013)
▪ 750 interviews across 5 case study counties
▪ Focused on households that had moved house 

between 2000 and 2013



▪ Significance of established residents in rural communities

▪ E.g. 55% of respondents had lived in current house for over 20 years 

▪ 19% of respondents had moved to current dwelling in previous 5 years (‘recent 
movers’)

▪ In relation to recent movers to rural areas nationally, there is a 50-50 split between urban-
generated and rural generated rural housing (local/lateral movements)

▪ Of the urban-generated movers, around half were from a rural background (‘return to roots’)

▪ Key motivation for moving from urban to a rural area: related to perceived 
quality of life factors, followed by economic factors

▪ Very high levels of residential satisfaction



 Motivations underpinning recent move

▪ House price is important! (for 32 %, this was most important factor)

▪ Strong perception that quality of life is higher in rural areas among all ‘mover’ groups

▪ Living close to amenities not viewed as important (at least for initial move)

▪ Family networks appear crucial, friends less important (swapping friends for family at 
key lifecourse transitions) – i.e. ‘return to roots’ again crucial

▪ Premium placed on consumption of private space rather than consumption of rurality

▪ House related factors – self-build and influencing design of house was critical



 Non standard decision making

▪ Emotions

▪ Social pressure

▪ Inexperience and limited knowledge

 A more nuanced understanding of residential behaviour

▪ ‘hard’ factors: distance to work, schools, amenities etc – less important

▪ ‘soft’ factors: social networks, ‘roots’, (elective) belonging, sense of place, 
community, compromise, lifestyles and identity, environmental attributes –
more important



 The importance of good urban planning and social infrastructure in urban places -

liveability

▪ Recognise that there already is a significant rural and dispersed population 

▪ For urban to rural ‘movers’, can the attractive attributes of rural places be found in 

other localities other than dispersed settlement?

▪ The role of effective village planning

▪ Greater scope could be given to allow consumers the opportunity to ‘self-build’ within 

villages





 Smart tech, AI and rural places:
▪ Driverless cars
▪ 3D printing
▪ Drones

 Ageing:
▪ Healthy ageing in rural places

 The imperative of climate action

How adaptable are rural places? 
Average age of rural population 
(CSO, 2016)


