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Ireland’s community-owned rural water sector

Drinking water supply in rural Ireland
Until the 1950s piped water supplies were virtually unheard of outside of Ireland’s towns and cities. County Boards
of Health and Public Assistance established in the 1920s had begun the process of providing a public water supply
in rural areas through the erection of village pumps. Under the County Management Act (1940), the functions of
these Boards of Health were transferred to local authorities and the provision of pumps was gradually extended to
the countryside, with varying degrees of success. Poor siting resulted in waterborne diseases (such as Polio) in some
areas, while other localities endured intermittent supply, especially as wells dried up in the summer months.

The case for communal piped water supplies in rural Ireland was raised in the late 1940s, the then Chief Medical
Advisor, James Deeny, arguing that ‘the provision of piped water and, better still, a domestic hot water system
should be our first consideration in household planning’. There was growing concern at the social consequences
of an inadequate water supply, as the daily drudgery of drawing water supplies in buckets from wells, rivers or lakes
was cited as a reason for the flight from the countryside by young women in particular.
The absence of a reliable and safe water supply had potentially serious economic consequences for rural communities
also. Industry, including the emerging tourism sector, required a water services infrastructure that was unavailable
outside larger towns and cities.

In 1955 a committee comprising representatives of the Department of Local Government and the Local Sanitary
Authorities carried out a comprehensive assessment of water provision and sewerage services throughout the State.
This committee identified the non-availability of piped water in rural areas as a major unresolved issue that demanded
‘vigorous policies’ that were ‘strongly directed’.

Their conclusions formed the basis of
a strategy inaugurated by government
in 1959. A three-pronged approach
was envisaged:• The provision of regional schemes
by the Sanitary Authorities.
• The provision of group schemes by
local communities where reliable
local sources were available.
• The provision of piped water by
individual householders where
neither of the other approaches
were feasible.

At the beginning of the 1960s, only one
rural home in eight had access to a piped
water supply (generally from a private well
or rainwater collection system). For the
rest of rural homes, the drudgery of drawing
water in buckets was part and parcel of
daily life. The best that could be hoped for
was the provision of a community pump by
the county council. However, such pumps
were prone to serious contamination and
represented a health hazard, as in the Polio
outbreak of 1957.

Background and early development
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The group water scheme model had already been introduced in
West Wicklow through the determined efforts of a young Catholic
priest (Fr Joe Collins) who was trained as an engineer. He received
expert help from the Department of Local Government and from
Wicklow County Council. As an earnest of the State’s support for
the initiative, it was decided that individual well grants could be
pooled towards meeting the costs of the project. As these grants
would not meet the full costs of construction, however, Fr Collins
had to harness the voluntary input of the community, in addition to
securing a local financial contribution.
In 1960, as part of government policy to extend piped water supplies
to rural Ireland, a ‘Turn on the Tap’ campaign was launched as an
initiative between the Department of Local Government and the
Irish Countrywomens Association (ICA), mirroring to some extent
the rural electrification campaign begun in the late 1940s. Unlike
rural electrification, however, the campaign to extend piped water
supplies to most rural communities would not be driven by a State
or Semi-State body, but would be a ‘bottom-up’ initiative, relying
on community activists to motivate their neighbours, gather up the
necessary funds and provide direct labour, where necessary. In
support of this ‘bottom-up and voluntary activism’, the State adopted
the West Wicklow model, recognising the obvious advantages and
economies in combining individual well grants towards the provision
of water to a number of houses from a common source, using the
same reservoir, pumping equipment and pipelines.

Fr Joe Collins who spearheaded the first group water
scheme in Oldcourt, County Wicklow before establishing
several other schemes in the West Wicklow area.

For their part, local authorities encouraged GWS development by:
• providing supplies for groups from their own sources.
• taking potential group development into consideration when building public schemes.
• encouraging the infill of regional schemes by private groups.

Efforts were made to promote the widespread adoption of the GWS model. These included a touring exhibition
launched by the ICA and the release of a short promotional film Water Wisdom at the Cork Film Festival. Rural
water provision even became an issue in the 1961 general election! The scale of the urban/rural divide was stark:
whereas 97% of urban homes had piped water in 1961, only one in eight rural homes had access to running water,
mostly by capturing rainwater (as in East Galway) pumped to a header tank in the attic, or from a private well. A
few years earlier it was revealed that only 3% of rural dwellers were actually connected to a communal distribution
network.
Surprisingly, there was some opposition to the ‘Turn on the Tap’ campaign, particularly from the National Farmers
Association, representative of stronger farmers who rejected any initiative that might increase the rateable valuation
of property in a period of declining farm incomes. The intention to build large regional schemes ground to a virtual
standstill in the face of this opposition and the difficult budgetary situation facing Ireland in the mid 1960s. In the
absence of large regional scheme development, the emerging GWS sector provided the only possibility of resolving
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the piped water deficit in rural Ireland but, after a spurt in the early years of the decade, the rate of group scheme
construction declined in the late 1960s. By 1971, 42% of rural households still lacked a piped water supply
Entry to the EEC in 1972 transformed the rate of growth within the sector. The standards demanded by Europe, in
addition to improved prices for farm produce, ended opposition to the widespread provision of piped water supplies.
Indeed, farm organisations and co-operatives actively promoted the campaign for rural water and took a lead role in
the formation of group schemes, encouraging their members to provide sources (and access to sources) and sites for
pumphouses and reservoirs. Farmers also provided permission for pipes to be laid through fields, thereby greatly
reducing the cost of GWS construction. As a result, the sector flourished in the 1970s, with all but a few of the
privately sourced schemes having completed construction by the early 1980s.

‘Those who drink the water should remember those who sunk the well’

Tribute plaque to the late John Flanagan, Tullyallen GWS, County Louth

[Below is an abridged version of an article first published in GWS News, Winter 2005]

In the early summer of 1961,
John Flanagan (a carpet fitter
by trade) was digging within
yards of his cottage, close to
the ancient abbey at
Mellifont. He was three feet
down when Fr Leo Dunigan
pulled up in his car and
asked what he was at.
‘Digging for water’, John
replied. ‘Then stop your
digging’, the priest said, ‘for
there’s a water meeting
tomorrow night in the hall in
Tullyallen’.
John went to the meeting
and began a life-long commitment to providing a reliable drinking water service
to his own family and to his
wider community.
Apart from himself and
the priest, three others
attended, Willie Gibney,
Seán Tierney and Larry
Coogan.
Over the months the meetings got larger, people coming from all ends of the
parish and from across the
Mattock river in Meath, all
desperate to have a piped
water supply.
As the evenings drew
shorter and the nights colder,
they transferred the meetings
to Seán Tierney’s thatched
cottage, only moving back

to the hall when the meetings
got too big.
When Fr Dunigan pulled
back from the project, his
place was taken by Pat
McHugh, then manager of
Townley Hall, a landed
estate house owned by
Trinity College Dublin.
According to John, Pat
‘pushed the thing along’,
setting up a committee and
arranging a meeting with Mr
Burke from the Department.
Tullyallen
On Mr Burke’s advice the
idea of a parish-wide
scheme was abandoned and
the Tullyallen area began to
organise its own GWS.
Neighbouring communities
at Sheepgrange, Monleek
and Drybridge organised
shortly afterwards.
A £100 grant was available
on each connection (£50
from the Department and
£50 from Louth Co. Co.).
Throughout 1962 the levy
was collected by John and
his colleagues; £14 for a
cottage, £20 for a private
house, £25 for a shop and
£35 for a farm.
Before the year was out,
the levy had been paid on
all of the proposed 55 connections.

Construction
In early 1963 construction
began along the 81/2 mile network. A digger moved ahead
preparing the trench, followed each evening (after
work) by a gang of voluntary
workers – John and his
neighbours – tidying and levelling the trench with shovels. One man, in particular,
stands out in John’s memory:
‘Tom Carry was great at digging the trench with a shovel
and he would be up there at
7pm every evening.’
Together
with
Pat
McHugh, John took on to lay
the pipes. Sections of 3”
main were stuck together
with a powerful solvent and
‘after 20 minutes you couldn’t pull them apart’.
The collars and rings that
joined the 3” main were
more awkward, as they were
all loose and had to be fitted
together with great care.
The pipes were laid on clay
and then sods were placed on
top before the trench was
filled in. Sand was not used.
During President John F.
Kennedy’s visit to Ireland
in June 1963, the men of
Tullyallen were preparing a
trench in the Lynch’s Cross
area.
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The President was a month
dead when in December
1963, John Flanagan’s
became the first house on the
scheme to be connected to
the water supply.
Taps
A plumber from Navan connected a few houses to the
network, but he had to be
paid and, having seen how
it was done, John began
connecting local homes,
working at night under a
tilly lamp.
The GWS levy included
the cost of a tap, a Belfast
sink, a gully and lengths of
piping to carry wastewater
away.
But the Department was
having a rethink about the
taps that might be used.
John recalls:
‘Myself and Pat McHugh
were putting in a meter at
the reservoir. Pat had a bag
of taps in the pick-up.
‘The Department engineer
arrived in the evening and
told us we had to get rid of
the taps as a scheme in
Cork was after collapsing
because people wouldn’t
turn the water off.
‘So we had to change to
push taps which were a lot
dearer!’
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Early management and operation of group schemes

Most early group water schemes were formed in the groundwater zones of the east and south of Ireland; a spring or
borehole providing a supply to communities within a defined geographic area. To make the scheme viable, it was
important to bring as many households/farm connections on board as possible, but with due regard to the capacity
of the source, pressure within the network and the length of piping required. An active local committee held ‘fireside
meetings’ with individual householders to persuade them to join the scheme and to make the necessary payment.

As the sector expanded into the ‘surface water’ zones in the 1970s, schemes tended to be much larger than previously,
as predominantly lake sources provided natural raw water reservoirs. In addition, the hilly topography of the border
counties and parts of the West of Ireland facilitated gravity-feeding a water supply to a much wider geographic area
than hitherto. Distribution networks were provided to service hundreds of dispersed rural dwellings. Indeed, the
onward expansion of schemes into the most isolated rural communities continued long after their initial completion,
accelerating under the Rural Water Programme in the early 2000s as Strategic Plans for various counties identified
districts in which a piped water supply was, as yet, unavailable. Group schemes facilitated the process of infilling
these districts, aided in some parts of the country by CLÁR top-up funding designed to ensure that isolated
communities would not be denied the benefits of a quality water supply.

Kilmaley Inagh GWS is Ireland’s largest group water scheme, with almost 2,000 domestic households and 2,247 connections in total.
The scheme’s network extends over 250 kilometres and includes all or part of eight parishes in Mid and West Clare.
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Once constructed, the ongoing
management of group water
schemes was left to the community.
Most of the earlier schemes were
originally organised as trusteeships (although the co-operative
model is now generally favoured).
The committees that had been
established to raise funds for the
construction of the scheme now
found that they had assumed a
long-term obligation to manage it,
including maintenance of pumps A commemorative plaque to the founding members of Farmoyle Baraghy GWS on the boundand network repairs.
ary of Monaghan and Cavan. Similar plaques have been erected on schemes across the country.

This work was generally carried out on a purely voluntary basis and without appropriate training or adequate
resources. The objective of committees was to run their scheme as economically as possible, the annual contribution
of members going towards the essential upkeep of pumps, electricity charges and fittings for the network. The
experience of local farmer members in working with mechanical apparatus and pipes in their everyday lives proved
invaluable to the survival of most schemes.

By and large, raw water was simply pumped directly to households or, where topography allowed it, to a reservoir
from which it was gravity-fed to local homes. The springs and boreholes from which most supplies were drawn had
good quality water and there appeared to be no need for treatment of any sort. Even as schemes moved increasingly
towards surface water supplies in the 1970s and as evidence emerged of quality issues affecting all raw water
sources, treatment facilities (where they existed at all) generally consisted of simple disinfection, possibly following
slow sand filtration.

Having invested in the capital costs of constructing schemes, the State’s involvement in the sector was minimal.
Without State support and active supervision, the weaknesses inherent in the GWS model became manifest. These
might be summarised under three headings:
• Lack of effective co-ordination/management structures
• Lack of appropriate treatment
• Lack of money
By the early 1990s, these issues were leading to the effective collapse of schemes, as original trustees died and it
became increasingly difficult to recruit new members to committees of management in a climate of growing concern
and anger about poor drinking water quality. From the late 1980s many consumers began abandoning tap water for
bottled substitutes. This increased the difficulty facing schemes in collecting annual financial contributions from
their members.

Successive EPA reports on drinking water quality since the early 1990s merely reinforced the view that something
was seriously wrong in the GWS sector. Indeed, the issue of deficient water quality on Ballycroy GWS in West
Mayo became the focus of a parliamentary (Dáil) adjournment debate in May 1995. In many ways Ballycroy came
to exemplify the unique challenges affecting the GWS sector. Constructed in the late 1970s, the scheme abstracted
water from an upland peaty lake that became subject to contamination. Apart from a screen mesh at the intake, there
was no treatment, water being distributed to approximately 240 (eventually 300) households and farms along a network that extended some 130 miles through difficult and boggy terrain.
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Ballycroy GWS in West Mayo faced challenges that were common to many group water schemes in the 1990s: source contamination,
poor water quality, long distribution networks in peaty ground, low population density and lack of finance.

Drinking water analysis in 1992 and 1993 had revealed serious faecal contamination of the Ballycroy supply and
the Dáil heard that independent testing conducted in 1994 had again detected serious deficiencies. In addition to
bacteriological contamination of the water supply, ‘samples also contained large amounts of turf humus and varied
in turbidity from light rust on good days to dark brown semi-translucency on bad days, after heavy rainfall’. The
Dáil heard that water supplied by the scheme ‘continues to have an odour and poor taste’.

Publicity surrounding these findings prompted the tourism agency, Bord Fáilte, to express concern, especially as two
reputable international tour guide publications – Fodor’s of New York and Lonely Planet of London – had sought
information on the contamination incidents with a view to publishing a warning to tourists visiting West Mayo.

Speaking on behalf of the then Environment Minister, Brendan Howlin, TD, Justice Minister Nora Owen, TD,
implicitly acknowledged that there was an onus on the State to provide financial support to a sector that had made
a ‘huge contribution to the improvement of the lifestyles of rural communities and to the development of agriculture
and off-farm economic activities’. Stating that ‘for over 30 years, successive Governments have supported this “bottom
up” approach to providing an essential rural piped water infrastructure’, Minister Owen referred specifically to the
issues facing Ballycroy. In reality, her remarks were applicable to most group water schemes and especially those
relying on surface water supplies or on groundwater sources (particularly springs) influenced by surface water flow:
‘The Ballycroy group scheme was completed some 15 years ago using an upland lake as the source of supply.
Unfortunately, in recent years, intensified agricultural activity within the lake catchment has given rise to increased levels of suspended organic matter entering the lake. This has adversely affected the water quality of the scheme's source.
‘For some time, the group organisers have been taking steps to protect the source against the threat of organic
pollution. An access road to the abstraction site was provided to facilitate maintenance and the immediate area
adjacent to the site was fenced off.
‘In parallel with these developments, Mayo County Council formally notified the group of the non-compliance
with water quality standards and of the need for various remedial measures, including water treatment facilities.
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The Department of the Environment invited the group to develop proposals for this purpose, which would be
financed from the group scheme grants budget.’

In the course of her address, Minister Owen revealed that over 5,400 group schemes had been constructed, serving
in excess of 150,000 households. These figures were based on Department records of every scheme (from two houses
upwards) for which application had been made, but these figures probably over-estimated the number of schemes actually completed while under-estimating the numbers of households supplied by the GWS sector. The exact scale of
the sector at its height is difficult to ascertain, but by the late 1990s, we know that privately sourced group water
schemes alone were providing potable water to between 80,000 and 90,000 rural households. This figure includes
the approximately 69,000 rural households currently on such schemes, in addition to the households on nearly 200
schemes that have been connected to public supplies or been taken-in-charge by a local authority or Irish Water
under the Rural Water Programme.

The scale of the publicly sourced GWS sector is more difficult to determine with any degree of certainty, but based
on research, just over 110,000 citizens are on publicly sourced supplies that come under the Regulations. Allowing
an average household occupancy of 2.82 (the National Average), this translates into nearly 39,000 households.
Given the active process of taking-in-charge by local authorities over the years (and by Irish Water more recently),
it is reasonable to estimate that this sector would have included a much greater population at its peak. These would
have ranged from schemes managed by active local committees to a significant proportion of publicly sourced
schemes that are group schemes in name only (orphan schemes without an active committee) or that were formed
simply to allow an extension of a public main.

Group water schemes make a point of acknowledging the contribution of founder members and of those who have given long years
of voluntary service to providing a community-owned drinking water supply.
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