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INTRODUCTION 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 Purpose of the Masterplan  

A masterplan establishes a framework that will be used to assess any future 
planning applications, and provides advice on the nature of acceptable 
development, potential uses and design issues. The Council has prepared 
this Masterplan to guide the redevelopment of key sites within the 
Portarlington Town Centre. 
 
 Status of the Masterplan 
It is an objective of the Portarlington Local Area Plan 2007-2013 to prepare 
a masterplan for the town centre and its backlands in the lifetime of the Plan 
(Section 3.5.8). This Masterplan has been prepared within the context of the 
Portarlington Local Area Plan 2007-2013, Laois County Development Plan 
2006-12 and the policies contained in Section 2.3. 
 
 The Area 
The Masterplan Area covers approximately 25.5 hectares and has a 
predominant land use of commercial and residential uses.  
The following specific issues require addressing in this masterplan 
 

 Private development completed within the area 

 Upgrade of services , infrastructure in the area 

 Upgrade of transportation infrastructure to local area 

 
 Map 1: Development Sub Areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Compliance with Development plan 
2006-2012 and Portarlington 2007-
2013 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

 
Since the launch of the Portarlington Flood Relief Study and the adoption of 
the Portarlington LAP 2007-2013 in September 2007, significant proposals 
have emerged for the development of Portarlington town centre.  
 
Laois County Council therefore have prepared a masterplan for the town 
centre area focusing on development opportunities that exist in both 
backland areas and along the riverside.  
 
The plan summarises the opportunities and constraints for development in 
the study area and includes reference to  
 

 Statutory Development Objectives  

 County Context of the study area 

 Land use and transportation objectives  

 Existing and proposed utilities available and  

 Site characteristics of individual character areas within the 
masterplan area.  

 

 

 
 

 
The objectives of the masterplan are  

 Legibility 

 Amenity 

 Flexibility 

 Accessibility 

 Efficiency and image  
 

The masterplan proposes the creation of five development areas within the 
town centre with specific design characteristics. In each of the areas a 
vocabulary of landscape treatments of the public realm spaces is suggested 
with objectives for green spaces , squares , courtyards, greenways, and 
spaces for cars. 
Urban Design Objectives are also addressed for the lands facing onto the 
River Barrow and the Inner Relief Road.  
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 

1.1 Site Topography 
In terms of topography, ground levels are relatively flat.  The main natural 
feature in the area is the River Barrow and associated flood Plain which runs 
along the Northern and Eastern Boundaries of the Masteplan area.  
 
 
 
1.2 Environmental Assessment  
Over 10% of land area in Ireland is formally and legally designated as being 
of European importance for nature conservation. Protection is afforded by 
the designation of Special Protection areas (SPAs), Special Areas of 
Conservation (SACs) and proposed Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs). The 
River Barrow corridor is designated a Special Area of Conservation. 
 
The River Barrow which flows to the north and west of this Masterplan area 
is of considerable conservation significance. In particular, the River Barrow 
represents a ñWilderness Corridorò for wildlife and aquatic life forms through 
the town which is of considerable conservation significance for the 
occurrence of good examples of habitats and of populations of plant and 
animal species that are listed on Annexes I and II of the EU Habitats 
Directive respectively.  
The Councils policy of providing and extending the linear park along the 
River will safeguard and further enhance this amenity. Where natural 

features are in danger from development the Council will exercise its 
development control powers to protect their environment 
 
Furthermore, it has a high conservation value for the populations of bird 
species that use it. However, areas in the town outside this protected site 
also have a level of natural value in terms of the plant and animal life they 
support. It is important that these areas are managed well. 
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
 
 
1.3 Trees 
The Council will not normally grant planning permission for development 
which requires the felling of sound mature trees, save where it is absolutely 
necessary in the interests of residential amenity, traffic safety or the siting of 
the development. 
In such cases the Council will require the developer to replant suitable trees 
and take adequate steps to ensure their survival. There are a small number 
of stands of trees which are attractive features of the town and important in 
their contribution to the architectural setting and these will be examined over 
the plan period with a view to their preservation. 
 
It is the policy of Laois County Council to: 

 protect the natural environment of Portarlington; 

 continue the programme of tree planting throughout the town; 

 identify trees or groups of trees worthy of preservation and to 
secure their protection. 

 
 
1.4 Archaeological Assessment  
A desk based archaeological assessment of the masterplan area has been 
undertaken. This found that there are no recorded sites within the study 
area. 
However the town centre is designated an archaeological zone and it is 
possible that the subject lands have some potential in this regard. 
Developments within this area will require archaeological monitoring by a 
suitably licenced archaeologist prior to their commencement.  
 
 
 
 

 
Zone of Archaeological Potential  
 
1. 5  Site Boundaries and Adjacent features  
The Masterplan lands are bounded by the River Barrow to the North and 
east, residential lands to the west and a mix of residential and town centre 
lands to the south. The adjoining housing developments are generally 
medium density of varying vintage.  
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
1.6  Portarlington Flood Study 
 
Laois and Offaly County Councils, in conjunction with the Office of Public Works (OPW), have undertaken a Strategic Flood Risk and Management Study to 
examine the flooding problem at Portarlington. The Councils both recognise that flood risk must be considered in a strategic manner before development can 
occur in areas known to be prone to flooding. The study has evaluated and quantified the flood risk to the Portarlington area, and has assessed a range of options 
that will reduce the frequency or impact of flooding from the River Barrow and its tributaries. 
 
The preferred option is the construction of floodwalls and embankments through the centre of Portarlington along the River Barrow and the Blackstick Drain with 
the inclusion of mitigating measures to reduce flood levels and enhance the environment. The aim is to provide a flood risk management solution to alleviate 
flooding within Portarlington which provides 100 year standard of protection to properties at risk, whilst improving the development potential of the town. 
 
 

 
Map 2: Flood Risk Management Outline Design 
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
 
1.7 PLANNING POLICY CONTEXT 
 

CONTEXT 

For the purpose of preparing this Masterplan it is essential to understand the 
national, regional and local context within which Portarlington is located.  
 
National Context  
 
The National Spatial Strategy 2002-2020 
The National Spatial Strategy has been developed to assist the balanced 
spatial economic and social growth of the regions throughout Ireland.  
 
The National Spatial Strategy, states that smaller towns such as 
Portarlington can be enhanced through physical and townscape 
improvements, water services, facilities for smaller enterprises and 
enhancements to road and bus networks, offering an attractive environment 
for residential, employment, retailing and service functions. 
 
Retail Planning Guidelines for Local Authorities  
 
The retail planning guidelines for local authorities (RPG) were published by 
the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DoEHLG) 
in January 2005. The guidelines were prepared in response to the 
increasing pressure for retail development and highlight that the key 
challenge facing local authorities is to ensure that there areas can 
accommodate additional development in a way that is efficient, equitable 
and sustainable. The RPG states  
 

It is important to establish the optimum location for new retail development 
which is accessible to all sections of society and is of scale which allows for 
the continued prosperity of traditional Irish town centres and existing retail 
centres. This can only be achieved if strategic retail policies and proposals 
are incorporated in the development plan system. IN this way retail 
development can be guided by development plans. 
  
Regional Context 
 
Portarlington has experienced significant growth in recent years (55% in the 
period 2002-2006), this growth has been recognised by the Midland 
Regional Planning Guidelines (MRPGs) which designated Portarlington as a 
Key Service Town acting as an important driver of their local economy in 
areas that are comparatively remote form the main population centres of the 
region providing vital, economic, administrative and social functions.  
 
 
Portarlington Local Area Plan 2007 ð 2013 
 
The main aim of this Local Area Plan is to set out a framework for the 
physical development of Portarlington, so that growth may take place in a 
sensitive, coïordinated and orderly manner, while at the same time 
conserving the towns character and heritage value. This plan strives to 
inform the general public, statutory authorities, developers and other 
interested bodies of the policy framework, objectives and general land use 
proposals for the Portarlington area. The following table indicates the Land 
use zoning objectives for the Masterplan area.  
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 

 Map 3: Land Use Map 

 

 
 

Table 3.1:  Land Use Zoning for Portarlington 

 

Use  Land Use Zone Objective  

Town Centre  To protect and enhance the special 
physical and social character of the 
existing town centre and to provide for 
new and improved town centre 
facilities and uses. To provide 
primarily for new and improved town 
centre facilities and uses while 
seeking to protect as far as is 
practical and appropriate the special 
residential and social character of the 
existing town centre.   

Residential  To protect and improve existing 
residential amenity; to provide for 
appropriate infill residential 
development; to provide for new and 
improved ancillary services; to 
enhance the amenity of developed 
residential communities and to 
provide for new residential 
development, residential services and 
community facilities.  

Open Space & 
Amenity  

To preserve, provide for and improve 
active and passive recreational public 
and private open space facilities.  

General 
Business  

To provide for and improve retailing 
and commercial activities.  
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
 
Laois Retail Strategy 2006 
Portarlington is designated as a county town centre in the retail hierarchy.  In 
particular, Portarlington has been the recipient of 2 dozen retail proposals in 
recent years.  Some of these proposals form part of applications for housing 
development, while others can be viewed as a reaction to it. Although 
Portlaoise continues to be the dominant retail centre in the County 
(accounting for 73 per cent of all new retail floor space applied for between 
2002 and 2006) retail attention has also been drawn to those settlements 
that are the subject of residential growth, namely Portarlington and the 
Environs of Carlow.  Both of these settlements account for 10 per cent and 
11 per cent of all new retail floor space applied for in the county during this 
period.   
 
 
Portarlington Land Use and Transportation Study The Portarlington 
Land Use and Transportation Study (LUTS) was commissioned by Laois 
and Offaly County Councils in March 2001 in order to provide a strategy for 
the proper future development of Portarlington to the year 2020. The study 
area comprises Portarlington and its immediate hinterland in both counties 
Laois and Offaly. Under the LUTS, the primary role of Portarlington will 
continue to be that of a district centre for retail and services for its hinterland 
in counties Laois and Offaly. It is proposed to develop new housing at a 
higher density to consolidate the town centre and new social, commercial 
and community facilities within the town centre which will allow for ease of 
access and encourage walking and reduce car dependence. An inner relief 
road to the west and south of the town is the preferred option to provide 
mobility in the town and the development of lands inside the rail line. Traffic 
management is also a key component and include provision for: 
 
A pedestrian friendly Main Street and Patrick Street; 

- Improved Traffic Arrangement at Market Square; 
- Reduced on- street parking provision along main street, Patrick 

Street and Market Square to encourage the use of off street 
parking locations; 

- The introduction of a time limit and ultimately a charge for on street 
parking along the Main Street and Patrick Street; 

- Provision of a network of cycle lanes linking schools and amenities 
with residential areas.   
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
The Planning System and Flood Risk Management: Consultation Draft 
Guidelines for Planning Authorities 
 
The Dept of Environment, Heritage and Local Government issued draft 
guidelines on the Planning System and Flood Risk Management in 
September 08.  
 
Planning Authorities will introduce flood risk assessment carried out in 
accordance with the guidelines.  
 
Planning Authorities will assess Planning Applications for development in 
accordance with the provisions of these guidelines following guidance of 
their own or any OPW strategic flood risk assessment and the application of 
the sequential approach and, if necessary, the justification test required by 
these guidelines.  
 
The aim of a sequential approach is to guide development away from areas 
at risk of flooding.   
 
The development has been the subject of a sufficiently detailed flood risk 
assessment, as appropriate to the nature and scale of the development, and 
the potential risk that may arise, which demonstrates that: 

(a) the development will not increase flood risk elsewhere and, if 
possible, will reduce overall flood risk; 

(b) the development proposal includes measures to minimise flood risk 
to people, property and the economy and the environment as far as 
reasonably possible and to ensure that residual risks to the area 
and/or development can be managed to an acceptable level as 
regards the adequacy of existing flood protection measures or the 
design, implementation and funding of any future flood risk 
management measures.  

 
Development should not be permitted in flood risk areas, particularly 
floodplains, except where there are no alternative and appropriate sites 
available in areas at lower risk that are consistent with the objectives of 
proper planning and sustainable development. 
 
Only developments consistent with the overall policy and technical 
approaches of the guidelines should be approved. 
 
The types of development which may be considered in areas vulnerable to 
flooding area: 

- Buildings used for: shops, financial, professional and other 
services; restaurants and café; hot food take aways; offices; 
general industry; storage and distribution; non residential 
institutions; and assembly and leisure.  

- Land and buildings used for holiday or short let caravans and 
camping subject to specific warning and evacuation plans 

- Land and buildings used for agriculture and forestry; 
- Waste treatment (except landfill and hazardous waste); 
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
 
1.8 PLANNING HISTORY 
 
There have been a number of large scale applications in the area. These have a significant impact on the creation of new access routes through the land area, in 
particular the potential to create new edges and routes within the site. The most significant of these are as follows: 
 
 

 071014 Permission refused by An Bord Pleanala to Tesco Ireland Ltd to construct a 
foodstore of 3281sqm gross floor area (2180 sqm net) with off-licence, roundabout and 
access provisions from New Relief Road, assoc. car parking, ancillary signage, 7m high 
Totem Sign, service areas, landscaping, circulation areas, flood relief works and riverside 
walkway access and all site developments.  The reasons for refusal are, inter alia, the 
location of the development on a Candidate Special Area of Conservation and floodplain and 
the design, scale bulk of the building and it proximity to the river.  

 

 06/405 Permission to Emmett McConville for Supervalu to extend(new structures 794.45m2) 
front & side of building to include cafe, extension of retail area by way of change of use of 
part of stock room, office & toilet areas to retail & partial cover to yard at stock loading area 
to rear (total area 1122.45m2) 

 

 04/787 Permission granted to Chris Ryan to erect 20 apartments consisting of 16 no. two 
bedroom and 4 no. one bedroom, also permission for bin bays, roads and all associated site 
works, also permission to demolish an existing dwelling house 

 

 04/1644 Permission granted to Paul & Margaret Mathews to demolish existing building & 
erect 5 no. retail units & 10 apartments comprising of 8 no. 2 bedroom & 2 no. 1 bedroom 
units & all associated site works. 

 

 04/1540 Permission granted to Noel Mooney to erect a 4 storey development, comprising of 
shop/office unit at ground floor with separate store to rear with 3 no. 2 bed apartments & 3 
no. 1 bed apartments above & incorporating a shared access, 

 

 02/128 McCormack & Kelly Ltd erect 3 storey building incorporating 3 no. three bedroom 
apartments, 3 no. one bedroom apartments and associated site works at French Church 
Street. 

 
 

 
Map 4: Planning History
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SECTION 1: The Plan Area  

 
1.9 Architectural Heritage 
Within the Masterplan area, there are quite a number of protected 
structures under the Record of Protect Structures in the Laois County 
Development Plan 2006-2012. These are indicated on the map below. 
The following are the policies of Laois County Council in relation to 
protected structures: 

 preserve and protect Portarlingtonôs built environment and 
heritage status in terms of streetscapes, individual buildings, 
public spaces and features of historical, architectural or artistic 
interest using the powers vested in it by the Planning & 
Development Act 2000; 

 protect the streetscapes and vistas which are resultant from 
Portarlingtonôs present urban form; 

 encourage retention of traditional shop fronts of good quality and 
to ensure that new shop fronts are designed to a high standard 
and along traditional lines, where appropriate; 

 the Planning Authority will exercise its statutory powers to 
preserve and enhance the amenity and unique character of the 
town. A major consideration in development control will be the 
effect of any proposed development upon the visual character of 
the townôs historical and architectural features; 

 protect structures which are included in the Record of Protected 
Structures and which are of special architectural, historical, 
archaeological, artistic, cultural, scientific, social or technical 

interest;       Map 5 Location of Protected Structures 

 recognise the importance of the Main Street and Square area as  public urban space of high quality  

 ensure the retention of original archways / access ways to the 
rear of existing properties. 

 Any proposal involving works to a protected structure or within the vicinity of a protected structure must submit an Architectural Heritage Impact 
Assessment based on advice contained in Architectural Heritage Protection ï Guidelines for Planning Authorities (2004
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SECTION 2 ð The Plan Strategy

2.1 MISSSION STATEMENT  

Vision 
The provision of a high quality built environment within the town centre of Portarlington 

which protects and enhances the natural and built heritage. 
 
 
2.2 Objectives 
In order to realise the vision for Portarlington Town Centre, the following objectives have been identified; 
 
 

 To create a high density, sustainable and mixed use centre; 

 To create a safe and secure environment; 

 To achieve high levels of accessible and inclusive design in all new buildings, places and spaces; 

 To achieve high standards of public realm design; 

 To enhance access to the River Barrow as a natural asset whilst protecting it; 

 To improve public transport facilities; 

 To reduce the impact of traffic on the surrounding environment; 

 To improve linkages for pedestrians and cyclists in the area; 

 To ensure the development of the Masterplan area is in parallel with the provision of upgraded 
services, infrastructure and facilities. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



 15 

SECTION 2 ð The Plan Strategy

2.3 FUNDAMENTAL SPATIAL ELEMENTS 
 
The following key spatial elements will be applied in assessing future applications within this Masterplan area.  
 

PERMEABILITY 
 
The Masterplan Areas covers the centre of Portarlington. It will be important to create pleasant, convenient and safe routes through this area to connect with the Main Street and 
central core of the town. ñLayouts aligns routes with desire lines to create a permeable interconnected series of routes that are easy and logical to navigate aroundò 
Urban Design Manual ï A best Practice Guide , DoEHLG (February 2008)  

 

       
 
 

CREATION OF CHARACTER AREAS WITH A DISTINCTIVE SENSE OF PLACE AND LOCATION.  
 
The County Development Plan and good urban design practice emphasis the importance of creating areas of local setting or character. . Given the scale of the Plan area, it is 
crucial that individual sites are designed and developed to establish areas of localized character. ñThe place must have recognisable features so that people can describe where 

they live and form an attachment to the placeò .Urban Design Manual ï A best Practice Guide , DoEHLG (February 2008)  
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SECTION 2 ð The Plan Strategy

 

ACTIVITY 
Within a plan area of this scale, within the town centre, the emphasis will be on achieving successful transition of uses and activity from centre to edge of settlement. A variety of 
uses will be encouraged to compliment the existing town centre and provide choice for the local population and visitors. Activities that are generated by the developments within 
this area must contribute to the quality of life. Uses that attract most people must be located in the most accessible places and neighbouring uses and activities must also be 
compatible with each other. Generally the uses proposed must be compatible with the land use matrix in the County Development Plan 2006-2012 and Portarlington Local Area 
Plan 2007-2013 
 
  ñThe most successful and sustainable communities are the ones that contain a good variety of things to do, see and enjoy .ò 
Urban Design Manual ï A best Practice Guide , DoEHLG (February 2008)  

      
 

CREATION OF GREEN CORRIDORS  
 
Natural green corridors have been identified. These are - 
 Areas of significant planting - these should be retained as breaks in development as well as potential amenity areas; 
RiverBarrow. The River Barrow defines the Northern and eastern edge of the Masterplan and provides a green corridor.  
It is proposed that these existing landscape functions will be incorporated into the 15% public open space in accordance with the CDP 2006-2012 objectives, LAP objectives 07-13 
and the Residential Density Guidelines and the sustainable urban housing guidelines 2008. 
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SECTION 3 ð The Plan 

3.1 The Plan  
The overall spatial plan is shown on Map  6.  
Reflecting the need to create sub areas, the lands are divided into development areas and key green spaces.  
 

      Map 6:  Spatial Plan
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SECTION 3 ð The Plan 

 
3.2 Area 1: Market Square 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Existing Condition: 
This site contains Market Square, the north side of French Church Street, 
Spa Road and the River Barrow Walk.  Spa Road is predominantly 
residential containing exclusively two storey terraces which are in relatively 
good condition. The River Barrow Walk is an amenity feature in the town. 
French Church Street which stretches from the bridge to Market Square is 
characterised predominantly by older two storey buildings with an attractive 
three storey four bay building along this side of the street also. 

 
The Market Square is a busy, vibrant area with enormous potential for 
appropriate future development. Currently there exists a garage, disused 
cinema and a number of vacant/derelict buildings in the area. 
There has been little development in the backlands of this area with only one 
apartment block and a number of single houses having been built in recent 
years.  
 
Main Objectives  

 Connection to Main Street and Market Square   

 Create new urban square  

 Create Commercial edge to the town centre 
 
Potential Uses 
There is potential for an appropriately designed mixed use development in 
accordance with the zoning matrix of the Portarlington LAP.    
 
Materials 
A wide variety of materials will be considered within this area subject to a 
design statement indicating how the proposed finishes will 
integrate/enhance with surrounding area.  
 
Heights 
Subject to design higher buildings may be considered.  
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SECTION 3 ð The Plan 

Access Area 1: This area is dissected by Spa Street. French Church Street runs along the southern boundary of this area and may provide pedestrian linkages. 
Access to backlands is restricted due to the built up nature of the streetscapes. Any proposal to provide access by demolishing existing buildings on French 
Church Street will not be considered by the Planning Authority. Access to the River Walkway is provided off Spa street adjacent to the bridge. 
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SECTION 3 ð The Plan

3.3 Area 2 Riverbank 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Existing Condition: 
This site is currently vacant. It is bound to the north and east by the River 
Barrow, to the west by residential developments and to the south by the 
New Link Road and agricultural lands. Vehicular access to the existing site 
is currently via a direct access onto the New Link Road/East Link Road 
 
Permission was refused by An Bord Pleanala (Pl. Ref. no 071014) on this 
land to construct a foodstore of 3281sqm gross floor area (2180 sqm net) 
with off-licence, roundabout and access provisions from New Relief Road, 

assoc. car parking, ancillary signage signage, 7m high Totem Sign, service 
areas, landscaping, circulation areas, flood relief works and riverside 
walkway access and all site developments. The main reasons for refusal 
are, inter alia, the location of the development on a flood plain of the River 
Barrow and the design.  
 
Heights 
Building heights in this area shall be restricted to 2 storeys. 
   
Main Objectives  

 Create linear green park to encourage biodiversity within area 

 River Walkway  
  
Potential Uses 
The Planning System and Flooding Risk Management guidelines indicate 
that the following potential uses can be considered (page 11)  

- Buildings used for: shops, financial, professional and other 
services; restaurants and café; offices; general industry; storage 
and distribution; non residential institutions; and assembly and 
leisure.  

- Transport infrastructure. 
.  
Materials 
A wide variety of materials will be considered within this area subject to a 
design statement indicating how the proposed finishes will 
integrate/enhance with surrounding areas 
 

 


