
A chara,
We welcome the opportunity to make a submission re the above, especially in relation to the Louth/Louth-East Meath Dail Constituency and also, the Midlands-North-West European Constituency.
1. BACKGROUND
We note that the Commission – among other matters has to “have regard to the following…”
… (that) “the breaching of county boundaries shall be avoided as far as possible……….” 
WHILE “…the Commission shall endeavour to maintain continuity in relation to the arrangement of constituencies.”
The latter is critical in relation to the current Louth/Louth-East Meath constituency and it is admirable that at the last constituency review, your Commission’s predecessors had the vision and pragmatism to recognise the strong community and economic ties between Drogheda and East Meath. These ties have now become broader; geographically closer; stronger and even more critical. 
We would urge that this be the key consideration – that Drogheda and East Meath remain in the same constituency, and that your members are not constrained by the emotional and historical weight of geographic boundaries in making such a key decision for the future growth and development of what is now better described as the Greater Drogheda Region, central to what a Financial Times publication (“fDi European Cities and Regions of the Future 2018/19”) referred to a few years ago as “the emerging micro-city of Drogheda” (in the same publication, it also listed Limerick; Shannon; Waterford and Galway as other emerging European micro-cities). This was the first major urban centre in North East Ireland to receive such an accolade.
We would urge the Commission to be mindful of related Local Government matters. In the Government’s “Putting People First” policy – originally launched in 2012 – it emphasises that Local Government Structures must be “reflective of modern day realities.” Many Local Government structures date back to the 19th century. 
In 1412, the adjacent towns of Drogheda-in-Meath and Drogheda-in-Oriel were united, styled as “the county of the Town of Drogheda,” which remained a county borough until the establishment of county councils under the Local Government (Ireland) Act 1898. Drogheda’s Boundary has been expanded on a “patchwork basis” on a number of occasions in the 20th century, but still fails to reflect the full extent of this major settlement, with many housing and commercial developments in Drogheda being located in Co.Meath (housing estates such as Rosevale are a good example of this); the NDLS Driver Licence Centre for Co.Louth is located ….in the Southgate Shopping Complex in Co.Meath, circa 1km from central Drogheda.
Given the rapid (and poorly planned) growth of the Greater Drogheda Region, for over a decade, DCSG has been advocating the creation of the City of Drogheda, with its own local administration and governance, serving Drogheda; South Louth and East Meath where the population is rapidly growing to 80,000-90,000 people. Being currently managed by local authority management in distant Dundalk and Navan is completely unacceptable and we urge that the Electoral Commission reflect that by retaining the Louth-East Meath link and take the logical step of creating two three seater constituencies in Co.Louth, with a new “Greater Drogheda”; “Louth South” or “Boyneside” Constituency reflecting the current population while assisting in the future, orderly planning of the Greater Drogheda Region and City of Drogheda. (Such a Constituency has the potential to rapidly become a 4 seater, and later, a 5 seater if the pace of growth continues). 
In that regard, given the phenomenal population growth – soon to be accelerated by the population of the Port Access Northern Cross Route (PANCR) which will add upwards of 20,000 to the population in less than a decade (construction is already underway with circa 7,000 homes planned in what is probably one of the largest housing projects in the EU). Alongside this, house construction has grown substantially on the south side (Co.Meath) of Drogheda and housing “new build” statistics in recent years will confirm that housing growth in the Greater Drogheda Region has outstripped almost all current provincial cities.
>>> PLEASE REFER TO OUR VIDEO USING DRONE FOOTAGE TO DRAMATICALLY DEMONSTRATE THE RAPID SCALE OF HOUSING DEVELOPMENT IN THE GREATER DROGHEDA REGION (ENCLOSED)

2. THE IMPACT OF BEING CONTIGUOUS AREAS
Dundalk and Newry are “joined at the hip” as far as Louth Co. Council (LCC) and Newry and Mourne District Council are concerned with a joint MOU Committee (that includes councillors) in place for several years. Whilst there has been limited effort on the part of LCC and Meath Co. Council (MCC) to replicate a similar structure in the Greater Drogheda Region, given the contiguous nature of Drogheda and East Meath, a growing number of State organisations are recognising and formalising the Drogheda/South Louth/East Meath area (or Greater Drogheda Region) as a single, natural catchment area, and this should also inform the Electoral Commission. Instance:
· An Post, where the Drogheda Central Mails Office is responsible for the collection and delivery of mail across the extensive A92 eircode zone which extends to towns such as Ardee; Dunleer and Clogherhead to the North; Coastal East Meath; Julianstown; Duleek and Donoreto the South and towards Slane to the West. 
· As well as having a busy port, Bus Eireann and Irish Rail consider Drogheda a major public transport hub. In the case of the former, as well as long distance services (such as to Athlone and Monaghan Town) originating in Drogheda, many others are routed through Drogheda, such as Dublin/Airport/Dundalk/Trim etc. Most critically for your review, there has been an “explosion” in the number and frequency of what Bus Eireann describe as “Drogheda Town Services” – especially to the coastal area of East Meath (Donacarney; Mornington; Bettystown and Laytown) with the D1 and D2 routes each now providing up to 38 departures from Laytown to Drogheda (every 15 minutes on weekdays) from 0600h to midnight for workers; students; shoppers; hospital visitors etc etc). On the north side of Drogheda and to places like Duleek and Slane, there has also been a very significant increase in local services – all supporting a seamless community. 

It should be noted there are no direct bus services from coastal East Meath (Laytown-Bettystown-Mornington: LBM) to any other urban centre in Co.Meath, reinforcing its distant relationship with the rest of the county, in contrast with the close relationship it has always had with Drogheda. 

With a proposed Drogheda North Railway Station being mooted and the arrival of the high-frequency DART+ service, this will create a seamless commuter rail service from Gormanston in the south through Laytown and Drogheda Stations (on the south side) onwards to the future Drogheda North Railway Station, further reinforcing the contiguous nature of the Greater Drogheda Region and future city.
· Emergency Services:  Both Drogheda Fire and Ambulance services serve an equally extensive catchment area. When a local supermarket in Bettystown went on fire in May 2022, the first fire tenders on the scene came LOCALLY from Drogheda (approx.. ten minutes away); later to be joined by tenders from the more distant Ashbourne and Navan (both circa thirty minutes away). In the case of an accident, ambulances will again be scrambled LOCALLY from Drogheda which has the largest and best equipped hospital in the North East. (It should also be noted that in recent years, the HSE which had previously directed East Meath residents to certain clinics in Navan, now recognise the contiguous nature of Drogheda and East Meath and now direct many of those patients to Drogheda Clinics. (Shortly, they will be opening a large Public Health centre in Bettystown, reflecting the significant population growth in East Meath itself).
· Uisce Eireann: Drogheda is the major centre for the delivery of water and sewerage services across the Greater Drogheda Region.

Of ongoing concern to DCSG members resident in East Meath is the current Garda structure which (a) condemns them to a “part-time” Garda Station at Laytown covering this area and (b) the fact that local Gardai requiring back-up or specialist services have to seek that from their HQ at Ashbourne, which depending on traffic is at least a 30 minute journey away. In the past, when the Louth-Meath Garda Division existed, Laytown was seamlessly contained in that, as was Duleek which is also a sub-station to Ashbourne having previously been attached to Navan and Drogheda (locals confirm that the connection with Drogheda worked best, given its proximity etc. – further evidence of the relevance of being contiguous).

>>> This is one of the few key State services that does not recognise the contiguous factor and a number of community campaigns continue to pursue this. Local Laytown Gardai in “off the record” remarks support this, citing for example the long unnecessary and inefficient journey they have to make to Ashbourne when they make an arrest, taking vital police resources off the streets.

3. DBEC, IDA and JOB CREATION
The Greater Drogheda Region – on both sides of the Boyne River (i.e. in South Louth and East Meath) can be described as an “IDA Jobs Blackspot,” given the failure of State agencies – especially the IDA – to create any meaningful numbers of jobs here, against a backdrop of an available, multi-skilled; multi-cultural and  substantial workforce (mainly commuting to Dublin) which is rapidly growing.
As a result, the majority of residents in East Meath have had to make the long commute to Dublin for employment and Third Level education, including several of our members.
Up to the recent past, (a) Drogheda, Co.Louth and (b) Drogheda, Co.Meath + East Meath were the responsibility of two separate IDA Regional Offices. The Drogheda City Status Group – in exposing this – contributed to IDA now managing Drogheda and East Meath from just one of their Regional Offices. To date however, that Dundalk based office has secured most new projects for the smaller town of Dundalk which is “awash” with IDA FDI businesses.
The Government’s “Putting People First” policy emphasises a focus on economic development. The failure of successive Governments to create substantial employment opportunities in Drogheda and East Meath (in both the Private AND Public sectors) has led to a huge daily exodus of people (confirmed by a recent study commissioned by Drogheda Chamber and The Mill Enterprise Centre) commuting mainly to the Greater Dublin area for employment – a major social, financial and economic cost for those involved.
THUS, SEPERATING EAST MEATH FROM THE LOUTH (Louth-East Meath) CONSTITUENCY WOULD BE COUNTER-PRODUCTIVE AND WOULD FURTHER DISCRIMINATE AGAINST THE CONTIGUOUS NATURE OF THE GREATER DROGHEDA REGION WHICH HAS LONG BEEN NEGLECTED FROM AN ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE (AND SOCIALLY), AS SET OUT BELOW. 
As far back as the first major planning initiative considering key Regional Centres – the Buchanan Report in the late 1960s – Drogheda was identified as a Regional Growth Centre. 
Two generations later, it finally and reluctantly gained recognition. The draft Ireland 2040 Plan initially just acknowledged the Dundalk-Newry axis. Following outrage locally and extensive lobbying, the final document then acknowledged the Drogheda-Dundalk-Newry axis. However – a submission made subsequently on behalf of IDA to the Louth Co. Development Plan ignored Drogheda and East Meath and exclusively focussed on further economic development for Dundalk. Likewise, the subsequent Eastern and Midlands Regional Authority acknowledged Drogheda as a key centre for economic development – but little has progressed to date.
Since then, the Dublin-Belfast Economic Corridor (DBEC) has been formalised. Drogheda and East Meath are situated on a critical point on the DBEC – yet job creation is minimal by the State agencies. NOT one staff member of IDA; Enterprise Ireland or either the Louth or Meath LEO (Local Enterprise Office) have an office in the Drogheda/East Meath (Greater Drogheda Region) which is on the cusp of becoming Ireland’s next city. Scandalous.
As regards the DBEC and economic development generally, the (GEOGRAPHIC AS WELL AS POLITICAL) focus has been North-South. The current Louth/East Meath Constituency gives greater focus to the much neglected East-West focus. It should be maintained and strengthened. DCSG would assert that the catchment of a Constituency should help optimise social and economic benefits for the local population – “Putting People First.”
4. COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
Following the Civil War in Rwanda, the President attempted to restore peace and prosperity there by actively seeking Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) citing “the medicine of prosperity.”
Levels of poverty and unemployment are well above national norms in parts of the Greater Drogheda Region, leading to reduced educational attainment, unemployment, crime and drug taking and a local war between two drug dealing factions leading to a number of deaths as well as many attacks on people and property. This became so serious that Government commissioned Vivien Geiran to assess matters and produce an action plan, currently being implemented by the Drogheda Implementation Board which focuses on both Drogheda and East Meath.
FROM A SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE, ANYTHING – INCLUDING A CONSTITUENCY REVIEW – THAT ADVERSELY ALTERS THE CURRENT “DELICATE” ECOSYSTEM THAT IS TACKLING THESE AREAS OF CONCERN WILL ONLY HINDER PROGRESS AS INITIATIVES ARE TAKEN (OR NEED TO BE TAKEN) TO BRING THAT “MEDICINE OF PROSPERITY” TO THOSE MOST IN NEED IN DROGHEDA AND EAST MEATH.
A key organisation that recognises the contiguous nature of Drogheda and East Meath is the Louth-Meath Education and Training Board (LMETB). Their award-winning Drogheda Institute of Further Education (DIFE) attracts students from a wide area, and in the case of East Meath, students can easily access the Institute using the high frequency local bus service. LMETB are also well advanced in developing a new Electrical Apprenticeship Training Centre in Drogheda and will be locating their HQ there as well.
Shared educational resources between Drogheda and East Meath also include a Gaelscoil and an Educate Together school.
5. SPORTS, THE ARTS, HERITAGE AND CULTURE

Conor Hoey, in his submission addresses the strong historical links that exist in the sports sector across Drogheda; South Louth and East Meath so we will not dwell on same, other than to endorse his views. As regards the Arts, Drogheda has many venues and a vibrant Arts scene that engages varied groups from across the Greater Drogheda Region, such as the Duleek Drama Group; Laytown based charity Ablevision etc. Known as “The Gateway to the Boyne Valley,” as well as its own unique history and heritage, Drogheda is central to history and archaeology that spans from UNESCO neolithic tombs at Bru na Boinne to the discovery of the Tara Brooch in the nineteenth century on Bettystown beach and in recent years has been designated a “Destination Town” by Failte Ireland, emphasising the tourism potential of historic Drogheda and the Greater Drogheda Region – where for example, the Boyne Trail (Greenway) will traverse parts of both East Meath and Drogheda/South Louth adjacent to the River Boyne. These initiatives will add further focus on the contiguous nature of Drogheda and East Meath.

6. POPULATION GROWTH AND THE FUTURE
You will note from Census 2022, the rapid, unprecedented and relentless population growth in the Greater Drogheda Region which to an extent is “buried”/gerrymandered/disguised by dividing that population across data for Louth and Meath rather than taking a holistic view of the Greater Drogheda Region. For example, in Census data, Dundalk population includes the smaller town of Blackrock, adding circa 5,000 people to the County Town’s population. In contrast, as a result of the Louth-Meath county boundary, the combined figures for Drogheda, Co.Louth and Drogheda, Co.Meath along with Laytown-Bettystown-Mornington-Donacarney which is bordered by just one or two fields (and therefore contiguous) are separated, suggesting Drogheda and Greater Drogheda are smaller than reality. We believe that not only would the creation of a new three seater constituency for the Greater Drogheda/Boyneside/South Louth address that current population growth, but it would also address a future scenario where that population could warrant a four or even five seater constituency in this contiguous situation.
>>> THE ATTACHED SLIDE PRESENTATION MADE RECENTLY TO LOCAL BUSINESS, COMMUNITY AND POLITICAL REPRESENTATIVES IN THE GREATER DROGHEDA REGION FURTHER DETAILS THE ABOVE.

7. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Throughout the above, we have attempted to set out in detail where local communities and many State/Semi State organisations have been pragmatic and recognise that in the case of Drogheda and East Meath, the LH-MH boundary is an obsolete device which hinders both community and economic development. We consider the Electoral Boundary review to be a key step in reinforcing the forward looking and pragmatic view taken by your predecessors at the last Electoral Boundary review. We hope you share our desire to build on that and in an era of potential climate change/chaos, by way of “Putting People First,” help us create a Constituency that supports locally focussed, sustainable community and economic development for the benefit of all our citizens and businesses, reinforcing a shared and prosperous future for all in the Greater Drogheda Region. By creating the new constituency we advocate, your Commission will help move towards the creation of a Greater Drogheda Metropolitan Region – so, for example – addressing the anomaly that East Meath residents currently have no say or influence in the affairs of their major commercial centre, Drogheda.
To conclude, we would appeal that in the case of Drogheda and East Meath your Commission recognises that the LH-MH county boundary is both obsolete and a hindrance towards a shared, more prosperous future and both maintains and further develops the approach of your predecessors, building on that contiguous area to create a new Greater Drogheda/Boyneside constituency.
THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION
DROGHEDA CITY STATUS GROUP
[bookmark: _GoBack]Post Script: We have just noted the Fine Gael Party’s submission and are very disturbed that what they appear to propose takes no consideration of the close links and interdependency described above between Drogheda and East Meath. What they appear to suggest is to transfer that part of Drogheda, Co.Meath and adjacent East Meath into a Meath constituency that people would have no natural empathy or connection with – this must be for their own selfish, party political motives – not “putting people first” but rather “putting party first.” This would be unacceptable to the people we represent for all the above reasons. Since reading this submission, we have sought clarification from two FG sources, but as the deadline for submitting is fast approaching, we have had no response at this point. If FG propose “decoupling” East Meath and Drogheda Co.Meath from the current constituency, this also flies in the face of the view of professional town planners such as Dr Brian Hughes and his expert views and familiarity with the catchment (See S 270). Others including Brendan Heneghan (S12B) advocate retaining the Drogheda-East Meath links.
Finally, it is time for the wisdom that prevailed in 1412 (see above) to prevail again !
EU CONSTITUENCY REVIEW – see observations below.
In relation to the EU constituencies, please consider reviewing our current situation. Drogheda/East Meath on the DBEC is much more compatable with a “Provincial Leinster” EU Constituency as the current one (Midlands-North-West) of which we are part has a strong rural/agri composition, while we are more urban/industrial. In addition, its unsuitability is reinforced by the geographic span of the constituency that ranges from Connemara and the Atlantic Ocean to the Boyne Estuary and the Irish Sea.
