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The National Countryside Recreation Strategy published by Comhairle na Tuaithe in autumn 2006, the Irish Trails Strategy, published January 2007 by the Irish Sports Council, and Fáilte Ireland’s national strategy and plans for the East & Midlands region form a key part of the strategic context for the Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Strategy which in turn provides the context for Poulaphouca Reservoir Outdoor Recreation Feasibility Study. 

The Co. Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Strategy consultation process identified West Wicklow, and in particular the Blessington area, as an area that is underdeveloped from an outdoor recreation and tourism viewpoint. Consequently the strategy recommends the designation of Blessington as a hub for outdoor recreation activity.  
As part of the delivery of the County Wicklow Outdoor Recreation Strategy, the Wicklow Rural Partnership and the Wicklow Uplands Council contracted ILC in August 2009 to undertake an outdoor recreation feasibility study for the Poulaphouca Reservoir area.

The aim of the feasibility study is to fully evaluate options for the development and management of recreation on the Poulaphouca Reservoir and the immediate surrounding area.  In the context of management, safety and environmental constraints, the study will identify innovative ideas to achieve greater recreational use of the reservoir and support the designation of Blessington as a hub for outdoor recreation activity. 
A feasibility study steering group was established with the following stakeholders:

· Blessington & District Forum 

· County Wicklow Partnership

· Electricity Supply Board

· Failte Ireland

· Irish Sports Council National Trails Office

· Wicklow County Council

· Wicklow County Tourism

· Wicklow Uplands Council
To date the feasibility study process has resulted in consultation with a range of community, sports, commercial and landowner organisations and individuals, in order to identify relevant outdoor recreation and tourism issues.  In addition a study tour of best practise examples of outdoor recreation reservoir facilities in Ireland and the UK was undertaken and interim reports on findings have been presented to the feasibility study steering group.  
Feedback
This discussion document is provided in order to elicit feedback on the proposed outdoor recreation approach for the area.  Feedback is welcomed regarding the approach and ideas expressed in this document, and any other issues you believe are relevant regarding the feasibility of outdoor recreation in the Blessington area. 

You may choose to give feedback either:

1. At the public consultation meeting in Blessington on Thursday November 26th at 8pm.

2. Directly by December 4th 2009 to:
Email:   Humphrey@ilc.ie
Post:
  ILC

  Carrowcashel

  Ramelton

  Co Donegal

Phone:   086 2659276

Document Purpose

The following document presents an outline of the interim feasibility study recommendations.  The purpose of this document is to generate discussion and elicit feedback.

Context

The study process identified that the Poulaphouca reservoir and surrounding Blessington area, is a suitable venue for a range of outdoor recreation activities such as canoeing, sailing, rowing, orienteering, windsurfing and hillwalking.  In particular the relatively stable local natural environment, is suited to both beginners and more experienced outdoor recreation participants.  

The study also identified that fifteen clubs and organisations currently have recreation access to the reservoir while individual angling and boating permits are also available to the general public.

These recreation activities have a positive impact on the health of participants, they encourage social and community interaction and have the potential to generate local tourism revenue and employment.  It is beneficial therefore for a wide cross section of the general public and visiting tourists to have access to these recreation opportunities.

However the reservoir is primarily a power generating and drinking water facility and any recreation development must take place within these operating and safety constraints. 

Issues

This study has identified the following key feasibility issues.

· The reservoir is in an appealing natural setting and has the capacity to support a significant range and volume of outdoor recreation activities.

· The reservoir and the surrounding area is particularly suited to introductory and intermediate level outdoor recreation activities, due to the relatively stable natural environment.

· Safety restrictions by the ESB, while reasonable and in keeping with their responsibility,  have created an aura of prohibition around the reservoir.

· Experienced outdoor recreation participants are aware of the potential of the reservoir and its access procedures.  

· Inexperienced and potential outdoor recreation participants are not sufficiently  aware of the reservoir’s outdoor recreation potential and its resources.

· Prohibited recreation activities take place at the reservoir due to a mixture of anti social behaviour, lack of awareness and lack of alternative locations.
· The local residents perception of the reservoir varies.  Some perceive it as an underutilised sports or tourism asset.  Others understand the reservoir to be a power generating facility with inherent hazards and as such is unsuitable for recreation activities. 
· The outdoor recreation feasibility of the Poulaphouca Reservoir, is dependant on the provision of  additional resources and structures.  The following document outlines such a feasibility approach.
Vision

The reservoir and surrounding area encourages involvement in outdoor recreation.  

The gentle hills and the relatively placid reservoir provide an appropriate level of wilderness and challenge for those beginning or progressing their outdoor recreation skills and experience.  The area also offers a level of challenge for experienced participants and a gateway to the more exposed mountains and rivers in the centre of Wicklow.
For these reasons our vision for the area is as a resource to introduce and progress participation in outdoor recreation activities. 
In order to make best use of this resource, we have identified four feasibility strands:  Infrastructure, Supports, Tourism and Operations. The following pages outline the elements within each strand.
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Visitor Centre

The Visitor Centre can provide:

· a focal point for activities at the reservoir. 

· additional information such as signage, a reservoir activity map and contacts. 

· toilet and changing facilities.

· interpretive facilities regarding water management, electricity generation and the natural, social and built heritage of the area.

· retail spaces: tea & snacks, bike & canoe hire and permits.

Cycle Trail

The relatively flat landscape of the area close to the reservoir suits cycling activities especially for families.  A looped dedicated cycle trail of the reservoir which travels close to the bank of the reservoir is proposed.  Such a trail will safely link the outlying villages for cycling and walking traffic, provide a green and healthy activity for inexperienced and regular cyclists and increase the tourism relevance of the area and consequently tourism incomes.  The completion of a reservoir cycle loop is to be undertaken in stages and will also be designed to accommodate walking activities.  
Walking Trails

Potentially four short walking routes adjacent to the reservoir and in the surrounding areas.

Proposed walking trails:

· Russelstown car park to Blessington Bridge.  This walk will connect the town with the car park / visitor amenity area.
· Blessington Bridge looped trail.  This walk requires additional research in order to determine its environmental impact on over-wintering birds.
· The Hollywood forest trail loop. 
· Lacken Forest: A looped hill  / forest trail with views across the reservoir.

Orienteering Course

A fixed introductory type orienteering course to be provided adjacent to the Russelstown car park.  The course information to be available through signage and a downloadable course map.

Bird Hide

A sheltered viewing point adjacent to “May’s Bay” in order to watch over-wintering birds and source environmental information on the area.

Campsite

The provision of a commercial campsite adjacent to the reservoir will support local tourism, assist in reducing unauthorised camping and provide budget accommodation for those wishing to use the reservoir for outdoor recreation.  

The location and scale of such a campsite is dependant on the approach taken by the relevant land owner or commercial operator.

Waterbus

A commercial passenger craft on the reservoir will encourage domestic and inward tourism to the area.  The waterbus experience may include information on the history of the area as well as the opportunity to stop off at different locations and rejoin the waterbus at a later time.  

Viewing points

Aside from the car parks there are few viewing points along the reservoir this is exacerbated by high roadside hedges and mature forestry along the reservoir’s bank.  Additional viewing and stopping points are required, in particular near the villages of Lacken, Ballyknockan and Valleymount.  These resources will support tourism and increase the visibility of the outdoor recreation activities at the reservoir.  
Sculpture

Individuals with little interest in outdoor recreation may travel to the area to view a sculpture especially if it links with the heritage of the area.  The location of such a sculpture on the Eastern side of the reservoir will also encourage the circumnavigation of the reservoir.

The development and launch of this feature will attract media interest and the sculpture if of sufficient scale may potentially become the icon or brand image for the area. 
Launch Areas
Additional information on the current launch areas at the reservoir and the location of suitable temporary moorings at Lacken, Ballyknocken and Valleymount, will facilitate ease of access and a more expansive use of the reservoir by water craft.  Additional information on water hazards will be required to support the use of this infrastructure.
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Club Supports

Well structured and managed outdoor recreation clubs to be supported by:
· communication between outdoor recreation clubs and other providers at the reservoir and the Wicklow Local Sports Partnership.
· Small outdoor recreation grants to support relevant training, programmes and sports equipment acquisition.
Community Links

The involvement of the community in outdoor recreation at the reservoir, will be enhanced through access to appropriate activities such as:
· Introductory outdoor recreation activities.

· Annual come and try it and festival events. 

· An annual outdoor recreation guide and activity timetable.

Signage

Gaps in road signage to be addressed in order to prevent the misdirection of visitors to the area.  Additional sign based information is required to indicate the outdoor recreation and heritage resources of the reservoir.  This signage to include directional fingerposts and information panels at areas of interest.

Recommended heritage and outdoor recreation information panel locations:

· Russelstown Car Park

· Blessington Town.

· Ballyknocken

· Valleymount 

· Lacken

Road side signage on the approaches to Blessington town to include information on outdoor recreation opportunities in the area, is also required.  

Information

Awareness of the outdoor recreation diversity and participation opportunities at the reservoir will increase the level of outdoor recreation at the reservoir.

· Reservoir map with activity locations and car parks, villages indicated in printed and signage formats.

· Simplified grouped signage including a welcome, place name, activity opportunities and restrictions.

· Website outlining the activities at the reservoir, directions, local tourism information, event and activity timetable.

Festival

An annual activity festival which celebrates the heritage and outdoor recreation resources of the area.  The festival will enhance community interaction, attract  
.  

tourism and encourage outdoor recreation.  
The festival to include a hub and outlying activity and event locations in the area
Activity Programmes

Currently a small number of providers offer water and land based activities in the area.  Improving public awareness of these providers through appropriate promotion activities is required in order to enable visitors to engage with the outdoors.   A regular and innovative program of activities for the summer season will further encourage both local and visitor engagement and assist in developing a local outdoor recreation culture.

Hire Facilities

The availability of bike and canoe / kayak equipment for hire assists both impulse and planned participation especially amongst “those who might” engage with the outdoors.

Individuals seeking to establish such a hire business should be supported within available resources.
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Brand Development

There is no clear Blessington area brand or tourism reference.  In order to increase Blessington’s tourism visibility, a suitable activity / heritage brand must be developed and supported.   Such a brand might evolve by combining key historical and natural heritage resources and local outdoor recreation opportunities.   

A picture library including iconic images, allied to a promotion strategy will then increase awareness.

Tourism Provider Involvement

Local tourism operators and agencies are stakeholders in the development and delivery of local outdoor recreation activities.  These providers are also best suited to inform and direct the tourism development of the area and inform the branding process.

Activity & Accommodation Bundles

The linking of tourism providers and agencies with local heritage and recreation opportunities will broaden their service offerings, raise tourism awareness and increase outdoor recreation participation.  The tourism value of the area is enhanced through the effective bundling of tourism services such as accommodation, activities and dining.

Promotion

A promotion strategy is required to generate an awareness of the outdoor recreation opportunities and supporting services of the area.  
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Recreation Management Plan

A formal reservoir recreation management plan will provide a framework for the provision of water and land activities in the area and a reference for environmental sustainability.

Operating Templates

Formal regulations and guidelines relating to the acceptable use of the reservoir for recreation and commercial activities.  These templates will assist in implementing the recreation management plan and support a uniform approach to the safe and sustainable use of the reservoir.

User Group

The expansion of the current reservoir user group to include tourism, community representatives and others, will engage participants and encourage the responsible use 

of the reservoir.  
The operations of the user group will also increase communication across users, the ESB and other stakeholders.  This group might also manage the annual reservoir festival.

Reservoir Zoning

Some informal activity zoning has evolved at the reservoir.  This zoning prevents conflict between different user groups and supports safe and environmentally sustainable participation.  New participants at the reservoir will benefit from an awareness of appropriate activity zoning.

Volunteering Programme
Volunteers bring skills and enthusiasm, increase awareness and reduce operating costs.  Coordination and training are  required in order to support an effective volunteering process.
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