
 

                                            

 

 

 

A National Seminar on the EU Action for the 

Smart Villages Initiative in Ireland was 

organised by the National Rural Network and 

the Department of Rural and Community 

Development (DRCD) on July 4th, bringing 

together over 80 members of Local Action 

Groups and Implementing Partners. This 

seminar aimed to build a greater knowledge 

base surrounding the EU Action for Smart 

Villages initiative. Specifically, this seminar 

sought to develop an understanding of what 

Smart Villages are and demonstrate how it can 

be planned, implemented and realized in an 

Irish context, particularly in the context of the 

design of the LEADER Programme post 2020. It 

also aimed to bring together key rural 

development stakeholders from across Ireland 

and the EU to showcase and exchange ideas on 

how rural communities can implement the 

Smart Villages concept to address some of the 

challenges associated with rural areas, such as 

helping to retain and attract people to live and 

work in their locality, and also to discuss the 

different policy instruments to bring this to 

fruition.  

 
Speakers and Organisers - Smart Villages 

Event, Sheraton Hotel Athlone 

 

L-R James Claffey (NRN), Gabriel O’Connell 
(CEO Monaghan Integrated Development), J.P 

Mulherin (DRCD), Pat Kennedy (eTownz), Dr. 

Maura Farrell (NUIG/NRN), Dympna Harney 

(DRCD), Paul Soto (ENRD), Davie Phillips 

(ECOLISE), Dr. Shane Conway (NUIG/NRN)  

 

 

 

 

 

The first part of the seminar aimed to give an 

overview and provide an understanding of the 

concept of Smart villages and how the concept 

can address some of the challenges 

experienced in rural areas. Whereby, the 

second part of the day aimed to show how 

Smart Villages can work in practice focusing on 

key examples from existing projects such as 

the EIP-AGRI model. This short report draws 

together key messages emerging from the 

Seminar and re-caps on our learnings from the 

day.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to Smart Villages 

JP Mulherin, Principal Officer LEADER and 

Policy Operations Unit, DRCD 

 

JP Mulherin set the 

scene regarding the 

Smart Villages 

initiative in the Irish 

context and policy 

environment. He 

noted that Smart 

Villages can add value 

to the work that is 

already been done in 

Ireland and can be 

applied in the rural 

community, village 

and town context.  

 

Key messages  

 

• Smart Villages is imperative, not just to 

LEADER but also, to the Rural 

Development Programme (RDP)  

• Smart Villages can inform how we 

think about, innovate, and implement 

the next CAP Strategic Plan 

JP Mulherin, DRCD 

Smart Villages and Rural Towns in Ireland:                        

Revitalising Rural Areas through Community-Led Innovation 
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Smart Villages throughout the EU: A 

Common Perspective to Revitalise 

Rural Areas Through Different 

Visions 

Paul Soto, Senior Policy Expert, European 

Network for Rural Development (ENRD) 

Contact Point 

  
Paul Soto set about defining and explaining the 

concept of Smart Villages, and giving examples 

of their development across Europe e.g. 

energy projects. Contrary to the somewhat 

widespread belief, Smart Villages are not just 

about digitisation or trying to keep up with 

their urban counterparts but rather, are about 

using ‘’innovative solutions to improve their 

resilience, building on local strengths and 

opportunities’’. Smart Villages are about local 

people taking stock of local assets and 

responding to issues within their community 

e.g. declining population. Smart Villages are 

not just about connectivity but are also about 

the skills base and what’s already there. Any 
village can be Smart and similar to LEADER, 

there is no one size fits all model.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paul Soto, ENRD 

Key messages 

• Digital technologies are not a 

precondition of Smart Villages 

• Smart Villages are about responding to 

real problems and challenges but at 

the same time changing the narrative 

and enabling a transition e.g. job 

creation, and increasing population 

growth in rural areas 

 

How LEADER/ CLLD can support 

Smart Villages and Rural Towns 

throughout Ireland 

Gabriel O’Connell, CEO Monaghan 

Integrated Development CLG and National 

LEADER Rural Development Working Group 

Member  

  
Gabriel outlined how LEADER in Ireland is 

particularly strong, in comparison to its 

European counterparts, and well positioned to 

deliver on the Smart Villages concept.  

Arguably, we are already delivering on the 

Smart Villages concept but we may need to 

take a broader approach and focus on a 

partnership approach to ensure success.  

 

Key messages  

• EU programmes must evolve to 

address scenarios and emerging 

opportunities and build the Smart 

Village concept into things like 

renewable energy and the 

bioeconomy 

• Cannot take a one village approach, 

may be better to take a footprint 

Gabriel 

O’Connell, 
Monghan 

Integrated 

Development 

CLG 
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approach, which requires networking 

partnership between towns/ 

communities 

• Building local capacity to allow 

communities to tackle different issues 

e.g. infrastructure, will require 

integration of top down and bottom 

up in a partnership arrangement to be 

successful 

 

Rural Ireland: Embracing a ‘Smart’ 
Concept 

Dr. Maura Farrell, Lecturer in the Discipline 

of Geography at NUIG and Lead Researcher 

with the NRN 

 
Dr. Farrell set about giving an overview of 

where rural Ireland is situated, statistically in 

terms of age and employment structure, and 

how this factors into the village, town structure 

throughout Ireland. Dr. Farrell pointed out that 

communities are instrumental in participating 

and developing their Local Development 

Strategies (LDS) and in developing innovative 

solutions by building on local strengths.  

 

Dr. Maura Farrell, NUIG/NRN 

Dr. Farrell gave the example of rural 

communities based on the commuter belts, 

which in turn feed into larger towns and cities, 

resulting in a lack of vibrancy in smaller rural 

towns. This can lead to lower integration 

within their communities which can be 

detrimental to locally led development. In this 

breath, she noted that we need to be careful 

that we do not create a ‘’two-tier Ireland within 

rural Ireland, but instead we need to create a 

rural Ireland that has opportunities for all these 

communities’ not just the ones that can work 
the [funding] process’’. She also gave the 

example how the existing European Innovation 

Partnership Model (EIP-AGRI) can help to 

develop the Smart Village concept by 

leveraging this partnership model.  

Key messages 

• Need to retain vibrancy within rural 

communities, imperative for locally led 

development 

• Need to be mindful of spatial injustices 

and creating a two-tier system in rural 

communities 

• EIP-AGRI existing framework to 

support development of Smart Villages 

 

The Positive Impact of Community-

Led Action on Sustainability and 

Climate Change for Rural Towns for 

Villages Throughout Ireland and the 

EU 

Davie Phillip, Co-President of the European 

Network for Community Led Initiatives on 

Climate Change and Sustainability 

(ECOLISE) and Community Manager at 

Cultivate Living and Learning  

 
Davie Phillips started by explaining that 

ECOLISE is a platform of organisations 

pioneering new approaches to sustainable 

living, and comprises a broad membership of 

rural networks and LEADER groups which aim 

to mainstream ideas to address the 

sustainability crisis. They aim to do this by 

illuminating good practise across the EU. 

ECOLISE has five main elements including; 
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communications, policy, knowledge and 

learning, networking, and research.  

 

Davie Phillips, ECOLISE 

The Sustainable Communities is a large part of 

this and has a direct connection and input to 

the concept of Smart Villages and CLLD can also 

support the implementation of the Smart 

Villages concept. Davie then went on to speak 

about an example of community led 

sustainable development based in the 

Cloughjordan, Co. Tipperary. He explained how 

dialogue between community members meant 

that different elements were developed to suit 

their needs such as a community 

amphitheatre, and an exemplary system of 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 

feeding 75 families.  

Furthermore, Cloughjordan was displayed as 

being very contemporary and ‘Smart’ by 

having co-working spaces, digital fabrication 

labs, and a sustainable communities’ lab to 
facilitate face to face meetings, blended 

learning and a dialogue space.  

Key messages  

• Sustainable communities are a means 

of transition in rural areas allowing for 

dialogue between community 

members 

• Sustainable communities can support 

implementation of Smart Villages 

concept 

Ireland’s Smart Community 

Initiative. 

Dr. Stephen Brennan, Chief Digital Advisor 

to the Irish Government 

 

Dr. Brennan spoke about the role of 

technology and digitisation and how it can 

enable change, enhance the way we work, and 

how we connect. He also noted, however, that 

technology can disrupt the social system in 

which it sits. He also stated that many of the 

ideas to create collaboration and a purpose at 

community level, revolves around how to 

maximise the benefits of using technology, 

while minimising the risk.  

 

Dr. Stephen Brennan, Chief Digital Advisor, 

Irish Government 

Key messages 

• Smart Villages, to be successful, must 

be community driven, industry 

supported and government enabled 

• Digital technology is an enabler and 

information can change behaviour 
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The Value of the EIP- AGRI Multi-

Actor Co-operation Approach. 

Lessons learned from the 

Duncannon Blue Flag Farming and 

Communities Scheme EIP-AGRI 

Operational Group 
Eoin Kinsella, Agricultural Scientist with 

Wexford County Council and Lead Partner with 

the Duncannon Blue Flag Farming and 

Communities Scheme EIP-AGRI Operational 

Group 

Eoin Kinsella introduced the context and aim of 

the Duncannon EIP-AGRI Operational Group, 

which is to bring back the blue flag status to the 

local Duncannon beach which was a 

designated bathing area and crucial for 

shellfish and tourism in the area. It was found 

that there were a number of main pressures on 

this. The first being a large catchment area of 

3,500 acres which feeds into the rivers Nore 

and Barrow, surface water pipes and the lack 

of sewerage facilities. To this end, many 

inspections were undertaken by Wexford 

County Council on farmyards and septic tanks, 

however this proved to be a very top down 

approach with little emphasis on changing 

management.  

 

Eoin Kinsella, Wexford County Council  

This Operational Group aimed to target this 

failure by specifically improving water quality 

through restoring catchments, developing an 

effective model for the catchment 

management and fostering better 

relationships between farmers and rural 

dwellers. To do this they developed an 

Operational Group through the EIP-AGRI 

model with the householders in the 

community, farmers, Wexford County Council, 

Teagasc Research and Advisory, Private 

Consultants and Glanbia, among others. They 

did this by monitoring water quality and farm 

management practices, as well as trying to 

create local awareness and a sense of 

involvement and ownership over the issue. 

Farm surveys were used to pinpoint areas that 

needed attention and the group provide 

financial support to farmers of between €1-4K 

per annum to address these issues.  

Key messages  

• The EIP-AGRI model is crucial for 

engagement and success of this 

project and can be directly used for the 

implementation of Smart Villages 

• Community engagement is crucial for 

success. Meaning bottom up, face to 

face engagement whereby they can 

take on opinions and develop actions 

• Education and engagement are crucial 

to build and maintain awareness. For 

example, they ran citizen science 

courses to show local participants how 

to monitor their own local water 

quality 

 

Smart Community Development 

Planning: Joining the Dots for More 

Effective Community Led 

Development 

Pat Kennedy, Owner and Digital Strategist 

at eConcepts Web Solutions and eTownz  

 

Pat Kennedy stated that Smart Villages are 

formed in different ways, in different places, all 
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with innovation at the heart. He then 

introduced the concept of Smart community 

networks as no community should live in 

isolation and may require clustering of 

communities to be viable. He stated that Smart 

Community Development Planning is key to 

this as it helps to develop a system and a clear 

and understandable means of networking. For 

example, Smart plans can help to:   

1. Agree/define a common language or 

themes 

2. Standardise metrics for evaluation 

and comparison  

3. Clear geographic networks, horizontal 

and vertical 

4. Clear themed networks 

5. Effective and efficient knowledge 

sharing, need more connectivity 

between stakeholders within 

communities based on their interests 

and where they live 

This can lead to a number of potential benefits 

including a) reduced administration burden, b) 

reliable, regionally comparable and regularly 

updated metrics and c) having the ability to 

identify and engage relevant stakeholders. 

Some of these types of systems already exist 

for example undertaking local surveys, 

workshops, and town plans e.g. Tidy Town was 

cited as a good source of information.  

The Smart Community Planning system that 

Pat uses has the ability to look at past projects 

to give an idea of what’s capable going 
forward, and to see what are the existing 

assets, challenges and goals in a community. 

This software allows community plans to be 

edited overtime and to assess the short, 

medium, long-term actions. Not only can this 

but it show how the progress in their 

community compares to the county and 

national average.  

 

Pat Kennedy, eConcepts/eTownz 

Key messages 

• Smart community development plans 

can help set a system of networking 

between different stakeholder by 

setting standards e.g. language, goals, 

evaluation criteria 

• This existing Smart system can 

facilitate the roll out of the Smart 

Villages concept on the ground by 

providing a clear system, which is 

flexible and allows for more efficient 

knowledge exchange between 

stakeholders 

 

 

 

 


