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In this paper, it will be noted that questions have emerged in relation to the recent proliferation of 
new participatory governance structures. Some scholars argue that these new collaborative forms 
of governance offer new opportunities for disadvantaged communities to exert greater influence 
over the policy-making process and notably over the setting of priorities for regeneration 
schemes. Yet, other scholars point that there is a tension between the stated objectives of 
increasing citizens’ participation, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the rise of a neoliberal 
ethos promoting privatisation and marketisation in local and central government policies. 
Paradoxically, while there are increasing opportunities for citizens to have a voice in public 
decisions and increasing expectations for local governments to collaborate with community 
interests through new structures to devise emancipatory solutions to social problems, there is a 
high risk that such entities may be under strong pressure to conform to market-based solutions. 
The paper will highlight such tensions through a case-study. The case of the HARP area in 
Dublin will be used to show that despite a greater discursive commitment to public participation, 
the role of disadvantaged communities in shaping redevelopment outcomes has been seriously 
constrained by a pervasive discourse of neoliberalism. The paper will examine the experience of 
one inner-city community, which participated in the implementation of an Integrated Area Plan 
by engaging with the local authority and ultimately resolved to oppose local government 
initiatives. It will show that while the level of involvement in the drafting of the plan was high, 
this inclusive approach was not carried forward to the implementation phase. This paper will 
examine the operation of an area-based urban regeneration programme, which sought to depart 
from the approach prevailing between 1986 and 1997 in Ireland.  
Acts passed in the lates 1980s and early 1990s aimed mainly at encouraging property-led 
regeneration through setting of centrally controlled quangos and through the provision of 
generous tax incentives available to the private sector for new developments and for the 
refurbishment of old buildings. The emphasis was placed on the physical element of regeneration. 
A broader approach including social aims, such as job creation and public investment, was 
rejected because of the poor state of public finances at the time (Williams, 2006). In contrast to 
past planning legislation, which focused on controlling urban development, the new policy 
encouraged a pro-development attitude and a move towards more entrepreneurial modes of 
governance (McGuirk and MacLaran, 2001). After a ten-year period, the 1986 urban renewal 
schemes were evaluated by international consultants. Their findings were in line with local 
activists critiques. Indeed, the KPMG study published in 1996 concluded that the tax-led 
approach had succeeded in stimulating private investment and in renewing physically the inner-
city areas of Irish cities and towns by addressing dereliction and dilapidation. However, it 
identified a number of deficiencies, the lack of benefit arising to the local population being listed 
as the main weakness of a policy based on tax incentives.  
Following the publication in 1996 of the consultants’ research, the Department of the 
Environment and Local Government published guidelines in 1997 for a new urban renewal 
scheme. The IAP policy aimed to differ from previous approaches to urban regeneration in terms 
of the issues which it addressed and the people whom it involved. The new guidelines put a major 
emphasis on the need to consult and involve all relevant stakeholders, including the local 
community, from the definition stage through to the implementation of the regeneration scheme. 
It will be shown the setting up of steering committees, which was envisaged in the original 
proposal, was abandoned. Monitoring Committees were set up instead of Steering Groups, 



leaving the local authority itself to lead the implementation of the scheme rather than becoming a 
truly collaborative approach in which the community sector was an equal partner. 
While in theory the IAPs presented an opportunity for local-authority planners to reinsert 
themselves in regeneration policy networks and to use their new position to implement the social 
dimension of the plans, in practice, the increasing pro-development approach adopted at 
management level precluded their reaching such objectives. Community representatives 
employed an array of techniques in their attempt to alter the neoliberal model of neighbourhood 
development supported by the local authority manager and planning officers. After having 
disseminated alternatives views on urban regeneration and community development through 
formal participative structures, they also contested neoliberal urbanism by using litigation and by 
organizing demonstrations.  


