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and these delegates are mandated by their organisations to vote in
a particular way. The fact that some of these associations represent
only a handful of residents while others represent large estates does
not seem to create difficulties. It was agreed from the start that the
issue of development would not be considered by the newly
revitalised organisation. Development had occurred and had to be
accepted: the Combined Residents’ Association would focus mainly
on improving the general public infrastructure in Ratoath and
regulate further development. Furthermore, the organisation
agreed that it would not become involved in matters that are
divisive within the locality and today operates mainly by reaching
consensus. Asked to define priorities, more particularly for
spending the developers’ fund (the levy on the construction of
houses, to be spent in the locality, on which local residents are
consulted), the need for pavements in strategic parts of the ‘village’
was emphasised. For example, some residents supported the
construction of a relief slip road around the village and the issue
was discussed at a meeting of the Association. But the relief road
had already emerged as a key issue in the past, because it passes
through quite a large estate and practically splits it in two. As it
stands, the road leads nowhere and finishes in a cul-de-sac,
servicing only the very local traffic within the estate. But this would
change dramatically if it became a relief road, or part of a ring road.
Residents in this estate remain utterly opposed to such a relief road
and have emphatically stated that they would oppose it. The
Combined Residents’ Association did not feel that it could support
the construction of such a road, because of the presence of a
minority strongly opposed to it. This means that the Combined
Residents’ Association expresses the views of Ratoath residents as
long as they more or less agree with each other. It does not take a
position on issues which remain highly divisive within the locality
and which matter greatly for some residents: it took the ‘decision not
to do something’. Admittedly, this was the only occasion when such
an approach was adopted. It nonetheless points to an enduring
sensitivity to the destructive impact of sharp community conflicts,
and to the preference to avoid such situations.

The story of the Combined Residents’ Association appears
crucial if one is to understand the internal life of Ratoath. Faced
with a range of problems, some of them quite serious (such as
dangerous traffic), Ratoath has found it very difficult to speak with
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one voice and articulate a coherent view of what constitutes the
public good for the locality. The Combined Residents” Associations
has managed to survive by limiting its role to consensual matters. It
probably contributes to the articulation and aggregation of interests
within the locality, but within fairly narrow boundaries. In the
absence of any legal and institutional framework, which would
facilitate such a task, it is left to the locality to devise its own
structure of governance., But most localities, particularly new
suburbs growing at a rapid pace, lack the resources — such as a
tradition of local civic engagement, existing organisations, skills and
expertise, etc — which would allow them to face such a challenge.
They are confronted with an institutional void which they can
hardly overcome on their own despite their best efforts.

The institutional void and the difficulty of overcoming it
have been recorded in other, more established localities. Peace
points to a similar process of fragmentation and to the absence
of either an encompassing association or an agreed, coherent voice
which can speak for the locality. His comments refer to the ‘Inveresk
village”

At this stage the point to be stressed is that all current
associations are task specific: they rarely assume goals other than
those which generated their formation ... The nearest Inveresk
has come to this transpired when the newly arrived priest,
unimpressed by this associational proliferation, organised what
he called ‘the community council® under the auspices of which
others were expected to function. But its committee members
were quickly derided as the “priest’s pets’ (or worse), it exercises
no wider influence, and the end result was simply to add one
more group to those already in existence (2001: 88).

4.3 Parish and community: the waning of traditional
governance

The absence of formal institutions of local government below the
level of the county council did not in the past create a major
problem. The parish is not, of course, an administrative unit and it
plays no formal role in local government: nonetheless it provided a
significant form of local governance in Ireland. The assimilation of
local community and parish is deeply rooted:
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and these delegates are mandated by their organisations to vote in
a particular way. The fact that some of these associations represent
only a handful of residents while others represent large estates does
not seem to create difficulties. It was agreed from the start that the
issue of development would not be considered by the newly
revitalised organisation. Development had occurred and had to be
accepted: the Combined Residents’ Association would focus mainly
on improving the general public infrastructure in Ratoath and
regulate further development. Furthermore, the organisation
agreed that it would not become involved in matters that are
divisive within the locality and today operates mainly by reaching
consensus. Asked to define priorities, more particularly for
spending the developers’ fund (the levy on the construction of
houses, to be spent in the locality, on which local residents are
consulted), the need for pavements in strategic parts of the ‘village’
was emphasised. For example, some residents supported the
construction of a relief slip road around the village and the issue
was discussed at a meeting of the Association. But the relief road
had already emerged as a key issue in the past, because it passes
through quite a large estate and practically splits it in two. As it
stands, the road leads nowhere and finishes in a cul-de-sac,
servicing only the very local traffic within the estate. But this would
change dramatically if it became a relief road, or part of a ring road.
Residents in this estate remain utterly opposed to such a relief road
and have emphatically stated that they would oppose it. The
Combined Residents’ Association did not feel that it could support
the construction of such a road, because of the presence of a
minority strongly opposed to it. This means that the Combined
Residents’ Association expresses the views of Ratoath residents as
long as they more or less agree with each other. It does not take a
position on issues which remain highly divisive within the locality
and which matter greatly for some residents: it took the ‘decision not
to do something’. Admittedly, this was the only occasion when such
an approach was adopted. It nonetheless points to an enduring
sensitivity to the destructive impact of sharp community conflicts,
and to the preference to avoid such situations.

The story of the Combined Residents’ Association appears
crucial if one is to understand the internal life of Ratoath. Faced
with a range of problems, some of them quite serious (such as
dangerous traffic), Ratoath has found it very difficult to speak with
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one voice and articulate a coherent view of what constitutes the
public good for the locality. The Combined Residents” Associations
has managed to survive by limiting its role to consensual matters. It
probably contributes to the articulation and aggregation of interests
within the locality, but within fairly narrow boundaries. In the
absence of any legal and institutional framework, which would
facilitate such a task, it is left to the locality to devise its own
structure of governance., But most localities, particularly new
suburbs growing at a rapid pace, lack the resources — such as a
tradition of local civic engagement, existing organisations, skills and
expertise, etc — which would allow them to face such a challenge.
They are confronted with an institutional void which they can
hardly overcome on their own despite their best efforts.

The institutional void and the difficulty of overcoming it
have been recorded in other, more established localities. Peace
points to a similar process of fragmentation and to the absence
of either an encompassing association or an agreed, coherent voice
which can speak for the locality. His comments refer to the ‘Inveresk
village”

At this stage the point to be stressed is that all current
associations are task specific: they rarely assume goals other than
those which generated their formation ... The nearest Inveresk
has come to this transpired when the newly arrived priest,
unimpressed by this associational proliferation, organised what
he called ‘the community council® under the auspices of which
others were expected to function. But its committee members
were quickly derided as the “priest’s pets’ (or worse), it exercises
no wider influence, and the end result was simply to add one
more group to those already in existence (2001: 88).

4.3 Parish and community: the waning of traditional
governance

The absence of formal institutions of local government below the
level of the county council did not in the past create a major
problem. The parish is not, of course, an administrative unit and it
plays no formal role in local government: nonetheless it provided a
significant form of local governance in Ireland. The assimilation of
local community and parish is deeply rooted:
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and these delegates are mandated by their organisations to vote in
a particular way. The fact that some of these associations represent
only a handful of residents while others represent large estates does
not seem to create difficulties. It was agreed from the start that the
issue of development would not be considered by the newly
revitalised organisation. Development had occurred and had to be
accepted: the Combined Residents’ Association would focus mainly
on improving the general public infrastructure in Ratoath and
regulate further development. Furthermore, the organisation
agreed that it would not become involved in matters that are
divisive within the locality and today operates mainly by reaching
consensus. Asked to define priorities, more particularly for
spending the developers’ fund (the levy on the construction of
houses, to be spent in the locality, on which local residents are
consulted), the need for pavements in strategic parts of the ‘village’
was emphasised. For example, some residents supported the
construction of a relief slip road around the village and the issue
was discussed at a meeting of the Association. But the relief road
had already emerged as a key issue in the past, because it passes
through quite a large estate and practically splits it in two. As it
stands, the road leads nowhere and finishes in a cul-de-sac,
servicing only the very local traffic within the estate. But this would
change dramatically if it became a relief road, or part of a ring road.
Residents in this estate remain utterly opposed to such a relief road
and have emphatically stated that they would oppose it. The
Combined Residents’ Association did not feel that it could support
the construction of such a road, because of the presence of a
minority strongly opposed to it. This means that the Combined
Residents’ Association expresses the views of Ratoath residents as
long as they more or less agree with each other. It does not take a
position on issues which remain highly divisive within the locality
and which matter greatly for some residents: it took the ‘decision not
to do something’. Admittedly, this was the only occasion when such
an approach was adopted. It nonetheless points to an enduring
sensitivity to the destructive impact of sharp community conflicts,
and to the preference to avoid such situations.

The story of the Combined Residents’ Association appears
crucial if one is to understand the internal life of Ratoath. Faced
with a range of problems, some of them quite serious (such as
dangerous traffic), Ratoath has found it very difficult to speak with
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one voice and articulate a coherent view of what constitutes the
public good for the locality. The Combined Residents” Associations
has managed to survive by limiting its role to consensual matters. It
probably contributes to the articulation and aggregation of interests
within the locality, but within fairly narrow boundaries. In the
absence of any legal and institutional framework, which would
facilitate such a task, it is left to the locality to devise its own
structure of governance., But most localities, particularly new
suburbs growing at a rapid pace, lack the resources — such as a
tradition of local civic engagement, existing organisations, skills and
expertise, etc — which would allow them to face such a challenge.
They are confronted with an institutional void which they can
hardly overcome on their own despite their best efforts.

The institutional void and the difficulty of overcoming it
have been recorded in other, more established localities. Peace
points to a similar process of fragmentation and to the absence
of either an encompassing association or an agreed, coherent voice
which can speak for the locality. His comments refer to the ‘Inveresk
village”

At this stage the point to be stressed is that all current
associations are task specific: they rarely assume goals other than
those which generated their formation ... The nearest Inveresk
has come to this transpired when the newly arrived priest,
unimpressed by this associational proliferation, organised what
he called ‘the community council® under the auspices of which
others were expected to function. But its committee members
were quickly derided as the “priest’s pets’ (or worse), it exercises
no wider influence, and the end result was simply to add one
more group to those already in existence (2001: 88).

4.3 Parish and community: the waning of traditional
governance

The absence of formal institutions of local government below the
level of the county council did not in the past create a major
problem. The parish is not, of course, an administrative unit and it
plays no formal role in local government: nonetheless it provided a
significant form of local governance in Ireland. The assimilation of
local community and parish is deeply rooted:
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