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As chairperson of Keep Ireland Open, I want to thank 
and give credit to three outstanding retired or retiring 
members of our committee:

Roger Garland
Although Roger retired as chair of Keep Ireland Open 
a little over a year ago, he has continued to work on 
our behalf. Since retiring he has made numerous 
submissions on County Development Plans across 
the country to try to extend access for recreational 
users. We appreciate his efforts on behalf of the Irish 
public. Like the rest of us, Roger recognises that for us 
to make major progress on this front we need robust 
legislation establishing ‘Rights of Way’ in law which 
cannot be extinguished at a whim by a landowner.

Michael Murphy
For many years Michael has acted as the secretary of 
the Western Branch of Keep Ireland Open. Although 
he retired from the committee a year ago, he has con-
tinued to help and advise people up and down the 
west coast on how to protect and preserve access to 
the countryside. He is a true expert on how to badger 
our country’s county councils and bureaucracy in 
terms of maintaining and improving access for walk-
ers and other recreational users. He will not rest easy 
until access is guaranteed in robust legislation.

Milo Kane
Milo has been our treasurer for several years tak-
ing over much of the work of the late and lamented 
Michael Carroll. We will miss his droll sense of humour 
and apt dry comments at our meetings as well as his 
work.

A Call to Renew Keep Ireland Open
Keep Ireland Open was founded to demand wide-
spread, responsible access to the countryside of 
Ireland for walkers and others who need access to 
pursue other leisure activities, as is the case in other 

European countries including our nearest neighbours 
in Great Britain. We believe that such access should be 
guaranteed in law, as is the case elsewhere. We believe 
that robust legislation guaranteeing and extending 
access to the countryside in all its guises would be a 
win-win for Ireland.

1. It would aid Irish people and all who live here to 
lead healthier lives by having safe places to walk 
near their homes and beyond.

2. It would boost the tourist industry and help the 
rural economy in particular.

3. It would ensure that current permissive access, for 
example, to our mountains such as Croagh Patrick 
and the Macgillycuddy Reeks and some of our 
greenways is guaranteed in law.

4. It would deal with cases where access routes are 
disputed.

We urgently need your active help
Over the last number of years, a small band of Keep 
Ireland Open members have worked tirelessly to pro-
mote our aims. We owe them a great deal. Sadly, age 
is taking its toll and we need a new band of activists. 
If you’re reading this, you clearly support our aims so, 
please come to our AGM in February and get active on 
behalf of the people of Ireland and those who visit our 
shores. Otherwise, those who seek to thwart progress 
will continue to have their way.

KIO AGM
Saturday, 18th February, 2023
Tailors’ Hall, Dublin 8, D08 X2A3
11am - 3:30pm.

Chairman’s Notes
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Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors

 

over six strategic objectives. Each action is directly linked 
to one or more of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals.

Recognising that the opportunity for outdoor activity is 
one of Ireland’s unique selling points in attracting 
recreational tourism and inward investment, Embracing 
Ireland’s Outdoors sets out to provide a strong strategic 
focus underpinning the €1.6 billion invested in the sector 
over the past four years.

• Between 2018 and 2021 visitor numbers to Coillte 
forests almost doubled (Page 16)   

• Fáilte Ireland reports that 2.7 million overseas visitors 
to Ireland took part in outdoor activities in 2019 
spending €1.7 billion (Pages 14 & 16)  

• Cost savings of over €405m were achieved in 2019 
through participation in physical activity (Page 17)  

The strategy aims to protect and improve access to the 
outdoors for the benefit of all. It states that:
“As there is no legal right of access for users to private land, 
access depends on the goodwill of landowners. While access 
is widely available, the lack of clarity around access and 
land ownership is an issue for recreational users, particularly 
for people from outside the local area. Based on consultation 
feedback, it is evident that landowners have concerns 

around liability and issues caused by a minority of users 
such as livestock worrying, littering, dog waste and 
irresponsible car parking. It is imperative for the sector to 
overcome these issues so that future generations can 
continue to enjoy access to the outdoors.”  (Page 58)  

To address these issues Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors 
aims to:
• Protect and enhance the access that is currently facil-

itated and seeks to improve access to the outdoors 
in other locations (Page 58)

• Develop new accesses in less sensitive environ- 
ments (Page 58)  

• Make changes in legislation such as the strength-
ening of the Occupiers’ Liability Act to rebalance 
the duty of care between occupiers and entrants by 
introducing a Voluntary Assumption of Risk (Action 

5.15, Page 61)

• Review approaches and models for physical access 
used in other countries, based on principles  
of respect for land ownership and responsible 
conduct (Action 5.7, Page 60)  

While Keep Ireland Open welcomes the document – par-
ticularly the Access strand – we regret the complete and 
total absence of any reference to Public Rights of Way 
(PROW). In Ireland legislation enabling and protecting 
responsible recreational access to the countryside is vir-
tually non-existent. By definition, Permissive Access 
Agreements (PAA) do not constitute a dedication of a 
right of way over the property and the landowner retains 
a right to withdraw this permission. PAAs are normally 
for a specified number of years as agreed between the 
developer and landowner or occupier and any party may 
withdraw from the agreement following 12 months’ 
notice. PROWs on the other hand are accessible at all 
times to members of the public without requiring per-
mission to access.   

The Office of the Planning Regulator states that:
“Public rights of way are an essential part of the amenity 
and recreational facilities available to the public, especially 
in order to experience the physical attributes of local 

On  November  28th
2022,  Minister  for
Rural and Community
D  e  v  e  l  o  p  m  e  n  t  ,
Heather  Humphries
launched  the  new
National  Outdoor
Recreation  Strategy
2023-2027. The docu-
ment, titled Embracing
Ireland’s  Outdoors,
specifies  95  actions
identifying  timescales,
stakeholders and lead
delivery organisations
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communities, whether they provide access to rivers, sea-
shore, lakes, uplands or other amenities.”   
(OPRCSP01 - Analyses Public Rights of Way Management by Local 

Authorities, June, 2021)

Since 2010, planning legislation obliges local authorities 
to include information for the public in their statutory 
development plans, including lists and maps, on the 
extent of PROWs existing in their areas. Specifically the 
Planning and Development Act 2000 as amended 
requires that:

“The development plan shall include objectives for… the 
preservation of public rights of way which give access to 
seashore, mountain, lakeshore, riverbank or other place 
of natural beauty or recreational utility, which public 
rights of way shall be identified both by marking them on 
at least one of the maps forming part of the development 
plan and by indicating their location on a list appended 
to the development plan.”  (Section 10, ii, Paragraph (o))

The act also sets out additional provisions where a local 
authority proposes new PROWs including creation of a 
PROW.

A survey by the Office of the Planning Regulator published 
in June 2021 found that only 11 of the 35 local authorities 

had complied with the legislation. 

The 2013 Supreme Court decision in the Lissadell case 
(Walsh & anor v Sligo County Council [2013] IESC 48), 
decided that only access routes that had been dedicated 
in writing by landowners could be listed as public rights 
of way. This creates a narrow and legally complex barrier 
that places private ownership above all public access 
rights to land and nature. The effect of this decision is 
that local authorities have resisted listing PROWs in spite 
of the statutory obligation to so.

Clearly Permissive Access Agreements are an insecure 
and flimsy foundation for the type of investment required 
to deliver Ireland’s 2023-2027 National Outdoor 
Recreation Strategy. 

Keep Ireland Open will work with the Department of 
Rural and Community Development, political parties, 
Comhairle na Tuaithe, Sports Ireland and likeminded 
NGOs to ensure that the ambitions expressed in 
Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors will be underpinned by 
legislation that will guarantee secure, long-term public 
access to Ireland’s unique natural countryside as a right.

Tony McDermott
Keep Ireland Open
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Comhairle na Tuaithe Report

Comhairle na Tuaithe or the Advisory Body on the Irish 
Countryside operates under the remit of the Department 
of Rural & Community Development (DRCD). It is an advi-
sory body to the minister in charge of that department 
and doesn’t have statuary powers. 

On the other hand, organisations with a direct interest in 
the countryside attend. These include a wide range of 
bodies from farming to Fáilte Ireland and Coillte to sport-
ing groups like Mountaineering Ireland. I represent KIO 
on Comhairle na Tuaithe. 

Since the Covid pandemic meetings have been held via 
Zoom. While that has removed the need to travel, it has 
the disadvantage that it is almost impossible to network 
with other groups which might have a similar outlook to 
KIO. The first in person meeting is to take place in 
February 2023.

The meetings tend to be an opportunity for DRCD to out-
line the opening of new walks or greenways which is use-
ful. Policy papers have also been presented on issues such 
as the benefits of getting out into the countryside, respon-
sible behaviour by those enjoying the countryside etc. 

A hardy annual, usually raised by the farming organisa-
tions, is the insurance issue as it relates to access by 

members of the public on to private land. On the one 
hand, the Occupiers Liability Act, 1995 which protects 
landowners from vexatious claims has stood the test of 
time. On the other hand, farmers in particular argue that, 
even if that is the case, they could still be held up in time 
consuming court cases. The argument that claims in that 
situation should be taken against the state rather than 
against the individual farmer or landowner has merit.

Probably the area of most interest in the work of 
Comhairle na Tuaithe is ‘Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors’, 
the National Outdoor Recreation Strategy, 2023-2027. In 
the section dealing with the question of access it admits 
that ‘there is no legal right of access for users to private 
land’. Access in this situation is permissive which means 
that it can be withdrawn. This is even the case in places 
which are vitally important for access such as Croagh 
Patrick or the Western Greenway even though consider-
able amounts of public money have been spent there.  
However, it mentions the need for changes in legislation. 
This is a door which KIO should try to prise open. It’s a 
challenge worthy of pursuit.

Robert Dowds
Chairperson, Keep Ireland Open
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The case for modernising Ireland’s land access law has 
been going on for many years without success. Keep 
Ireland Open has been lobbying politicians on this impor-
tant subject but have been stymied by vested interested 
and disinterested political parties. There are vital reasons 
for improving walking and hiking facilities in the country: 

•  There are clear economic benefits for the country 
from encouraging walking tourism in Ireland given 
our scenic countryside and upland areas.  

•  To address climate change by making home holidays 
more attractive and leading to reduced flying and gen-
eral transport emissions.  

•  To improve the health and fitness of the population 
and reduce pressures on our over-stretched health 
services, following on from COVID.  

•  Better access will boost local economies and increase 
footfall in towns and villages away from Dublin and 
other Irish cities.  

•  Appreciation of nature leading to support of biodiver-
sity which is under fierce threat at present. If we see it, 
we will come to love it and help protect it for future 
generations.

The key problem is the poor legal access to private land 
and no overarching legislation to govern this. 

We are in a miserable place compared to other Northern 
European countries. In Scotland, and to a lesser degree in 
Sweden and Norway, there is an overall right to roam in 
open spaces and outside cultivated land cartilages of 
houses. The walker and hiker bear the risks involved and 
the local landowner has minimal responsibility for acci-
dents and injury.

In England, which has more built-up spaces and struc-
tured ownership, an extensive network of rights of way 
exists. These have been operated for hundreds of years 
and are religiously protected by citizens and now 
enshrined in law. We in Ireland have poor legal protection 
of rights of way and they can be easily removed by 

Access to the Irish Countryside in the 2020s

landowners. The rights of private property are seen as 
paramount in Irish culture.

We in Keep Ireland Open would love to see legislation to 
bring Ireland into line with European norms and to benefit 
from better access to the country. In an ideal world, we 
would advocate for the Scottish “Right to Roam” standard 
and Ireland (like Scotland) being more sparsely populated 
than England, would suggest it is suitable for us. However, 
a decent calibration of extensive rights of way with legal 
protection, is also worthy of consideration.

Political parties in Ireland have been coy about addressing 
this lacuna in our history. Only the Labour party in the 
past and Green party recently have come up with legisla-
tive proposals to address access issues. Fianna Fail and 
Fine Gael were always concerned about the farming con-
stituency in their ranks and their consistent opposition to 
any freeing of walking and hiking rights in the countryside. 
With decent legal changes, farmers and other rural dwell-
ers will benefit in several ways. Sinn Fein has so far not 
shown much interest in this area.

Keep Ireland Open members have worked on several 
walking rights cases to improve access for locals and visi-
tors alike, which will make Ireland a more welcoming 
place. We appeal to politicians to give serious considera-
tion to improve the legal situation around access to the 
countryside.

Eric Conroy
Keep Ireland Open
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If you wish to pay by Credit Transfer or to set up a Standing Order, please complete the box below and bring it or 
post to your Bank, making sure that you fill in the “Narrative” so that we can recognise the payment.  Please post a 
copy of your application to join (so that we have your details) to the Membership Secretary  at the address below.
 
Your name  ................................................................   Account  Number .........................................................
Address     .................................................................   Sort Code ....................................................................
  .................................................................  IBAN ...........................................................................
  .................................................................  BIC (if required) ...........................................................

Please pay the sum of € ......................once only on the ____ /____ / ____ or annually on the ____ /____ / ____            
to the account of Keep Ireland Open, at  A.I.B.,  40/41 Westmoreland  Street, Dublin 2.
Account Number: 20207021     Sort Code: 93-33-84     IBAN: IE85 AIBK 93338420  2070 21     BIC: AIBKIE2D

“Narrative” (your name or the Group name).  .....................................................................................................

Signed  ..............................................................................    Date .................................................................

If you are paying by Cheque or Postal Order please return this form to the membership secretary at the following address:
Member Secretary - 43 Dun Emer Drive, Dundrum, D16FC42.

Subscription:                     € ............    Name of Walking Group if a member………………………………………………….
Donation (if desired):        € ...........
Remittance enclosed        € ...........

Individual Membership                             
Name  ....................................................................... Address: .......................................................................
......................................................................................................................................................................
Eircode  ............................................. Telephone ..................................... Email  ............................................

Group Subscription (Name of group) ...............................................................................................................
Group Contact  ..........................................................  Address: ......................................................................
......................................................................................................................................................................
Eircode  ............................................. Telephone ..................................... Email  ............................................

Subscription Rates
Individual: €20 (unwaged €12)
Group Membership: (minimum €50, maximum €150)

If you wish,  please send us details of the officers of your Club for our Newletter circulation.

Visit our website to sign up:
https://www.keepirelandopen.org/how-to-join/
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