17 September 2025

Cathaoirleach and Each Member of Westmeath County Council

WESTMEATH COUNTY COUNCIL Local Authority Development - File Ref. LA(A)-09 2025

Nature and Extent of Development:

Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project comprising works aimed at enhancing
interpretation, upgrading visitor facilities, and enriching the overall visitor experience, to
deepen public engagement with the historic site.

Location of proposed development:

Athlone Castle, Saint Peter's Terrace and Bigmeadow, Athlone, Co. Westmeath, N37 A6D7
(a Protected Structure, RPS No. 070, and a National Monument Heritage Site).

Dear Cathaoirleach and Members, please see below, Planning Report in accordance with
Section 179 of the Planning and Development Act 2000 (as amended) and Part 8 of the
Planning and Development Regulations 2001 (as amended).

Project Background

Westmeath County Council’s (WCC) Regeneration & Capital Projects Team have put forward a Part
8 proposal to deliver the Athlone Castle Interpretation, Facilities & Visitor Journey Enhancement
Project. It is stated that the project aims to deliver an improved and engaging visitor experience
to enhance Athlone Castle's position as a flagship cultural attraction within the Hidden Heartlands.

It is outlined that the proposed interventions will enhance and enrich the external and internal
areas of the castle, and bring to life the stories of the Castle, the Town and its people. The visitor
journey will be reconfigured and new type of spaces introduced to improve today’s visitor and
operation needs for a heritage site. The project aims to bring forward the authenticity of the
historic spaces, engage with the collection unique to Athlone and introduce new interactive
experiences for all ages, local community as well as visitors to Athlone.
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Section 1

1.0 Site Overview

The proposed site includes the Athlone Castle external areas, historic buildings and modern additions
which all are contained on the Record of Protected Structures (RPS) (Ref.No. 70) under the Westmeath
County Development Plan 2014-2020, and furthermore on the National Inventory of Architectural
Heritage (NIAH) (Reg.No. 15000352) with Archaeological, Architectural, and Historical categories of
interest. The site is bounded by Athlone Town bridge, also known as Shannon Road Bridge (a regional
Monument and protected structure (RPS 004) to the North, The Shannon quays to the East and Market
Place to the West. The site is also located within an Architectural Conservation Area (Athlone Town).

Athlone
Baile Atha
Luain

Map 1: Site Location Map

Athlone Castle, founded around 1210 by John De Gray on the site of an earlier fortification, became a
key defensive and administrative centre by the 16th century. The surviving curtain walls and bastions
mainly date from the late 13th century. The castle suffered severe damage during the 1691 siege and
an explosion in 1697, leaving it largely in ruins throughout the 18th century.
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Between 1793 and the early 19th century, the British Army undertook extensive rebuilding and
restoration, resulting in most of the current structures, including the Barracks Block, Armaments
Block, and the Keep with its distinctive early 19th-century machicolations. These features, along with
the thick rubble limestone curtain walls arranged on a pentangular plan with polygonal bastions,
reinforced the castle’s strategic role overlooking the Shannon River crossing. The site also includes an
early 19th-century two-storey barracks building and a ramp lined with pistol loops.

Athlone Castle remained in military use until 1970, after which it was converted into a museum by the
Old Athlone Society. It was officially designated a National Monument in 1969. Named Adamson
Castle after Brigadier George Adamson, the site underwent significant upgrades in the 1990s to
establish the current Visitor Centre.

Today, Athlone Castle stands as an historical landmark and focal point within the town and the wider
Shannon region. Its rich architectural layers and statutory protections necessitate careful conservation
to preserve its heritage, educational, and tourism value.

Figure 1: View of Athlone Castle from the East
1.1 Origins of Funding

WCC was successful in an application for funding under the EU Just Transition Fund Regenerative
Tourism and Placemaking Scheme (2023-2026) under the EU Just Transition Fund (EUJTF) 2021 — 2027
to progress the Athlone Castle Interpretation, Facilities & Visitor Journey Enhancement Project.
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1.2 Advertising and Referrals

A public notice in respect of this Part 8 was placed in the Westmeath Independent (circulated 26 July
2025). Site notices were also erected on the subject lands in accordance with legislative requirements.
The application was referred to the following prescribed bodies and internal sections within WCC:

Referrals: Response Received
External Bodies
Development Applications Unit — Built Heritage v

Development Applications Unit — Natural Heritage

An Taisce

The Heritage Council

The Arts Council

larnrdd Eireann

Bord Gais

Health Service Executive

Failte Ireland Vv

Waterways Ireland

Inland Fisheries Ireland

Uisce Eireann v

Internal Sections

District Engineer

WCC Architect

Chief Fire Officer Vv

1.3 Consultation Process
This Part 8 was placed on public display during the period 28 July 2025 to 26 August 2025 (both dates

inclusive) at the following locations:

» Online Consultation Portal http://consult.westmeathcoco.ie/en
> Athlone Municipal District, Civic Centre, Church Street, Athlone, Co. Westmeath N37 P2T.

Submissions were invited during the period 28 July 2025 up to and including 9" September 2025 (both
dates inclusive).

1.4 Description and extent of the development proposed

Background and Need for the Proposal

A Visitor Experience Survey carried out by the Tourism Officer at Westmeath County Council in 2019
identified several areas where Athlone Castle was underperforming as a visitor attraction, the key
findings are as follows:


http://consult.westmeathcoco.ie/en
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e Only 43% of visitors entering the castle grounds proceeded to the paid visitor centre and
interpretive galleries.

e There is a low conversion rate from the free-access external areas to the ticketed internal
spaces.

e Visitor interpretation is minimal from street level through to the admissions point, and the
admissions area lacks visibility.

o The average dwell time for all visitors, both paid and unpaid, was just 23 minutes, indicating
limited visitor engagement.

e The value proposition and core message of the attraction are not clearly communicated.

e While the central narrative focuses on the Siege of Athlone (1690-91), this story is diluted by
excessive peripheral historical content.

e The current brand identity, simply titled ‘Athlone Castle’, is seen as lacking clarity and
distinctiveness.

Despite the high quality of the interpretive content, the overall visitor experience scored below the
national average in key areas, including:

e  Wayfinding and signposting

e Interior layout and spatial flow

o  Staff availability

e Coffee shop offering

e Presentation quality of some exhibits

It is indicated that these findings underscored the need for targeted improvements to interpretation,
orientation, branding, and visitor facilities, elements directly addressed in the current development
proposal.

Purpose of the Proposal

It is submitted as part of the documents received that the purpose of the project is to ensure that
Athlone Castle:

e s a flagship cultural attraction within the Hidden Heartland’s region and a key component of
the Athlone destination experience,

e maximises its potential as a visitor attraction through the development of its commercial
capacity to grow and deliver financial stability,

e has a detailed Capacity Planning; Revenue Generation; and Sales Activation plan categorising
key actions and objectives,

e delivers on its key KPls including growth of visitor numbers to 70,000 per year.

Proposed Works

The proposed development will include the following:

e Localised external restoration and adaptation to existing fabric to facilitate ticketing, coffee
kiosk new staircases and relocation of existing staircase.
e New flooring and joinery / painting works.
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e Provision of new internal exhibition spaces.

e Installation of new entrance airlocks for environmental control of collection.

e Internal refurbishment works including upgrades to electrical and mechanical systems.

e New external interpretation, lighting, wayfinding and signage works.

e Small scale demolition works to widen openings, removal of non-original elements to reveal
original features.

e  Fabric conservation works where required.

e Ancillary Works.

Figure 2: Architectural Visual

Figure 3: Architectural Visual of Transition Spaces
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Figure 6 Proposed First Floor Demolition
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Figure 7: Proposed Ground Floor Works
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Figure 8: Proposed First Floor Works
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1.5 Documentation Included with Part 8 Proposal

The documents enclosed as part of the application include:

e Copy of Newspa

per Notice

e Copy of Site Notice
e Planning Pack Map (OS Map)
e Site Location Map (OS Map)

e Drawing Registe

r

e Architectural drawings

e Planning Visuals

e Structural Engineering Report

e Proposed Electrical Lighting Layouts

e Screening Report for Appropriate Assessment

e Environmental Impact Assessment Screening Report

e Archaeological Impact Assessment

e Architectural Heritage Impact Assessment

1.6 Relevant Planning

History

Other Public Realm Enhancement Projects in the vicinity:

Part 8 LA(A)-01 2023:

Part 8 LA(A)-01 2021:

Part 8 LA(A)-01 2016:

ANBP 25.HA0051:

Public Realm Enhancement Works to the Northern Side of Athlone Castle (a
national monument and protected structure), Athlone, Co. Westmeath
(Approved 2023).

Public Realm Enhancement Works at Mardyke Street, Pump Lane and Sean
Costello Street, Athlone, Co. Westmeath (Approved 2021)

Athlone Town Centre Enhancement including traffic calming of Church Street
and the junctions with Northgate Street, Custume Place, Church Street and
the Bawn, Mardyke Street and Dublin Gate Street intersections; the paving
of Church Street; the provision of new street furniture, soft landscaping and
trees and the installation of new route signage (Approved 2017).

Section 51 of the Roads Act 1993 (as amended) — approval for the
construction of a pedestrian and cycleway bridge crossing the River Shannon
and associated works (Dublin to Galway Cycle Route, Whitegates to Athlone
Castle Cycleway Link).

10
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1.7 Policy Context
1.7.1 National & Regional Policy Context
Project Ireland 2040 - Revised National Planning Framework — April 2025 (NPF)

The National Planning Framework (First Revision) April 2025 (NPF) sets out a high-level, long-term
strategic plan for shaping the future growth and sustainable development of Ireland to the year 2040.
It is underpinned by ten National Strategic Outcomes (NSOs), which reflect the overarching vision for
balanced regional development, environmental sustainability, economic competitiveness, and quality
of life. These are supported by a series of more detailed National Policy Objectives (NPOs), which guide
decision-making at national, regional, and local levels.

In the context of the proposed project, the following NSOs and NPOs are particularly relevant:

National Strategic Outcomes (NSOs)

Enhanced Amenities and Heritage

This outcome supports the protection, preservation, and integration of heritage assets within evolving
communities which is highly applicable to the retention and adaptive reuse of protected structures
such as Athlone Castle.

Compact Growth

Revitalising historic urban cores supports compact, heritage-led regeneration a priority that fosters
sustainable, regionally balanced growth. The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project
directly supports the objectives of this NSO.

National Policy Objectives (NPOs)

National Policy Objective 13— Competitive, High-Quality Towns:

Develop cities and towns of sufficient scale and quality to compete internationally and to be drivers of
national and regional growth, investment and prosperity.

The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project supports National Policy Objective 13 by
enhancing a key cultural asset at the heart of the town, strengthening Athlone’s role as a regional
driver of tourism, investment, and economic growth. The project improves the town’s overall
attractiveness and competitiveness, contributing to its development as a high-quality, vibrant urban
centre.

National Policy Objective 14 - Regenerate and rejuvenate cities, towns and villages:
The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project aligns with National Policy Objective 14 by

contributing to the regeneration of Athlone through the revitalisation of a key heritage site, enhancing
its amenity value and placemaking quality. The project supports sustainable growth by encouraging

11
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increased footfall, cultural engagement, and economic activity in the town centre, reinforcing
Athlone’s role as an environmental and social asset within the wider region.

National Policy Objective 15 — Tailored Urban Development for Regional Centres:

The project is aligned with Athlone’s status as a regional centre. It contributes to the enhancement of
local infrastructure and amenities while supporting new roles and functions for underutilised urban
assets. Reversing the stagnation or decline of many smaller urban centres, by identifying and
establishing new roles and functions and enhancement of local infrastructure and amenities.

National Policy Objective 63 -Support the coordination and promotion tourism initiatives:

The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project supports National Policy Objective 63 by
investing in the enhancement of a key heritage and cultural attraction, contributing to Ireland’s
broader tourism offering. The project aligns with national efforts to promote all-island tourism
through heritage-led experiences that celebrate local history and identity while attracting both
domestic and international visitors.

National Policy Objective 67 — Built Heritage & Adaptive Reuse

This objective aims to promote sustainable reuse and refurbishment of existing buildings and
structures. This policy directly endorses the subject application’s focus on retaining and enhancing the
historic building.

National Policy Objective 89 — Heritage Protection and Reuse:

The proposal demonstrates a commitment to protecting and enhancing cultural and built heritage by
preserving and restoring the protected structure, while removing non-original additions to enable
sensitive development and adaptive reuse.

National Policy Objective 90 - Enhance, integrate and protect the special physical, environmental,
economic and cultural value of built heritage assets, including streetscapes, vernacular dwellings and
other historic buildings and monuments, through appropriate and sensitive investment and
conservation.

The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project aligns with National Policy Objective 90 by
delivering sensitive investment in a nationally significant built heritage asset. The project enhances
and protects the cultural and historic value of Athlone Castle through conservation-led upgrades that
respect its character while improving public access and engagement.

Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy for the Eastern and Midland Region (2019-2031)

The Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy (RSES) for the Eastern and Midland Region provides a
long-term statutory framework to implement Project Ireland 2040, integrating the National Planning
Framework (NPF) and the National Development Plan (NDP). It promotes coordinated spatial planning,
economic development, climate action, and aligned infrastructure investment across the region.

12
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The RSES sets out a strategic vision and investment framework to guide sustainable regional growth
through targeted Regional Policy Objectives (RPOs). This is underpinned by 16 Regional Strategic
Outcomes (RSOs), aligned with national and EU policy and supporting the delivery of the National
Strategic Outcomes (NSOs) set out in the NPF.

Athlone is identified as a key Regional Growth Centre outside the Dublin Metropolitan Area, with a
strategic role in achieving balanced regional development. It is targeted for significant population and
economic growth, supported by investment in housing, employment, transport infrastructure, and
public realm improvements.

As a designated Regional Centre, Athlone has strong potential for improved placemaking, with
opportunities to enhance the public realm and strengthen its image, accessibility, and function as a
vibrant urban hub.

Tourism, Amenity and Healthy Placemaking

The RSES promotes the region as a destination for tourism, leisure, and recreation, while emphasising
the protection and enhancement of cultural and natural assets. The proposed project aligns with the
RSES principle of Healthy Placemaking, which supports improved physical and social infrastructure to
create places that are healthy, inclusive, and attractive for residents, workers, and visitors alike.

Key RSES objectives include:

e Supporting economic growth through high-quality urban design, public realm, amenities, and
heritage.

e Promoting sustainable communities that encourage walking, cycling, and active lifestyles.

e Revitalising vacant or underutilised spaces and enhancing streetscapes.

e Providing accessible social, cultural, and recreational facilities for all communities.

e Using targeted investment to strengthen the central role of town centres.

Alignment with the Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project with the RSES

The public realm and visitor experience enhancements proposed as part of the Athlone Castle Visitor
Journey Improvement Project will:

e Improve the aesthetics and functionality of the town centre.

e Increase pedestrian safety and footfall.

e Strengthen access to a key heritage and tourism asset.

e Contribute to the vitality and vibrancy of Athlone as a Regional Centre.

In doing so, the project supports the delivery of RSES objectives related to placemaking, cultural
investment, economic development, and town centre renewal.

1.7.2  Local Policy

Westmeath County Development Plan 2021-2027 (WCDP)

13
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The Westmeath County Development Plan (WCDP) recognises Athlone as a Regional Centre, situated
within the upper tiers of the settlement hierarchy as set out in the RSES. Regional Growth Centres,
including Athlone, are defined as large towns with substantial self-sustaining employment and
services that act as key economic drivers for a broad catchment area. Athlone’s strategic location,
centrally positioned between Dublin and Galway on the River Shannon, is highlighted as a critical
transport and economic node within the region.

The Plan acknowledges the important role that cultural amenities such as Athlone Castle play in the
county’s cultural and tourism offering. It commits to supporting the commercial development of
cultural and entertainment uses—including theatres, cinemas, and facilities of national and regional
significance—in key settlements such as Athlone and Mullingar. In particular, County Policy Objective
(CPO) 6.36 seeks to promote the enhancement and development of the Athlone Castle Visitor Centre
as a world-class attraction that delivers an enjoyable and engaging visitor experience while
safeguarding its cultural heritage, natural environment, and landscape setting.

Key strategic aims within the Plan include:

Urban Centres & Placemaking: The Plan prioritises protecting and enhancing the unique identity and
character of towns and villages across Westmeath. This is to be achieved through Healthy Placemaking
principles that underpin good urban design, the creation of vibrant, distinctive, safe, and accessible
public spaces, and facilitation of positive social interaction to improve quality of life and wellbeing.

Cultural Heritage: Westmeath County Council emphasises the identification, valuation, and
safeguarding of archaeological, architectural, and cultural heritage assets. The Council supports the
proper management, sensitive enhancement, and appropriate development of these resources to
ensure their preservation for future generations.

Additional relevant policy objectives include:

e CPO 4.46: Promote the provision of art galleries, museums, and exhibition halls across the
county, ensuring accessibility by both public and private transport.

e (CPO 4.48: Encourage the development of new or improved arts, cultural, and entertainment
facilities, particularly in areas where such provision is lacking.

e (CPO 6.2: Support the enhancement and development of sustainable, high-quality visitor
attractions, activities, and infrastructure to strengthen Westmeath’s tourism sector,
increasing capacity and supporting long-term industry growth, while safeguarding
environmentally sensitive areas.

e (PO 6.3: Collaborate closely with Filte Ireland to maximise economic benefits from national

and regional tourism initiatives, support local business development, and encourage new
enterprise opportunities.

14
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e (PO 6.4: Identify and pursue all available funding opportunities, including LEADER, national,
and European schemes, to maximise investment and benefit for the county.

e CPO 6.7: Protect and conserve natural, built, and cultural heritage features that add value to
visitor experiences, restricting developments that would detract from the quality of scenic
and heritage assets.

e (CPO 6.9: Support the development and expansion of tourism-related enterprises, including
immersive visitor attractions and experiences such as tours, tastings, and craft
demonstrations.

The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project is consistent with the WCDP’s strategic
objectives and policy commitments. As a key cultural asset within Athlone, the project supports the
enhancement and development of the Castle as a premier visitor attraction, in line with CPO 6.36. The
proposed works will improve interpretation, visitor facilities, and accessibility, enriching the overall
visitor experience while safeguarding the Castle’s cultural and environmental heritage.

Through enhancements to the public realm surrounding the Castle, the project advances the Plan’s
Healthy Placemaking goals by creating a more vibrant, accessible, and attractive urban environment
that promotes positive social interaction and enhances the town’s unique identity.

Moreover, the project aligns with tourism and economic development policies by supporting
sustainable visitor growth, increasing footfall, and stimulating local enterprise opportunities. It
strengthens Athlone’s role as a regional economic driver and contributes to the long-term vitality of
the town centre.

The proposal also supports the Council’s commitment to cultural infrastructure development,
complementing existing arts and heritage facilities, and presents strong potential to leverage external
funding streams in line with CPO 6.4.

Overall, the project responds directly to key aims of the Westmeath County Development Plan and is
a strategic investment in Athlone’s cultural heritage, urban environment, and economic future.

Athlone Town Development Plan (ATDP).

The Athlone Town Development Plan (ATDP) recognises Athlone Castle as a major tourist
attraction, housing both the Tourist Office and visitor centre. The Plan’s policy P-AC11 explicitly
aims to promote and develop Athlone Castle as a flagship international tourist attraction.

Key heritage policies include:

e P-ARCS5, which seeks to protect, preserve, conserve, and where appropriate, restore the
town’s historic walls, embankments, gates, bastions, and fortifications.

e P-ARC7, which promotes the use of Athlone’s archaeological heritage as an educational,
cultural, and tourism resource, supporting increased public access and awareness.

15



PART 8 ATHLONE CASTLE VISITOR JOURNEY ENHANCEMENT

The Plan also supports tourism development more broadly, with policy P-EC13 aiming to promote,
protect, improve, encourage, and facilitate the development of tourism in Athlone as an important
contributor to local job creation (Section 2.11).

Furthermore, the Plan highlights the strategic importance of positioning Athlone as an international
tourist destination, leveraging its location on the River Shannon, proximity to Lough Ree, and major
attractions such as Athlone Castle as key economic drivers for the town and its hinterland.

The Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Improvement Project directly implements the ATDP’s objectives
by enhancing the Castle’s role as a flagship tourist destination (P-AC11). Upgrades to
interpretation, visitor facilities, and accessibility will enrich the educational and cultural experience
in line with P-ARC7, fostering greater public engagement with Athlone’s archaeological heritage.

The proposal respects and safeguards the integrity of the Castle and associated historic structures,
consistent with P-ARC5, ensuring sensitive conservation alongside improvements.

By improving the Castle’s appeal and visitor experience, the project supports P-EC13’s focus on
tourism-led economic growth and job creation in Athlone, strengthening the town’s profile as a
significant destination in the region.

Overall, the proposal aligns with and advances the strategic economic and cultural tourism policies
set out in the ATDP, contributing positively to Athlone’s sustainable development and regional
prominence.

1.8 Services Provision

As outlined in the accompanying Stage 2A Structural and Civil Engineering Report prepared by Cora
Consulting Engineers, no additional water or foul water connections are required for the proposed
works. The existing drainage system within the castle grounds, which was developed in 2012, will
remain unaltered.

1.9 Architectural Heritage
In relation to heritage, the ATDP sets out clear policies for the protection of Protected Structures:

e Policy P-BH2 seeks to conserve buildings on the Record of Protected Structures and to resist
their demolition, except in exceptional, justified circumstances.

e Policy P-BH3 requires that any development or alteration affecting a Protected Structure, or
its setting must be sensitively designed and appropriate in scale, massing, and materials to
preserve its character.

e Policy P-BH4 seeks to conserve Athlone’s built heritage, including its historic streetscapes and
structures of architectural, cultural, or technical significance.

The application is supported by an Architectural Heritage Impact Assessment (AHIA) prepared by
Aughey O’Flaherty Architects. The purpose of the AHIA is to evaluate the proposed interventions at
Athlone Castle in terms of their impact on the historic built fabric and overall heritage significance of
the site.

The assessment provides a detailed, conservation-focused analysis of both internal and external
works, with each intervention assessed individually and classified as having a positive, neutral, or

16
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minor negative impact. Where necessary, appropriate mitigation measures are identified to minimise
any potential impact on the fabric of the castle.

The majority of the proposed works are found to have either neutral or positive conservation
outcomes. These include the removal of previous ad-hoc additions, the decluttering of key
architectural elements, and the enhancement of visitor flow and interpretation throughout the site.
These interventions are carefully designed to improve the legibility of the site while safeguarding its
architectural and historic value.

One intervention, the installation of a new internal staircase within the keep, is identified as having a
minor negative conservation impact, due to the limited removal of historic fabric. However, this
element has been carefully designed in a historically appropriate location and is supported by a
detailed fabric survey. The reinstatement of internal connectivity between levels within the keep is
considered an important step in restoring the building’s original logic and function, enhancing the
visitor experience, and supporting a more coherent interpretive narrative. As such, this intervention
is considered to be justified, proportionate, and beneficial in the overall conservation context.

The assessment further acknowledges the complex architectural history of Athlone Castle, which has
evolved over centuries from a 13th-century Anglo-Norman fortress to a 19th-century military
installation and, more recently, a public museum and key cultural attraction. In recent decades, the
architectural clarity of the site has been compromised by various small-scale, piecemeal interventions
associated with tourism and visitor services.

The proposed works seek to address these issues through a sensitive programme of enhancement,
focused on re-establishing architectural coherence, improving accessibility, and enhancing the quality
of the visitor environment. In many instances, the works are expected to deliver conservation gains,
by revealing or reinstating architectural features and removing inappropriate later additions.

The AHIA confirms that extensive engagement has taken place with the National Monuments Service
(NMS) throughout the design process, including in-depth discussions in June and July 2025. This
collaborative approach has directly informed the project’s development, ensuring alignment with
national standards for the conservation of Protected Structures and National Monuments.

In conclusion, the AHIA confirms that the proposed works will not adversely affect the character,
setting, or features of special interest associated with Athlone Castle. Instead, the proposals are
consistent with best conservation practice and will support the long-term sustainable use of the site
as a nationally significant heritage and tourism asset.

The AHIA confirms that the proposed works will be:

e carried out according to best conservation practice using specialist repair techniques.

e carried out by contractors who have extensive experience in the repair of historic buildings.

e overseen by a conservation repair specialist with extensive experience in the repair of historic
buildings.

e overseen by a RIAI Grade 1 Conservation Architect.

It is considered that none of the proposed works will adversely affect the character of the historic site
or any element of the structures which contribute to its special interest, subject to careful ongoing
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detailed design, supervision and construction. Further in many cases, the proposed works result in a
conservation gain and will expose or enhance architectural quality of the castle.

The proposed demolition works relate solely to later, unsympathetic additions that are not part of
the original fabric of the Protected Structure. These additions detract from the architectural integrity,
visual coherence, and heritage value of the building and its setting. Their removal is conservation-led
and directly supports the aims of the relevant heritage policies within the ATDP.

Overall, the demolition works will contribute to the enhancement of the Protected Structure.
Accordingly, the proposal is considered acceptable in principle, subject to compliance with the proper
planning and sustainable development of the area.

1.10 Archaeology

An Archaeological Assessment, prepared by Aisling Collins Archaeology Services (ACAS), accompanies
this Part 8 proposal. The assessment confirms that the proposed development is located within the
Zone of Archaeological Potential for the historic town of Athlone (Recorded Monument WMO029-
0042), which is afforded statutory protection.

Athlone Castle itself is a designated National Monument (No. 520) and a Protected Structure, listed
on the Westmeath County Council Record of Protected Structures (RPS No. 70). It is also included in
the National Inventory of Architectural Heritage (NIAH Reg. No. 15000352), with identified categories
of interest being Archaeological, Architectural, and Historical.

According to the Westmeath County Development Plan 2021-2027, the site is recorded as a "12th-
century Norman fortress — King John’s Castle" and is situated within the protected archaeological
zone of the historic town of Athlone (WM029-0042002).

The accompanying Archaeological Assessment confirms the potential for subsurface archaeological
remains to be uncovered during the course of the proposed works. Primary below-ground impacts
are anticipated in the lawn area (Area Ex 13), at the gable end of the Barracks associated with the
installation of new stairs (Area Ex 9), and from modifications to the existing ticketing office ramp.

To address this, the Assessment recommends that two test trenches be excavated by hand in Area Ex
13 prior to any ground reduction works. The findings of this testing will be documented in a dedicated
archaeological testing report and submitted to the relevant authorities for review.

The Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage has reviewed the proposal and advised
that an Archaeological Assessment be prepared to assess any potential effects on archaeological
remains within the development area. It is noted that an Archaeological Assessment has been
submitted as part of the application and sets out a methodology to mitigate potential impacts.
Although the majority of the proposed works involve replacing recent interventions and do not
require extensive excavation, the Archaeological Assessment recommends that an archaeological
method statement be prepared and submitted to the National Monuments Service. Furthermore, it
is advised that all subsurface works, both internal and external, be subject to archaeological
monitoring under Ministerial Consent, in accordance with statutory requirements and best practice.
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These matters will be fully addressed in accordance with statutory requirements, subject to the
granting of Part 8 approval.

1.11 Environmental Impact Assessment

An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Screening Report accompanies this Part 8. The EIA
Screening Report determined that the development does not exceed the thresholds that trigger
the mandatory requirement for EIA/EIAR and therefore it has been screened out in accordance
with Schedule 7A.

The development works do not fall within the scope of the infrastructure project types prescribed.
In this regard and having considered the appropriate criteria, it is considered that there is no real
likelihood of significant effects on the environment arising from the development and that an EIA
is therefore not required.

1.12 Appropriate Assessment

Appropriate Assessment is a standard legal requirement for all plans and projects likely to have a
significant impact on European sites i.e. Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) or Special Protection
Areas (SPA). There are 13 (no.) Natura 2000 within a 15km radius of the project site, with the
nearest being the River Shannon Callows SAC and the Middle Shannon Callows SPA located less
than 500metres from the proposed works.

A Stage 1 Screening for Appropriate Assessment for the proposed project, prepared by Minogue
Environmental Consulting Ltd. accompanies this application. An assessment of potential effects
arising from both the construction and operation stages of the development has been undertaken.
The project works are not directly connected with or necessary to the management of a Natura 2000
site. It is indicated that the enhancement works and the surrounding urban area will continue to be
served by an existing stormwater sewer system. There will be no significant change to the area of
impermeable surface or consequent runoff volume arising from the scheme, and stormwater runoff
will discharge into the sewer system, resulting in no direct hydrological links with the Middle Shannon
Callows SPA or Lough Ree SAC and SPA.

Having regard to the conservation objectives associated with the European sites within the zone of
influence and given the nature of the development, and absence of direct hydrological links from
same to any European site(s), it is considered that the proposed development, including
construction stage works, either in combination or alone, will not give rise to significant adverse
direct, indirect or secondary impacts on the integrity of any Natura 2000 sites having regard to their
conservation objectives.
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SECTION 2

2.0 Internal Reports and Prescribed Bodies Submissions

Internal Reports Received

Chief Fire Officer: Fire safety certificate required for the proposed works. No objection to this
application subject to adequate access and water being provided for the Fire & Rescue Service

Prescribed Bodies Reports Received
Two submissions were received from prescribed bodies as follows:

Uisce Eireann:
Outlined the following requirements for the proposed development:

e Connection Agreement: If a connection to the public water or wastewater network is required,
the applicant must enter into a connection agreement with Uisce Eireann prior to the
commencement of development and comply with all associated standards and conditions.

e Protection of Infrastructure: No part of the development is permitted to be built over existing
public water or wastewater infrastructure. Required separation distances must be maintained
in accordance with Uisce Eireann’s Standards, Codes and Practices.

e Protection of Water Sources: The development must not negatively impact public drinking
water sources, abstraction points, or related infrastructure.

e All works must be carried out in full compliance with Uisce Eireann’s current Standards, Codes
and Practices.

Failte Ireland:

Failte Ireland is supportive of the proposed development at Athlone Castle, recognising its potential
to significantly enhance visitor interpretation, facilities, and the overall visitor experience at an already
popular heritage site.

The project aligns with key strategic tourism frameworks, including:

e The EU Just Transition Fund, under which Failte Ireland and Westmeath County Council are
investing in Athlone Castle to support sustainable tourism infrastructure and experiences.

e Ireland’s Hidden Heartlands Regional Tourism Development Strategy 2023-2027, which
prioritises the enhancement of existing heritage attractions to unlock the region’s commercial
tourism potential in a sustainable and regenerative manner.

e The Shannon Tourism Masterplan, which identifies Athlone as a strategic location within a
broader vision to reposition the Shannon as a major tourism destination.

The development directly responds to objectives in these strategies, particularly around improving
heritage-based visitor experiences, enhancing accessibility, and strengthening the local tourism
economy.
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The proposed development is strongly supported from a tourism perspective, subject to compliance
with planning, environmental, and sustainability standards

2.1 Chief Executive Response

The content of the submissions from the internal Departments at WCC and the prescribed bodies are
acknowledged and welcomed. Following consideration of the matters raised are set out below.

The recommendations of the Chief Fire Officer are noted. However, these matters fall outside the
scope of the planning process and are addressed through separate statutory mechanisms.

In terms of impact on existing utilities, it is noted that the conditions forwarded by Uisce Eireann are
standard in nature. However, in the case of the subject proposal, no additional water or foul water
connections are required, and the proposed works do not involve any construction or development
activity that would necessitate direct access to, or intervention with, Uisce Eireann’s infrastructure.
As such, the standard conditions issued by Uisce Eireann are not considered relevant to the proposed
development.

In respect of the submission from the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, the
archaeological sensitivity of the site is fully acknowledged and has been appropriately addressed in
the Archaeological Assessment submitted with the application. The Assessment outlines a clear
methodology for managing potential impacts, including the requirement for archaeological
assessment in advance of any subsurface works. All such works will be carried out under appropriate
archaeological supervision, with mitigation measures implemented as necessary, in full compliance
with the recommendations of the Archaeological Assessment and in accordance with statutory
requirements and best practice guidelines.

It is recommended that the developer liaise with the Department of Housing, Local Government and
Heritage in the event that any archaeological material is discovered during Archaeological Testing. It
is also recommended that the results of the proposed Archaeological Testing be submitted to the
Department for their review.

2.2 Chief Executive Recommendation

Having regard to the submissions received, it is recommended that the development should proceed
as proposed, subject to the following recommendation:

Archaeological Monitoring

i.  Should archaeological material be found during the course of works, the work on the site shall
be stopped pending a decision as to how best to deal with the archaeology. The developer
shall be prepared to be advised by the Department of Housing, Local Government & Heritage
with regard to any necessary mitigating action (e.g. preservation in situ, or excavation) and
should facilitate the archaeologist in recording any material found.

ii. Having completed the work, the archaeologist shall submit a written report stating their
recommendations to the Planning Authority and to the Department of Housing, Local
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Government & Heritage. Where archaeological material/features are shown to be present,
preservation in situ, preservation by record (excavation) or monitoring may be required.

SECTION 3

3.0 Public Observations/Submissions Received
No public submissions were received during the statutory public consultation period.

SECTION 4

4.0 Conclusion

The proposed Athlone Castle Visitor Journey Enhancement works are considered to significantly
enhance the prominence of Athlone Castle within the townscape, while complementing ongoing
public realm improvements in Athlone. These works will not only elevate the overall visitor experience
but also enhance the cultural and tourism-related benefits associated with the site.

Subject to the use of appropriate methodologies as outlined in the AHIA and AIA, the development
will not adversely impact the character or integrity of Athlone Castle nor any features that contribute
to its special architectural, historical, or archaeological interest.

In this context, the proposal aligns with Policy P-AC11 of the Athlone Town Development Plan, which
seeks “to promote and develop Athlone Castle as a flagship international tourist attraction.” Having
considered the plans and particulars, together with submissions received from prescribed bodies, and
subject to the recommendations set out, it is considered that the proposed development:

* would not impact negatively on architectural and natural heritage
* would not seriously injure the amenities of the area or of property in the vicinity
¢ would not be prejudicial to public health

* would be acceptable in terms of traffic safety and convenience.

Having considered the plans and particulars, together with submissions received in association with
the development proposal, it is considered that the development is consistent with national, regional
and local (Westmeath County Development Plan/Athlone Town Development Plan) policy and as such
is in accordance with the proper planning and sustainable development of the area.

4.1 Chief Executive’s Recommendation

Having regard to the above, it is considered that the proposal will deliver an improved and more
engaging visitor experience, strengthening Athlone Castle’s role as a flagship cultural attraction. The
development is consistent with the objectives of the Westmeath County Development Plan and the
Athlone Town Development Plan and is therefore considered to be in accordance with the proper
planning and sustainable development of the area.

Accordingly, it is recommended that the proposed works under the Athlone Castle Visitor Journey
Improvement Project proceed as outlined in the submitted scheme documentation, except as may
otherwise be necessary in order to comply with the following requirement:
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1. Archaeological Monitoring

i Should archaeological material be found during the course of works, the work on the site shall
be stopped pending a decision as to how best to deal with the archaeology. The developer
shall be prepared to be advised by the Department of Housing, Local Government & Heritage
with regard to any necessary mitigating action (e.g. preservation in situ, or excavation) and
should facilitate the archaeologist in recording any material found.

ii. Having completed the work, the archaeologist shall submit a written report stating their
recommendations to the Planning Authority and to the Department of Housing, Local
Government & Heritage. Where archaeological material/features are shown to be present,
preservation in situ, preservation by record (excavation) or monitoring may be required.
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