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Publication of the final Census of

Population 2002 results in July has

confirmed the dramatic reversal in

Leitrim’s demographic history. The

growth of 3.0% since 1996 was the

first upturn since the Famine,

though the increase was slightly less

than that indicated by the pre l i m i n a ry

figures reported in the last issue of

the Leitrim Guardian. The geographical

distribution of this change reveals

interesting patterns and contradicts

many outsiders’ uniform image of

Leitrim. 

The pattern of population change by

district electoral division is shown on

the map. It is quite variable. Population

loss persisted in many pockets and in

quite differing situations. Decline was

most evident to the east of Lough Allen,

in the eastern part of south Leitrim and

in a strip in interior north Leitrim. This

includes remote mountain districts, 

as might be expected, but also quite

accessible lowlands and even districts

with towns. 

The main area of population growth

was in parts of western and central

south Leitrim. It extended in an arc

from Carrick-on-Shannon and obviously

it was related to development there.

The second zone of substantial growth

was in north Leitrim, along the border

with County Sligo and extending to

Lough Melvin. This area tends to be

oriented towards Sligo town and 

Bundoran / Ballyshannon, rather than

towards Leitrim. The designation of

Sligo as a gateway in the National

Spatial Strategy suggests that its 

influence on the life of north Leitrim 

is likely to increase. 

The 2002 population data for towns

were published for the first time in the

final census results. Carr i c k - o n - S h a n n o n

was the star performer in Leitrim. Its

total population, including that part of

the town in County Roscommon, had

increased from 1,868 in 1996 to

2,237, a growth of 19.8% in six years.

In striking contrast, what would be

regarded as the county’s other four

towns all lost population. The declines

were by 8.0% in Manorhamilton (to

927), by 2.7% in Mohill (to 786), by

12.1% in Ballinamore (to 687) and 

by 1.7% in Drumshanbo (to 623). 

The trends in the smaller census

towns, or what might be termed vil-

lages, were (in order of size in 2002):

Kinlough +17.1%, Dromahair -9.8%,

Carrigallen +2.4%, Drumkeeran
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+10.0%, Roosky (including the larger

part in County Roscommon) -10.0%

and Drumsna +21.0%. New housing in

Dromahair is certain to alter the trend

there. ‘Census towns’ are defined as

settlements with fifty or more inhabited

houses. Population data are not pub-

lished for places smaller than census

towns but substantial new housing has

occurred in some of them, as at 

Tullaghan and Keshcarrigan villages. 

Recent development has brought major

economic and social benefits to 

Carrick-on-Shannon and adjacent parts

of south Leitrim. This is all the more

striking when viewed against Leitrim’s

history. One publicised outcome has

been the need to install in Carrick the

county’s first permanent road traffic

lights! Obviously major contributors to

the development have been Masonite

and especially expanding MBNA,

together with their local spin-off or

multiplier effects. 

This success must not detract, how-

ever, from the need for other develop-

ments and for development elsewhere

in Leitrim. Service industries in 

general display greater stability than

manufacturing but nonetheless, as has

been demonstrated elsewhere in 

Ireland, an undue dependence of an

area on a single employer may create

an inherent vulnerability. Also, viewed

from the perspective of Leitrim as a

whole, there is the fact that Carrick-

on-Shannon is on the periphery of the

county, as Dublin is of Ireland. This

prompts the question, is Carrick to

become Leitrim’s Dublin? Views may

differ on the likelihood or desirability

of this but, as is argued in relation to

Dublin and the rest of the state, devel-

opment in the remainder of the county

should not be neglected. 

In this context of development else-

where in Leitrim, the Census data

reveal that the recent performance of

the county’s towns is a matter for serious

concern. The combined populations of

Manorhamilton, Mohill, Ballinamore

and Drumshanbo fell by 6.5% in 

1996-2002, while the population of

the county as a whole grew by 3.0%.

That this is not simply a function of the

towns’ sizes is indicated by the fact

that this 500-1000 size category of

settlement grew by 8.1% in the state,

slightly greater than the overall

national population increase of 8.0%. 

The National Spatial Strategy laid

much emphasis on the need for settle-

ments to have a ‘critical mass’ in order

to promote development. Teagasc

researchers have demonstrated the

positive relationship between size of

town and levels of innovation and

small enterprise development. It seems

essential, therefore, that instead of

decline, the position of Leitrim’s towns

should be strengthened. This is desir-

able not only in terms of job creation

but also in relation to the provision of

many services. 

A contribution to the upturn in the 

population of Leitrim is being made by

the substantial house building under

the Rural Renewal Tax Incentive

Scheme. There is much publicity about

housing but this must not be to the

neglect of efforts at the more crucial

and difficult task of employment cre a t i o n .

New housing without jobs within rea-

sonable distance means at best the

problem of long-distance commuting,

with the economic, social and environ-

mental costs of this to individuals,

families and communities. Local

employment would be much more 

beneficial and its creation is essential

if Leitrim is not to become largely a

county of dormitory settlement. 

Strengthening and growth of the towns

in what is the least urbanised county in

Ireland would seem to offer the best

prospect of achieving a more sustain-

able future. 

THE GANDER
Sarah McGIoin

Schooldays are the happiest days of your life.

Who wrote that? Whoever it was never passed our

way to school or he would have met the gander.

That would have changed his tune about school days.

The gander lived about a hundred yards from our

house and was always to be seen picking grass

along the roadside as he guarded his harem of

geese. A beautiful snowy white bird, with a long

slender neck, two webbed feet and a bright

orange bill; that's how you would describe him

from a safe distance. For us schoolchildren he

was a monster, spiteful, cunning, who had the

ability to read our innocent minds as we planned

to outwit him on our way to school. You could see

the white gaggle from along way off,except from

our side, where the turn in the road hid them from

our view. Each day we approached the turn and

prayed that he would have taken his harem to eat

the grass in the field at the back of the house.

When we turned the corner,tentative sure

enough,he was on the road waiting and sure

enough he came to meet us with his long neck

stretched out for a bite of leg. We ran passed one

after the other and swung our bags at him to save

our legs.

He was afraid of nothing. We rained stones and

sticks off his back but he kept coming with a

hissing snake-like sound, his long neck stretched

out, to get a bite of flesh from anywhere he could

reach. Our legs were black and blue from his

vicious pinches as he picked out someone for tor-

ture each day.

The farmer and his wife got a laugh at our misfor-

tune as they watched the play -‘He won't hurt you,

Alanal’ they told us but we knew better. Eventually

we decided to take the fields to get past this

obstacle but, you know, he would be there in the

field before us with his flock right in our path

waiting for us.

One day as we huddled on the road, apeeping to

see if he was ahead of us, the farmer's wife was

standing on the road with the geese, no gander,

and we could see she was crying.

‘The fox has taken our lovely gander’, she wailed.

‘In broad daylight too’. 

‘Thank God’, we whispered.


