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Local Government in Ireland: From Revolution to Stagnation?
In this major overview of the history of local government in Ireland, which may well become a landmark work in the ﬁeld of Irish local government studies, Mahew Poer oﬀers what appears to be the most
extensive and comprehensive synthesis ever published
about the last two centuries of Irish municipal history.
Poer’s research, conducted between 2006 and 2008, is
based on an enormous amount of primary data and on
ﬁndings of previous research, and was part of a larger research project on comparative urban government in Europe since 1800. e book covers two main periods of
Irish history, the ﬁrst under British rule, and the second
the postindependence period of the Irish Republic. e
forty-ﬁve pages of tables with historical data, included at
the end of the book, and the thirty-one pages of references and Web addresses, plus the detailed data in the
footnotes at the end of each chapter, will certainly be
helpful for researchers interested in the history of Irish
local government. For all the empirical evidence provided, as well as the richness of details and groundbreaking insights on the history of local government in Ireland,
the book is of interest for a wide and multidisciplinary
audience, in particular for those working on the history
of urban government structures and policies.

Bandon, Tuam, and Donegal). is ﬁrst part ends with
a discussion of the ﬁrst phase of what Poer terms the
“municipal revolution.” e second part (“Golden Age”)
explores what the author considers to be the short golden
age of local government in Ireland, a period of decentralization and empowerment of what was before simple
forms of state de-concentration. e ﬁrst chapter in this
section deals with the second phase of the municipal revolution, followed in the next by an assessment of the impact of the Local Government Act of 1898, ending in the
third chapter with analysis of the role local government
played in the struggle for political independence. e
last part of the book (“Stagnation”) examines the postindependence period. e ﬁrst chapter describes how the
contemporary local government system was gradually
built during this period; the second assesses the impact
of these processes in the case studies; and the last chapter
discusses the possible future of Irish local government.
In sum, what Poer reveals in this book, based on
ample and detailed empirical evidence, is the history of a
disenchanted revolution, which started in 1828 when the
old boroughs were abolished and substituted by modern
urban authorities; reached its highest point of development in the last decades before independence, a period
Poer sees as the golden age of local government in Ireland (1871-1923); and ended with a third stage, since independence, which is marked by stagnation and relative
decline. is development in part explains, in Poer’s
opinion, why the Irish local government is one of the
weakest compared to other countries in Europe and in
North America (a minor inaccuracy is the reference that
the number of municipalities in Portugal is 4,256 when in
fact Portugal has only 308 municipalities). e relative
decline in the local government’s autonomy and in its
capacity to act, in the postindependence period, is a consequence of the highly centralized administrative structure implemented by the newly independent Republic of

e book is organized into three main parts and an
introductory chapter. In the ﬁrst part (“Rise”), Poer explores the development of municipal government in the
territory of Ireland up until the 1800s. In the ﬁrst chapter of this part, Poer describes the main features of the
municipal government at the beginning of the nineteenth
century when the reforms examined in the book started,
followed by a presentation of case studies in the second
chapter. Despite being an overview of Irish local government, the book is based on a detailed analysis of eleven
case studies, selected according to form of urban government and geographic spread (Limerick, Galway, Waterford, Wexford, Clonmel, Drogheda, Tullamore, Ballina,
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Ireland, a paern that can be found in other countries
that reached independence during the twentieth century,
as is patently the case in some of the former European
colonies.
Poer’s perspective on the development of the Irish
local government, when compared with the most decentralized European countries, is perhaps excessively negative, in particular when viewed from other places in the
periphery of Europe. In fact, any comparison with the
most decentralized countries will leave most of the lessdeveloped European countries in a position not diﬀerent
from that ascribed to Ireland. Since this book is an outcome of a comparative study on European local government, it seems that Poer did not adequately consider the
situation in the South, as is oen the case in research that
deals with local government and local public policy comparisons in Europe. Also the trend toward administrative
centralization is not unique to Ireland. e same can be
said about two other trends: the Europeanization of local
government, in part responsible for greater interference
of European institutions and central governments in policy areas that have been traditionally the realm of local
government; and the move from government to gover-

nance, responsible for important changes in the way local governments relate to the delivery of public policies
and local public services.
e research on which this book is based ended just
before the start of the present international ﬁnancial crisis that hit Ireland severely. e case of Irish local government will be, most probably, not much diﬀerent from
other European local governments, on a number of issues, in the postcrisis period. Considering the policy
measures imposed by European Union institutions and
the International Monetary Fund, the capacity of local
government in Ireland, and in other countries, will be
aﬀected, and the number of local government units will
be reduced, mainly through amalgamation and abolition
of administrative tiers, but also through the closure of
a myriad of other local institutions controlled by local
government. Poer’s ﬁnal recommendation that Ireland
needs to import an entirely new local government structure, suggesting that the German case should be used as
a template, seems to require further discussion, in particular in light of the new political and public ﬁnance conditions faced by Ireland.
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