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1. Introduction
“We must begin thinking like a river if we are
to leave a legacy of beauty and life for future
generations.” 1
“In the past, towns in Ireland turned their
backs on their rivers but we are now looking
at the value of rivers for quality drinking
water, ecotourism, biodiversity and ultimately
to support healthy communities and
economic development” 2
1.1 Why this report?
It is a long stated ambition of Offaly County Council
to protect, rehabilitate, re-purpose and raise awareness
of the significance of the water bodies within its area
of operation. While much attention has been focused
over the years on the Grand Canal as a resource for
recreation and tourism, rather less attention has been
paid to increasing the public’s appreciation of an
equally important waterway – the Tullamore River.
For years it has suffered the fate of rivers in many
Irish towns – out of sight and out of mind. There are
signs however that this situation is changing. Largely
driven by those within the local authority with the
responsibility for safeguarding the environment and
water services, supported by Inland Fisheries Ireland
and encouraged by a range of like-minded agencies, a
more enlightened approach is slowly but surely being
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embedded. This approach has at its core a recognition
that water – whether configured as river, stream, lake or
canal – is a vital resource for promoting the well-being
of people and places. It needs to be valued, looked
after and responsibly used. Above all, it requires many
players to work collaboratively to a common agenda to
ensure that what needs to be done is done.
This report is the outcome of one such collaborative
process. It sets out a shared agenda for how best to
look after, rehabilitate and raise awareness of the
Tullamore River. It identifies projects along, on and in
the river which can be developed to increase amenity,
recreational opportunity and biodiversity, and through
restoring its ecological integrity, bring the river back
to life.
This report is very much project-based so that
individual areas – the areas of focus - can be developed
as opportunities arise. The projects do, however, fit into
an overall ambition, the aim of which is to maximise
the potential for the river to provide an amenity for
the people of Tullamore whilst improving the health
and biodiversity of the river itself, thereby achieving
the aims of all those who have expressed an interest in
this resource including those who have been involved
in the project to date.

1.2 How we went about the work

A key objective of Tullamore River feasibility assessment was to meaningfully engage with a range
of stakeholders who have an interest in the river.
Supported by Offaly County Council’s Environment
and Water Services team, both one-on-one
conversations and facilitated group workshops were
designed to determine how these interested parties
perceived the river; the challenges presented by an
initiative of this kind and what they believed was
needed to make it a more central resource for the town.

These conversations and map-based working sessions
provided opportunities for all to learn about the
current condition of the Tullamore River; find out
more about the plans, proposals and initiatives that
had relevance for the river and share their opinions
about its future. The outcomes of these conversations
helped enormously with our understanding of the
river, its catchment, its journey through the town
and, above all, how best to shape a realistic plan for
its future.

1. David Bower, quoted in Brower, K. (2012) The Wildness Within: Remembering David Brower. Berkeley, Heyday.
2. Bernie O’Flaherty, Local Authority Waters and Communities Office quoted in Thompson, S. River movements seek flow of rights to waterways. The Irish Times, Sat April 14th 2018.
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Figure 1: The Tullamore River Catchment. Source: Landheer, J & Galvin, C. (2006) Tullamore Flood Risk Assessment & Management Plan.
Office of Public Works.

2. Tullamore River – Challenge & Opportunity
2.1 The Tullamore River catchment
The Tullamore river is approximately 22km long
from its source in the Slieve Bloom Mountains to
its confluence with the Clodiagh river some 4km
downstream of Tullamore town. It is a tributary of the
Clodiagh river, which discharges to the river Brosna
and eventually, to the River Shannon, Lough Derg and
the Shannon estuary. While its catchment consists
primarily of farmland, it also includes a significant part
of the Tullamore urban area. This report focuses on
the stretch of river within the urban area of Tullamore
town – from the Whitehall Estate in the east to Marian
Place in the west.
The Grand Canal, highlighted in red, in Figure 1, is a
former transport link between Dublin and the Shannon
River and now primarily used as a recreational
resource. The water level in the Grand Canal is
artificially controlled by a series of locks which are
operated and maintained by Waterways Ireland. Under
normal circumstances, the Grand Canal would not be
expected to significantly interact with the hydrology
of the Tullamore River catchment. However, if, as a
result of significant rainfall, the water level in the canal
cannot be controlled, an overflow into the Tullamore
River catchment is used to discharge excess flow. The
Barony River, a tributary to the Tullamore River, has its
catchment area upstream of the Grand Canal.
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2.2 The Tullamore River
While the Tullamore river has had a long history of
serious pollution, with the significant upgrading of
the town’s waste water treatment plant, which came
into operation in 2012, the quality of the water in the
river has improved. Fish are an important indicator
species of water quality and, while it is regarded more
as a nursery rather than an angling river, its ecological
status has been determined as moderate. It is capable
of supporting salmonid species such as Brown Trout.
While Pike and Roach have not been recorded since
2008, other species present include Gudgeon, Minnow,
Stone loach and 3-spined stickleback.3
A key challenge for the river is the lack of a riparian
zone immediately along those stretches running
through the centre of town. The river appears in places
to be heavily canalised and, where edged by hard
boundaries, expanses of fenced tarmac carparks or
the backs of commercial premises, it is channeled into
what is effectively a reinforced trough. Development
of an attractive waterside area is heavily constrained
as the river channel sides are in places quite steep
making access for both maintenance and members of
the public difficult.
Mostly hidden from view, the waterway is still
unknown to many, a source of concern for others due
to the prospect of flooding and vulnerable to neglect
and harm through patchy maintenance and indifferent
development or management. Even in places where
care has been taken to accommodate the river with
high quality public space, such as the area to the rear of
the Library, these interventions appear to be piecemeal
and lacking any sense of coherence, consistency or

Tullamore: Living River Project

continuity. In addition to this, the river is heavily
vegetated and in many areas polluted by waste which
is either discarded from adjoining properties or just
tossed in by passersby.
Having said this there is great potential and a
willingness to address these matters. The bridges,
especially those of heritage significance, afford
wonderful opportunities to see into and hear the river.
There is also an opportunity for the award winning
public park - Lloyd Town Park – and other open spaces
to better embrace the river through improving the
riverside experience. The river also has the potential
to provide a vital link in connecting urban spaces
and, over time, becoming a key part of Tullamore’s
developing network of paths, trails and routes. It has
the potential not only to link, open up and interpret

places of interest associated with the heritage of the
town and its waterways, it can also join up wildlife
corridors along its route as well as provide healthier
journeys to schools, places of work, facilities and
services.

Figures 2 & 3: Lloyd Town Park has not only retained its Green Flag Award for a second year, it has also received its first pollinator award.
3. Kelly et al (2017) National Research Survey Programme: Rivers 2016. Inland Fisheries Ireland. Report number: 1-4390
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The Water Framework Directive establishes a legal
framework to protect and restore clean water across
Europe and ensure its long-term, sustainable use.
The directive establishes an innovative approach
for water management based on river basins, the
natural geographical and hydrological units, and it
sets specific deadlines for Member States to protect
aquatic ecosystems. The directive addresses inland
surface waters, transitional waters, coastal waters
and groundwater, and it establishes innovative
principles for water management, including public
participation in planning and economic approaches,
including the recovery of the cost of water services.
Articles 4, 10, 11 and 16 and Annexes V, VIII, IX
and X of the directive address chemical pollution.
Directive 2008/105/EC of 16 December 2008
establishes Environmental Quality Standards for the
33 first priority substances.

Water Framework Directive

• the EU Habitats Directive supports river
restoration across Europe. It aims to protect the
wild plants, animals and habitats that make up
our diverse natural environment. The directive
created a network of protected areas around the
European Union of national and international
importance known as Natura 2000 sites.

3. A Shared Ambition
3.1 Across Europe
The Water Framework Directive (WDF), adopted
in 2000, is the key piece of European legislation
supporting river restoration. It introduced an
integrated approach to water management through
the development of river basin management plans and
aims to restore Europe’s rivers, lakes, small waterbodies
and wetlands to good ecological status. Member states
submitted their first River Basin Management Plans
(RBMPs) in 2009. These have undergone subsequent
revisions since 2015. The ecological concerns are given
special emphasis due to the requirements of the WFD.
The balance that needs to be achieved between these
diverse and often competing requirements depends on
the site-specific conditions.
While the WFD offers opportunities for river
restoration other measures to improve and accelerate
implementation include;
• a strategy on green infrastructure to make greater
use of wetlands and other natural and seminatural areas across Europe to support cleaner
waters and reduced flood risk
• the EU Floods Directive which recognises the
role of the restoration of river ecosystems plays in
mitigating and decreasing flood risks through the
adoption of flood risk management plans
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3.2 Across Ireland
The Water Framework Directive sets out the
environmental objectives which are required to be
met through the process of river basin planning and
implementation of those plans. Specific objectives are
set out for surface water, groundwater and protected
areas. The challenges that must be overcome are not
insignificant therefore a key purpose of the Irish
Government’s response – the recently published
River Basin Management Plan for Ireland 2018-2021
- sets out the priorities for action which will guide the
implementation of the Plan. In setting out the actions
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which Ireland will take to improve water quality and
achieve ‘good’ ecological status in water bodies (rivers,
lakes, estuaries and coastal waters) by 2027, the new
Plan provides a more coordinated framework for
improving the quality of Irish waters in order to protect
public health, the environment, water amenities and to
sustain water-intensive industries, including agri-food
and tourism, particularly in rural Ireland.
While the Tullamore River Catchment is not included
in the catchments which have been prioritised for
action within the River Basin Management Plan
during this cycle (2018-2021), there is scope for the
progression of pilots in sub-catchments with more
complex issues that require multi-disciplinary and
cross-agency approaches with targeted actions for
those water bodies not currently prioritised but which
are ‘at risk’ to be undertaken in the third cycle (20212027).
The Local Authority Waters Programme (LAWP),
previously called the Local Authority Waters &
Communities Office, is a shared service working
with Local Authorities and state agencies to develop
and implement River Basin Management Plans in
Ireland, as required under the EU Water Framework
Directive. The core focus of LAWP’s work is to
protect and improve water quality in rivers, lakes,
groundwater, estuaries and coastal waters. Two teams
- the Communities Team and the Catchments Team
- work closely together, operating out of 13 different
Local Authority centres across the country.
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3.3 Offaly County Council

It is the Council’s policy to comply with the provisions
of the EU Water Framework Directive in order to fulfil
its obligations relating to water quality and therefore
to implement the provisions of the new River Basin
Management Plan. To this end the Council works with
other statutory authorities/agencies and stakeholders
in the preparation and implementation of water
quality monitoring and management plans. While
County Offaly’s groundwater and surface waters are
generally of good quality, there are many impacts and
pressures that need to be addressed to bring all waters
up to a satisfactory level.

4. Our Approach
4.1 Types of Intervention
Against the background of the Water Framework
Directive, different levels of intervention can be
distinguished. These include;
• Restoration which is directed towards recreating
the pristine physical, chemical and biological
state of a river. In its purest sense it means a
full structural and functional return to a predisturbance state
• Renaturalisation or naturalisation which
describes the naturalistic way of bringing a river
ecosystem back to a natural state but without
targeting the really pristine, pre- disturbance state
• Rehabilitation which indicates a process which
can be defined as the partial functional and/or
structural return to a former or pre-degradation
condition of a river or putting it back to good
working order with an emphasis here on restoring
its ecological state.
• Enhancement which means an improvement of
the current state of a river and its surroundings. It
aims, through an integrated approach, to optimise
the ecological, social, economic and aesthetic
properties of the river resource.
The rehabilitation of urban rivers is a relatively new
endeavour which sets out first and foremost to reverse
adverse ecological impacts such as poor water quality
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which can have substantial effects on aquatic habitats
and biodiversity. Besides the ecological issues in
urban areas there is also a cultural framework for water
rehabilitation which needs to be taken into account.
This means that social, economic and aesthetic
requirements have also to be considered. According to
the principles of sustainability, a balancing of all aims
is needed. It is within the context of enhancement that
our approach is grounded, whereby the ecological,
social, economic and aesthetic multi- functionality
of Tullamore River along with its riparian areas are
regarded in an integrated way.
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4.2 An Integrated Approach

Synergies in river restoration occur when benefits can
be found for the environment, for people and for places.
Trade-off occurs when one changes at the expense of
the other. In the past, land use decisions were often
based on societal needs without fully weighing up
the potential ecosystem consequences and the loss of
other services or uses. Even today, not enough effort
goes into finding synergies between sectors for the
benefit of river restoration. This is because different
sectors are driven by different motivations and there is
little discussion between groups.

However, this is changing not only because of the
high costs of restoration but also because of the
need to harmonise activities for all sectors of society.
Harmonising benefits for ‘win-win’ scenarios for
river restoration by improving ecological features,
enhancing habitat, engaging communities and
promoting responsive planning underpins the
integrated approach being advocated for the Tullamore
River as illustrated in Figure 4.

LOOK AFTER THE RIVER

FOCUS ON WATER QUALITY

CONNECT PEOPLE WITH
THE RIVER

FOCUS ON BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE
Figure 4: An Integrated Approach
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LIVING
RIVER
PROJECT
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LOOK AFTER THE RIVER CORRIDOR

FOCUS ON BIODIVERSITY

MAKE ROOM FOR THE RIVER

FOCUS ON LAND USE PLANNING

5. Our Plan
The purpose of the plan is to;
• re-orient Tullamore town to its river
• engage and influence those who have the ability to
make things happen
• coordinate existing river regeneration activities
and avoid duplication
• propose an initial set of actions to be delivered in
partnership
• help secure resources both financial and practical
for collaborative work
• provide the links with other initiatives
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Attitudes have begun to change with many people
tuned in to the potential of the Tullamore River. Now
is a perfect time for the town to begin the process of
reconnecting with its river. Many parts of the river are
unappealing, but could be wonderful. Realising the
potential will take a great deal of hard work, investment,
and, above all, the engagement of many different people
working together. Partnership is essential because the
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river is not the responsibility of any single agency. The
plan is set out in summary overleaf at Figure 5. The
‘supporting projects’, the spatial elements of which
are illustrated on pages 10 & 11 at Figures 6 & 7, are
further detailed in the following pages. These projects
are presented here relative to their capacity to provide
an integrated response to the objectives of the plan.
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LIVING RIVER PROJECT: AT A GLANCE

LOOK AFTER THE RIVER

Biodiversity

LOOK AFTER THE RIVER CORRIDOR

Connected Communities

Behavioural Change

CONNECT PEOPLE WITH THE
RIVER

Responsive Development

Land Use Planning

MAKE ROOM FOR THE RIVER

PROTECT THE HEALTH AND ENHANCE THE COMMUNITY BENEFIT OF THE TULLAMORE RIVER

Water Quality
Healthy Habitats

GOAL

FOCUS
Healthy Water

PROMOTE GOOD PRACTICE
Green and blue infrastructure planning
Connectivity & movement
Regeneration & repurposing
Adaptive floodplain management

AN INTEGRATED
APPROACH

OBJECTIVE

GENERATE APPRECIATION
Create awareness
Promote understanding
Invite participation
Facilitate well-being
Nurture advocacy

KEY ACTION AREAS

ENHANCE BIODIVERSITY
Riparian management
Instream habitat improvement
Channel re-profiling
Flow modification
Instream species management
Riparian species management
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‘Stepping Stones’ – pilot an Integrated Constructed Wetlands Scheme

‘Our River Our Future’ – establish a Tullamore River Catchment Trust

‘Places of Possibility’ – find new uses for derelict buildings & neglected
spaces

‘Vital Connections’ - facilitate public
access to, along and across the river
at selected locations and enhance its
visual amenity

‘Spanning Place & Time’- rediscover, highlight, interpret and make more of the bridges of Tullamore

‘Habitats for Wildlife’ – instream & riverbank works to encourage
aquatic and riparian wildlife

‘Let the Light In’ – a programme of vegetation cut back, removal and
selective re-planting

‘River Guardians’ – a volunteer
recruitment programme

‘Big River Clean-Up’ – instigate action to remove waste material from the river and riverbank

MEET WATER QUALITY
TARGETS
Water quality management
Nutrient / contaminant
reduction
System misconnections
Stormwater management
Monitoring & reporting

SUPPORTING
PROJECTS

Figure 5: The Plan at a Glance

MAPPING THE PLAN

Figure 6: Mapping The Plan

STEPPING STONES
Pilot an Integrated Constructed Wetlands Scheme
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SPANNING PLACE & TIME
Rediscover the Bridges of Tullamore

Proposed Integrated Constructed Wetlands Scheme

KEY

Bridges - opportunities to celebrate the river and river views

RIVER - WIDE INITIATIVES

LET THE LIGHT IN

Opportunity to re-open pedestrian bridges

VITAL CONNECTIONS
Facilitate Public Access to, along and across the River at Selected
Locations

Public riverside green spaces

Private riverside green spaces

Broad areas of public realm/urban design focus

HABITATS FOR WILDLIFE

BIG RIVER CLEAN UP

New/improved urban spaces and river connection opportunities
Opportunities for green and blue infrastructure connections within future
developments
Consider design interventions to better link park with river
Buildings with a role to play in river connectivity

PLACES OF POSSIBILITY
Find New Uses for Derelict Buildings & Neglected Spaces
Riverside heritage structures – interpretation / restoration opportunities
Current riverside car parks – opportunities for better riverside uses
Potential boardwalk
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PHASE 1
Figure 7: Mapping The Plan, Phase 1

Ensure old and new buildings embrace the river and attention
is paid to public realm design, lighting, etc.

Improve visual amenity of public realm

Proposed Integrated Constructed Wetlands Scheme

Public riverside green space

Broad areas of public realm/urban design focus

Current riverside car parks – opportunities for better riverside uses

Riverside heritage structures – interpretation / restoration opportunities

Buildings with a role to play in river connectivity

Consider design interventions to better link park with river

New/improved urban spaces and river connection opportunities

Opportunity to re-open pedestrian bridge

Bridges - opportunities to celebrate the river and river views

KEY
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Mapping The Plan: Phase 1

TULLAMORE RIVER - A VITAL LINK IN THE EMERGING NETWORK OF LOOPED ROUTES

Grand Canal

Tullamore River

Charleville Demesne
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Tullamore

Lloyd Town Park

BIG RIVER CLEAN-UP
Instigate action to remove waste
material from the river and riverbank
Waste such as litter can be especially harmful to aquatic
animals that may view it as food or a suitable place to
live. Spoil and waste material which is discarded from
adjacent sites and dumped on the riverbank is not only
problematic for riparian wildlife, it can pose a threat to
the safety of those needing to access the waterway for
maintenance as well as being unsightly for passersby.
Natural debris such as logs, leaves, and soil can be good
for wildlife but too much can restrict water flow. Many
communities across the country have stream and river
clean-up campaigns.
Volunteers can join an established clean-up effort
such as those organised by the Tullamore Tidy Towns
group which has been instrumental in recording,
communicating, managing and enhancing wildlife in
the town. This type of activity enables people to see,
first-hand, the impacts of their clean-up efforts on the
condition of the river, the riverbank and quality of the
water.
Ultimately, such clean-ups encourage and empower
citizens to participate in other activities aimed at
improving water quality.
River clean-ups if well targeted, focused and executed
require a very small budget. They provide excellent
publicity and local businesses are often willing to
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cover the costs of necessary items. The goals of such an
initiative might include;
• Establishing a connection between the particular
stretch of river to be targeted and the local people
and businesses within its vicinity / sphere of
influence
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• Helping citizens to see first-hand the impact of
their clean-up efforts on the condition of the river,
the riverbank and the quality of the water

• Encouraging and empowering citizens to
participate in other activities aimed at improving
water quality in their area

LET THE LIGHT IN
Initiate a programme of vegetation
cut back, removal and selective replanting
The riparian zone forms an all-important link between
the environments of water and land. The structure,
species composition and extent of riparian vegetation
play an important part in the quality of the water
environment. The riparian zone has many important
benefits in that it;
• provides habitat and habitat connectivity
• strengthens rivers banks
• mitigates diffuse pollution
• reduces the risk of flooding
• promotes the amenity value of the river
In general, when planting trees and shrubs on a
riverbank, the aim should be to use native species
appropriate to the local area and expert guidance
will be sought on what is ‘appropriate’. Suitable native
tree species might include alder, birch, aspen and
willow, all of which thrive on wet soils. In time, they
will overhang the riverbank providing shade and
food insects for fish.4 Shade influences the growth of
aquatic plants, freshwater algae and ground plants. In
turn, this can affect assemblages of invertebrates and
fish. Consequently, selection of the appropriate species
and the determination of the location and density of
planting will require careful consideration. If planned

4. Basil Mannion, Local Authority Waters and Communities Office
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correctly, habitat enhancement from tree planting
may, through shading, reduce the need for weed and
algae management in lower reaches of the river. In
addition, marginal and emergent vegetation such as
reed, rush, grass and sedge species along the riverbank
beneath existing walkways will not only provide
erosion protection for the base of the bank but will
also make for a more interesting view and will result
in increased habitat and food for riparian animals and
plants as well as bank cover for fish and the movement
of mammals such as otters.
Providing people with a view of the river is an
important consideration. The judicious cutting back
of tree branches within the areas of focus along the
course of the river – such as, for example, from the
upstream bridge on Main Street and extending along
the rear of the apartments on new Main Street – will
not only afford a better view but will also reduce the
‘tunnelling effect’ whereby over-abundant vegetation
can reduce the amount of light received by the river.
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HABITATS FOR WILDLIFE
Initiate a programme of instream
& riverbank works to encourage
aquatic and riparian wildlife
“A fundamental characteristic of ecosystems
is that biological diversity requires habitat
complexity. In the case of aquatic ecosystems,
features such as channel structure, bed material,
flow velocity, water quality, temperature, and
nutrient availability influence biotic diversity.
Structural complexity creates an array of
microhabitats that provide for the needs of an
assortment of species throughout their various
life stages. Conversely, community diversity
in streams with simple habitat is lower than
in those with higher habitat complexity...
Complex hydraulics, interacting with sediment and vegetation (including roots and
large wood), create and maintain ecosystem
structure.” 5
"Based on the Tullamore Biodiversity report
2013, it is the intention to remove excessive
silt deposits in the river sections between Main
Street and the Town Park and install rounded
clean gravels from a local quarry provider
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(ideally limestone) to encourage brown trout
to spawn. Consultation with Inland Fisheries
Ireland (IFI), the Office of Public Works
(OPW) and local anglers will be required to
progress this action" 6
Large-scale restoration is often impossible in restrained
urban rivers so in-channel enhancements can be a good
way to introduce some habitat complexity to improve
biodiversity and make a river more aesthetically
pleasing. The aim of intervention should be to;
• create sinuosity in the river channel
• provide longitudinal connectivity for wildlife
• improve the aesthetics of the river where possible
Positioning appropriately sized, randomly placed
boulders and deflectors can increase habitat availability
as can the insertion of gravel, spawning beds, artificial
riffles, weirs and logs within the river channel. This
will encourage the formation of pools and increase
instream habitat variability such as riffles and runs
necessary to support fish, invertebrates and other
aquatic flora and fauna.7
Riverbank interventions such as replacing or, what is
more likely to be the case, the softening of unappealing
hard-engineered armouring can enhance the quality
of green spaces by providing wildlife rich areas. They
can also provide much needed routes for wildlife.
Even where bank reinforcement has already been
undertaken, it is often possible to incorporate measures
that not only screen the visual impacts but also provide
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habitat. Considerable aesthetic and wildlife value
can be derived from the incorporation of vegetation
planting in front of hard-engineered banks. Where
the river flows alongside the Town Park, while visual
amenity and safety are more likely to be of paramount
importance when establishing vegetation, this does not
mean that planting should not be targeted for wildlife.

Other measures could include the installation of
Otter holts above the flood mark – we note here the
requirement for holts to have both entrance and exit
above the flood mark. In addition to this the provision
of a setback area on either river bank - minimal size 3m
x 3m or greater if possible - can act as an otter and other
wildlife resting area. Such areas could be landscaped to
incorporate boulders and planted with native species.
The judicious installation of bird nesting boxes along
the riverbank, pending advice from BirdWatch Ireland,
provides a further opportunity to encourage wildlife.

Otter Holts

‘The installation of a culvert is a lesser but also a
viable option to otter holts. The installation of
concrete culvert pipes perpendicular to the water
flow would be even more beneficial in this regard.
Ideally more than one culvert should be installed
and a number of these culverts should be joined
together so as to form a bend. Additionally, this
chamber should be formed out of sight – i.e. buried
under the bank. Otters will fundamentally use
anything that is stable with a cavity and secure from
disturbance by humans’ 8

5. Saldi-Caromile et al (2004) Stream Habitat Restoration Guidelines: Final Draft. Washington Departments of Fish and Wildlife and Ecology and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Olympia, Wash.
6. INSERT SOURCE
7. Basil Mannion, Local Authority Waters and Communities Office
8. Basil Mannion, Local Authority Waters and Communities Office
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SPANNING PLACE & TIME
Rediscover, highlight, interpret
and make more of the bridges of
Tullamore
Bridges play multiple roles in the built environment.
As functional infrastructure, they facilitate the
movement of people on a daily basis. Whether they
are engineering marvels, architectural heritage
gems, or places of interest in their own right, they
are physical connectors, making movement possible
between different areas. They can also serve as social
connectors, facilitating commerce and interaction
between people and importantly, for those who take
the time to linger, interaction with the river.
Bridges are part of the existing street pattern, and
while some are looked after, others lie unused and
forgotten. No matter what their status they need to
be treated as places - as mini destinations to spend
time in; as vantage points to experience the sights and
sounds of the river and as places to learn more about
their particular heritage story.
The Tullamore river is crossed by some seven bridges
within the urban area, not including the Railway
bridge which lies just beyond our area of study. In a
study of the natural heritage value of bridges in county
Offaly 9, bird and bat surveys revealed evidence of
eight bird species, including Dippers, potentially using
the bridges surveyed as breeding sites. An extensive
ecological study underway in counties Cork and
Waterford 10 clearly demonstrates the vital role that
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bridges play in conserving wildlife. They can provide
important nesting and roosting sites for Dippers and
Grey wagtails. The ecology of Dippers, for example,
is intimately linked to river ecosystems, as they rely
on them for food and breeding. As a consequence
of their close association with riparian ecosystems,
Dippers are considered a good bioindicator species.
While the presence of ivy can serve to undermine
the structural integrity of older bridges, where it does
occur, wrens are often observed as well. Bridges can
provide a vital roosting habitat for bats and they can
also facilitate access across wide stretches of water
for small mammals such as voles and squirrels. With
their frequency of ledges, holes and crevices, and more
varied vegetation, masonry bridges are more appealing

Figure 8: Tullamore River Bridges

9. Copland, A. (2007) Avifauna of Bridges in County Offaly, BirdWatch Ireland.
10. Smiddy, P., O’Mahony B. & O’Halloran, J. (Ongoing) Dipper Ecology Project. University College Cork.
11. Hammond, F. (2005) Bridges of County Offaly: An Industrial Heritage Review. Offaly County Council, Heritage Council.
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to wildlife than modern ones given their capacity to
provide both shelter and food. 11

Figure 9: Pound Bridge: Single-arch masonry road bridge, built
1857, carrying the Tullamore to Daingean road over the Tullamore
River

VITAL CONNECTIONS
Facilitate public access to, along and
across the river at selected locations
Providing high quality green space in an urban
environment is at the heart of sustainable regeneration
and renewal. Just as it is critical to maintain and
enhance the built environment and its supporting
infrastructure, it is vital to maintain and enhance
Tullamore’s green and blue infrastructure. We need to
ensure that urban development makes room for and
positively embraces the river not as a boundary but,
together with its associated green spaces, as an integral
part of urban regeneration.
Experiencing the changes in river patterns and water
levels helps people to reconnect with natural processes
as annual seasonal rhythms and weather patterns are
mirrored in the ebb and flow of the river. The sight and
sound of running water and the feeling of being closer
to nature can all help to improve people’s sense of wellbeing.
The ambition here is to knit the river into Tullamore’s
developing network of paths, trails and routes thereby
providing for healthier journeys to and from schools,
places of work, facilities and services. For example,
there is an opportunity to extend the existing walkway
along the apartments at the rear of new Main Street
so as to allow pedestrian access from the existing
carpark along the bank of the river. Through a careful
process of reinforcing existing connections, creating
new ones and, importantly, conditioning proposed

Tullamore: Living River Project

developments to encourage riverfront orientation,
there are opportunities to encourage interaction with
the river through clearly defining and establishing
pedestrian desire lines; linking the main elements
of the urban structure - such as Market Square with
O’Connor Square - and guiding movement along safe
and attractive routes.
In time, as other restoration measures kick in,
opportunities to safely access the river for recreation
will be progressed. Design interventions to better link
the Town Park with the river; leaving occasional open
space for the casting of bait into fishing areas such as
pools and the creation of angling pools for children to
go fishing and pond dipping areas can be developed
at desired locations. Advice on the construction of
angling pools will be sought as part of the outworking
of this aspect of the project.
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PLACES OF POSSIBILITY
Find new uses for derelict buildings
and neglected spaces in the river
environment
Within the context of towns with historic urban cores,
cultural heritage has tended to focus on the built urban
fabric whilst paying less attention to the rivers that
were, in many cases, the reason for their location. In
many cities and towns, conservation practices have
followed a ‘monument centric’ approach focusing
on the restoration of heritage buildings and sites but
often neglecting the cultural value of ecosystems at
large, and especially rivers. The ambition here is to
focus attention on the spatial relationship between
the urban structure and the river corridor – the river
environment. By recognising the river as part of
the cultural landscape, as an integral component of
Tullamore’s common heritage, collective memory and
identity, the aim is to consider the river environment –
both its natural and cultural heritage significance - as a
single entity rather than two separate ones.
The River Environment
A river environment includes the river within its
normal course, and all nearby sites where human
activities have affected the river or have been directly
affected by the river. Spatially, this “environment”
does not necessarily consist of adjoining areas:
functional links are just as important as physical
ones. This definition allows us to explain, appreciate
and celebrate how previous generations used and
valued the river and how they altered it in the past.

Tullamore: Living River Project

The ‘river relatedness’ of many of the old buildings
within Tullamore resonates deeply, especially for
those who have new ideas or want to be innovative.
They trigger memories and reflect the patina of the
different stages in the evolution of the town. While
they promote a sense of lineage that is very tangible,
many are neglected and in a bad state of repair. Done
well however, the restoration and repurposing of old
buildings can act as a catalyst for people to connect
with the river in multiple ways.
Clusters of riverside historic buildings can promote
opportunities for incidental learning for people
locally and for visitors as they pass by; older buildings
often have spaces that are unusual, stimulate and
encourage flexible use and that can be adapted to
new requirements. All these attributes do not always
come together in one single building. That is why it
is important to take the wider context – the river
environment – into account. Seen collectively with
an eye to future prospects, the potential power of this
heritage resource for learning, for interpretation and
for new uses becomes apparent.
Lost urban rivers, whether they are physically buried
in culverts, or simply obscured from everyday view
and therefore forgotten about, are being uncovered
and rediscovered in towns and cities elsewhere as part
of more enlightened approaches to urban planning
and development. ‘Daylighting’ and ‘revitalisation’
of streams and rivers are now seen as key tools for
achieving a range of benefit for urban areas.
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Daylighting

Daylighting rivers or streams is the process of
removing obstructions (such as concrete or
pavement) which are covering a river, stream, or
drainage way and restoring them to their previous
condition. As urban areas are developed with
roadways, expanses of carparks, and buildings,
waterways are sometimes redirected, covered
in impervious material, and/or buried in pipes,
culverts, or a drainage system to create a more
buildable surface area or in an attempt to protect
properties from flooding. Unfortunately, burying
or covering rivers and streams has the unintended
consequences of increasing nutrient pollution,
degrading habitats, and increasing downstream
flooding. Daylighting removes these artificial
impediments and reestablishes rivers and streams
within their original channels where possible or,
where development is in the way, creates a new
channel for the waterway. The resulting restored
river or stream provides stormwater benefits
as well as numerous aesthetic, economic, and
environmental co-benefits.

For many daylighting projects, urban conservation—
improving habitats for wildlife species - is a key
outcome. As such, the primary motive for undertaking
stream daylighting is often the restoration of
disintegrated riparian habitat. Other motivations stem
from the desire to use open stream channels for water

runoff transportation or to create spaces for urban
recreation and amenity.
Borrowing from the concept of ‘daylighting’, a key
aspect of this ambition for Tullamore is to improve
the livability of the river environment in those areas
– principally neglected, under-used hard surfaced
spaces and backland areas - where the river is regarded
as a fenced off boundary rather than a central feature.
Interventions could include the creation of pocket
river parks or creatively designed public spaces which
embrace the river and encourage interaction with the
river environment.

“... the successful transformation of what was
once just a temporary car park into a brand
new riverside public open space. Although this
is only a relatively small project, it has had a
big impact on the urban environment and is
already being seen as a catalyst for regeneration
and further improvements upstream.” 12

Tullamore: Living River Project

Figures 10, 11, 12: Porter Brook and Nursery Road Pocket Parks, Sheffield. “This section of a once forgotten waterway has been returned to
a more natural state and transformed into a valuable public green space, with important new wildlife habitats. It also provides an innovative
alternative to standard flood defence systems.” 13

12. Councillor Mary Lea, cabinet member for parks, leisure and tourism at Sheffield City Council, speaking about Porter Brook Pocket Park, the Winner in the ‘Contribution to the Built
Environment’ category in the 2016 Living Waterways Awards.
13. Christopher Rodrigues CBE, Chair of the Living Waterways Awards Assessment Panel, speaking about Porter Brook Pocket Park at the 2016 Living Waterways Awards ceremony.
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RIVER GUARDIANS
The ambition in recruiting ‘river guardians’ is to
promote community appreciation, understanding
and enjoyment of the Tullamore River, which
in turn will foster behaviour change to support
positive environmental interactions. With increasing
community
connection,
responsibility
and
stewardship, the Tullamore River can look forward to
improvements in its overall health. In planning a ‘river
guardians’ initiative we need to;

Tullamore: Living River Project

To effectively involve people in river protection, the
plan needs to identify the key steps that will generate a
change in behaviour. This journey needs to start with
raising awareness, move to promoting understanding,
facilitating enjoyment, nurturing appreciation and
inviting participation – the call to action.

• inform through participative events the broader
community of what behaviours need to be changed

Initiate a volunteer recruitment
programme

There are many activities that could be undertaken
to activate each of these stages and organisations
such as LAWPro, for example, have, as part of their
remit, specific responsibility for promoting public
engagement and participation within the context of the
implementation of the WFD. Other organisations such
as TidyTowns are continually involved in recruiting
volunteers to work on improving the different aspects
of places whether focused on the built environment,
landscaping, sustainable living, local wildlife or
organising litter picks.

• track, evaluate and affirm the behaviour changes
made

• identify people’s ability to change, and what
prevents them from changing

• target key groups with the tools for change

• communicate and increase understanding on how
to make these changes

• develop a custom-built set of behaviour change
tools not only for the urban area but, given the
need to take impacts in the wider catchment into
account, the rural area also – both the agricultural
areas in terms of farming practice and the worked
boglands in terms of the harvesting of peat

• understand the type of changes in behaviour
required

River guardians will be the eyes, ears and voice of the
Tullamore River. There are people drawn from across
the community who are willing to give up their time,
talent and energy to adopt a part of the river and make
it their own. They are willing to walk the river, clean it
up, monitor it, identify problems, celebrate the great
things they see and report their findings across the
network of guardians on social media.
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OUR RIVER OUR FUTURE
Establish a Tullamore River
Catchment Trust
‘Rivers trusts are charities, established by
local people to look after, protect and improve
rivers, streams and lakes in a particular rivercatchment or an area comprising many river
catchments. As local charities they are often
described as having “wet feet” because they have
the reputation of being “doers”, concentrating
their effort on practical catchment, river and
fishery improvement works on the ground. In
the history of almost every trust there has been
a key trigger leading to their formation, for
example through a concern over the general
decline in species and water quality in a river
or a pollution incident which resulted in the
loss of fish and other wildlife. Such events
focus minds and often the decision by local
rivers users, landowners and other interested
parties, to form a new trust or similar body is
often seen as a most appropriate and effective
way forward in order to begin the restoration
of the river.’ 14

Tullamore: Living River Project

The Department of Housing, Planning, Community
and Local Government (DHPCLG) and LAWPro are
keen to see the development of more rivers trusts across
the country. The Department has provided funding to
support the role of All-Ireland Development Officer
to advise and support groups who are interested in
forming a rivers trust in their area. The key benefits in
forming a rivers trust include;
• achieving catchment-wide benefits by targeting
local problems
• raising awareness and providing education
• engaging people who own and manage the resource
such as landowners, farmers, recreational users,
local government, other agencies
47. Ballinderry
48. Inishowen
49. Maine
50. Six Mile
51. Lagan
52. Strule Tributaries
53. River Blackwater Catchment
54. Erne
55. Moy Catchment Rivers Assoc.
56. Nore
57. Slaney
58. Maigue
59. Blackwater
60. Waterville Lakes & Rivers

14. Mark Horton, All-Ireland Rivers Trust Development Officer. Available from https://www.catchments.ie/development-rivers-trusts-ireland/
15. The Rivers Trusts (2016) Annual Review 2016/17. Available from http://www.theriverstrust.org/media/2017/09/AnnualReport-Final-for-web.pdf
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• freedom to apply innovative and locally specific
solutions to local problems

• capacity, given their charitable status, to access
funding

• Identifying new funding sources and redirecting
existing funds to be more effective

• becoming part of a wider network of trusts
providing shared advice and support

Figure 13: Rivers Trusts in Ireland 15

STEPPING STONES
Pilot an Integrated Constructed
Wetlands Scheme
‘The predicted scenarios of wetter winters,
drier summers and increased temperatures
will have a profound impact on rivers.
Excessive fluctuations in flow (from trickle,
to flood, as a result of drought or downpour),
water temperature and water chemistry will
have a significant impact on the management
of flooding; the timing of natural events
(such as fish spawning periods); and people's
opportunity to enjoy and access riverside
walkways and green spaces.’ 16
The process of adapting water management and spatial
planning to the challenges posed by climate change is
already underway. While the primary goal of floodplain
management, for example, is flood attenuation, we
need to recognise the importance of aesthetics and the
interplay of cultural, social and ecological elements
and take these factors into account in an integrated
way. Standardisation must be replaced by tailor-made
designs that not only respect social and geographical
conditions but that also use the local characteristics of
a place creatively. We need to step back from the river,
enable it to flow but think more imaginatively about
how we take its need to have ‘room for manoeuvre’
into account as we plan, develop and grow the town.

Tullamore: Living River Project

This approach also recognises that water systems which
are based on natural characteristics are more resilient
than those which are hard engineered. The creation of
urban Integrated Constructed Wetlands, for example,
can contribute to the livability of towns and cities in
many important ways. They can reduce flooding, filter
waste water, provide urban green spaces, and become a
source of community interest, activation and learning.
If well planned and executed they offer an opportunity
to provide an ecological and community focal point
which could be integrated into the town’s planning and
development for a sustainable future.
Integrated Constructed Wetlands
‘Fundamentally, the concept focuses on the creation
of an ecological infrastructure, which is largely selfmanaging, biologically self-designing, and of social
and economic coherence. This robust, sustainable, and
multi-benefit yield from ICW systems is assured by
appropriate assessment, design, and construction.’ 17
While ICWs are designed and built by people, they
are based on processes that occur naturally within
indigenous wetlands by providing an environment
where the interaction of the wetland and the plants
cleanse the waste water. The process itself involves the
construction of a series of shallow treatment ponds
and the careful selection of plants which provide the
retention time and the capacity required to effectively
treat the waste water. In summary, ICWs

• have very low running and maintenance costs as
nature is doing the work

• support diverse ecosystems for plants and wildlife

• are a sustainable water management tool which
enhances the local environment

• can be used as educational and recreational
centres for local communities with nature walks
or trails, nesting grounds and wildlife viewing
points

• can provide, over time, renewable energy sources
such as biomass – organic materials that can
be taken from an area, treated and reused as a
source of fuel

• can improve the water quality of streams and
rivers in the surrounding area, allowing aquatic
life to flourish

16. The River Restoration Centre (2009) The London Rivers Action Plan. Available from www.therrc.co.uk/lrap/lplan.pdf
17. Harrington, R., Dunne, E.J., Carroll, P., Keohane, J & Ryder, C. (2005) The concept, design and performance of integrated constructed wetlands for the treatment of farmyard dirty water. In: Dunne, E.J., Reddy, K.R & Carton, O.T. (eds.) Nutrient
Management in Agricultural Watersheds: A Wetlands Solution. Wageningen Academic Publishers, Wageningen, the Netherlands, pp. 179-188.
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the constraints associated with seasonal imperatives
e.g. – nesting / spawning periods relative to instream/
riverbank clean-ups and works; and the extent to which
locations / subject sites are owned by the Council/
other public bodies or are privately controlled and the
degree to which negotiation is required to expedite
access/intervention.

6. Activating The Plan
The projects identified are in outline only and each
will require detailed design before implementation. At
this early stage an indication of the cost is provided
– see Figure 14 - and we have allocated each project
into a series of cost bands as a guide to help with
prioritisation.
In terms of the prioritisation of projects, account has
been taken of the ‘window of opportunity’ available
from the potential funding bodies/sources of funding;
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E

D

C

B

A

BAND

Major projects

Large Projects

Maintenance Items

CATEGORY

€250k - €500k

Intermediate Projects €50k - €250k

Minor Works

Over €500k

€10k - €50k

Up to €10k

PRICE RANGE

FOCUS
Healthy Water
Healthy Habitats
Connected Communities

OBJECTIVES

FUNDING SOURCE

Dept Rural & Community Development

FUNDING SOURCE

LAWPro / TidyTowns

LEAD / SUPPORT

TidyTowns / Offaly CoCo

LEAD / SUPPORT

Critical; immediate

PRIORITY

Critical; immediate

PRIORITY

COST BAND

COST BAND

Community Water
Development Fund

A

A

PROJECT NAME: BIG RIVER CLEAN-UP - instigate action to remove waste material from the river and riverbank

Water Quality, Biodiversity,
Behavioural Change

FOCUS
Connected Communities

OBJECTIVES

PROJECT NAME: RIVER GUARDIANS - a volunteer recruitment programme

Behavioural Change

FOCUS
Healthy Habitats, Connected
Communities

OBJECTIVES

B

COST BAND

LEADER: Rural Development Fund

FUNDING SOURCE

Offaly CoCo/OPW/TidyTowns

LEAD / SUPPORT

Important; immediate

PRIORITY

PROJECT NAME: LET THE LIGHT IN - a programme of vegetation cut back, removal and selective re-planting

Biodiversity, Behavioural
Change

FOCUS

Healthy Habitats, Connected
Communities

OBJECTIVES

COST BAND

C

Inland Fisheries
Ireland: Midlands
Fisheries Fund
Minor Capital Works
Fund

FUNDING SOURCE

Offaly County Council / Inland
Fisheries Ireland /NPWS/BirdWatch Ireland

LEAD / SUPPORT

Important; immediate

PRIORITY

PROJECT NAME: HABITATS FOR WILDLIFE - instream & riverbank works to encourage aquatic and riparian wildlife

Biodiversity, Behavioural
Change

FOCUS

Healthy Habitats, Connected
Communities, Responsive Development

OBJECTIVES

COST BAND
B

FUNDING SOURCE

Offaly CoCo

LEAD / SUPPORT

Important; medium term

PRIORITY

PROJECT NAME: SPANNING TIME & PLACE - rediscover, highlight, interpret and make more of the bridges of Tullamore

Biodiversity, Behavioural
Change, Land Use Planning
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FOCUS
Responsive Development

OBJECTIVES

COST BAND
B

FUNDING SOURCE

Offaly CoCo

LEAD / SUPPORT

Important; medium term

PRIORITY

PROJECT NAME: VITAL CONNECTIONS - facilitate public access to, along and across the river at selected locations

Land Use Planning

FOCUS
Connected Communities
Responsive Development

OBJECTIVES

COST BAND
B

FUNDING SOURCE

LEAD / SUPPORT

Offaly CoCo

LEAD / SUPPORT

Desirable; medium term

PRIORITY

Desirable; longer term

PRIORITY

FUNDING SOURCE

Dept of Environment, DECLG / LAWPro / Local
Communities & Local community
Government

PROJECT NAME: PLACES OF POSSIBILITY - find new uses for derelict buildings & neglected spaces

Behavioural Change, Land
Use Planning

FOCUS
Healthy Water
Healthy Habitats
Connected Communities
Responsive Development

OBJECTIVES

A

COST BAND

PROJECT NAME: OUR RIVER, OUR FUTURE - establish a Tullamore River Catchment Trust

Water Quality, Biodiversity,
Behavioural Change,
Responsive Development

FOCUS

Healthy Water
Healthy Habitats
Connected Communities
Responsive Development

OBJECTIVES

COST BAND

D

LEADER: Rural
Development Fund

FUNDING SOURCE

Offaly County Council/
LAWPro / Tullamore River
Catchment Trust

LEAD / SUPPORT

Important; short term

PRIORITY

PROJECT NAME: STEPPING STONES - pilot an Integrated Constructed Wetlands Scheme

Water Quality, Biodiversity,
Behavioural Change,
Responsive Development
Figure 13: Activation Plan
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