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c/o Nora Judge  & Martin Dier

Tara Vista

Hill of Tara

Co. Meath

To: Mr. Michael Griffin

Senior Executive Officer,

Planning Department,

Meath County Council,

Abbey Mall,

Abbey Road,

Navan,

Co. Meath

20/05/2010

  Re: Comments made in submission for the Preparation of the Draft Landscape Conservation Area

         for Tara Skryne

Tara Celebrations are a group that have been actively using the Hill of Tara and surrounding landscape for  earth centred spiritual meditations and rituals.  We draw on the archaeology, history, mythology, lore and legend of the area and incorporate traditional  spiritual and folk customs. We have hosted inter-denominational gatherings and ritualised meditations, occurring on the pre-Celtic yearly calendar cycle, eight times a year for the past six years and continue to  so. 

We do not have any registered membership but our participants are drawn from both local residents and hundreds of people from across the globe who join us on a regular basis.  We are delighted to be able to  represent their voices and to make the following submission on behalf of our community.  We hope you will consider our submission with due regard. 

Public consultation

Having already attended the first two meetings held in Maguires on the Hill of Tara we broadly welcome the public consultation process.

Identification of the designated area as Sacred Ground

The European Landscape Convention defines landscape as: “an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and / or human factors”

Comments from public events at Tara and Skryne (March 2010) state that this area is perceived by the people as 'sacred ground'.  Unfortunately, there are no Irish constitutional or legal definitions and provisions to draw on for implementing this concept.  The IUCN (see Appendix 1) is a useful reference point. 

See Proposal 1 and also Appendix 2  for a suggested definition of Sacred Ground for Ireland and an assessment of some of the  expressions of  sacredness within the  designated  area.

Where history ends

We note from Section 2.3.2 Cultural Landscape of the report that the review of cultural activities in the area  end with the events surrounding the British-Israelites destructive four year attempt to locate the Ark of the Covenant on the Hill of Tara. The Draft Tara Skryne LCA does not take into account any actions or interactions with this Sacred Ground that have taken place during the 20th and 21st centuries and this omission should be rectified.

See Proposals 2 & 3

Current action and interaction of Sacred Ground Landscape

We note that twenty three community groups, active in the general Tara Skryne area, were identified, contacted and given an opportunity to meet with Meath County Council on a one to one basis to discuss the proposed Landscape Conservation Area.  We would draw attention to the fact that none of these groups would have a regular active involvement with the area in 'action and interaction' as 'sacred ground'.

Tara Celebrations does have this regular active experience.  Our activities are described on our website www.TaraCelebrations.org.  They include ceremonies and ritual meditations at sacred sites within the landscape conservation area for Tara Skryne.  These gatherings celebrate the eight calendar festivals of Samhain, Imbolc, Bealtaine and Lughnassadh, Summer and Winter Solstices and Spring and Autumn Equinox.  Gatherings are also held, on an occasional basis, on significant days in the lunar calendar, and at other times connecting to the history and culture of the area as appropriate.   Although we have a quiet presence in the area we do have a voice and we would welcome the opportunity to be more widely consulted on the  proposed landscape management plans.

See Proposal 4

Protection  of Sacred Ground Landscape

We are concerned about the protection of the landscape. Within the last 5 years we have seen the erosion of the integrity of the archaeological and cultural landscape with the construction of the M3 and with the destruction of Foodeen, the smallest townland in Ireland, with its associated ancient well (The Calf)  within 500m of the Lia Fáil. 

If the same destruction happened today there are insufficient administrative legal structures in which this could be dealt with by the authorities. We contend that it is a high price to pay for premier Sacred Ground and  the most important archaeological landscapes in the country. Therefore, we would welcome the appointment of a County Archaeologist and greater powers given to the office of Heritage Officer which is currently restricted to being essentially an advisory body. 

Sentiments of the past are still as relevant today.  Over one hundred years ago a letter to the London Times newspaper - June 27 1902 includes the following comment:

“Tara is, because of its associations, probably the most consecrated spot in Ireland, and its destruction will leave many bitter memories behind. Yours truly, Douglas Hyde, LL.D, George Moore, W. B. Yeats, Dublin, June 24” 

See Proposals 5 & 6

Wildlife corridors

Sacred natural sites, because they are set apart from the day to day activities of the community,  are likely to become important nodes for habitat restoration, sources of rare species, and links between sites, ecological corridors and support/buffer zones. As such, they can play a critically important role in ecological conservation in and around legally protected areas.  

It is essential that the recent  disturbance to the natural environment by the construction of the M3 motorway is allowed to settle, that all species and flora and fauna return to create new habitats and that bio-diversity is encouraged and maintained.

“European Environment Agency is of the view that site protection through designated areas is insufficient to halt biodiversity loss thereby arguing that other landscape initiatives outside of designations are required to mitigate against biodiversity loss. These could include, for example, more targeted agri-environmental schemes that will support and maintain High Nature Value Farming.” Report on the Heritage Council Landscape Conference, 2009, Tullamore, County Offaly, 14th-16th October, 2009.

We thus suggest that the M3 corridor be sterilised as regards planning and development and that harmonious farming practices be encouraged with the local land owners. 

See Proposal 7

Enhancing of Sacred Ground Landscape

The sacred landscape of Ireland is notable for its sacred wells but, apart from St. Patrick's Well of Tara, those within the designated area have fallen into disrepair or their sites ploughed up.  The local community has shown itself more than capable of recovering this situation,  ie. restoration of St. Patrick’s Well.

We believe Tara is a living landscape and we would be hesitant to fossilise the landscape in the latter 21st century. To this end we would like to see a tight control of the planning in the area yet do not preclude the addition of  appropriate development if done in a mindful aesthetic way. For instance there is a sacred Irish landscape tradition of  the grove of trees. 

Our Celtic ancestors worshipped trees, they had sacred groves and single trees, these sacred trees have survived today at Holy wells.  Information on the www.coillte.ie website following comments in President McAleese speech at the launch of the 25th National Tree Week.

There are problems with the death, natural or caused by disease, of the Victorian planting of trees on the western slopes of Tara, particularly the chestnuts.  This provides an opportunity to improve the bio-diversity of the woodland by planting native species – particularly incorporating the revered Nine Trees of Celtic tradition, as has been carried out at Bru na Boinne Visitor Centre, near Donore, Meath

See Proposals 8, 9, 10 & 11

Built Environment

Further provisions of vernacular or religious buildings should be avoided and any enhanced use of buildings for spiritual and sacred purposes should come from the present built environment stock.  However,   provision is made for the development of a Visitor Centre within this sacred landscape:

To promote the development of tourism in a sustainable manner and encourage the provision of a comprehensive range of tourist facilities.  Appendix IV Policies and objectives of the Meath County Development Plan 2007-2013 with particular reference to the Tara Skryne Landscape 'Heritage SP5' 

If this project was undertaken the church would be released for returning to its traditional purpose as a centre for spirituality where like minded individuals and groups meet. In the meantime, the obvious case of the under-utilised church on Tara could be addressed.

Community groups and Spiritual Traditions

There is excellent provision of hospitality for visitors in Maguire's Coffee shop, the local pubs and restaurants. 

There are facilities in the area, such as Dalgan Park, for general community meetings. However, there is nowhere for local residents and visitors to connect to the spirituality of the land.  This is especially true in wet and windy conditions which often prevail on the hill. 

Churches are places where people find peace and solace, and St Patrick's Church, being deconsecrated, could be used by all denominations of creed or culture for their ceremonies and rituals, prayer, meditation and time out. 

With a new visitor's centre being proposed for Tara, close to the N3, St. Patrick’s church has the possibility of becoming a community and civic space, and a spiritual centre, where the statutory and local authorities, church groups, as well as the local community, could use religious and spiritual traditions linked to this sacred natural site. For instance, the Meath Peace Group, unsung heroes contributing to Peace and Reconciliation in the North of Ireland, use Tara as a spiritual and cultural tradition common to both sides of the present day separation. 

See Proposal 12

Proposals of this Submission

We propose the following strong forward-looking actions to conserve, enhance or restore the sacred landscape.

1. Inclusion of the term 'Sacred Ground' under point 2.2.5 Social and Community Context Section II Draft Tara Skryne LCA with particular reference to the implementation of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Sacred Natural Sites - guidelines for protected area managers.

2. We would like to see the inclusion of contemporary history as well as pre 1900s history being considered and weighted in issues to do with Tara Skryne.

3. We would encourage a web site to have downloadable geophysical and LIDAR imagery of Tara and Skryne and that all technical imagery and data research be easily accessible to the public domain.  Just as the landscape is a resource for the whole nation and not a priveleged few, so should all information about the land come under the philosophy of the Freedom of Information Acts.

4. That Tara Celebrations is added to the list of Community and Voluntary Groups registered on Meath County Council’s Community database (Table 1 on page 12 lists those community groups) as active stakeholder in the general Tara Skryne area.

5. That the Sacred Ground / Tara Skryne landscape is protected more comprehensively under law. We would suggest a ban on  Development or Construction at any location along the M3 Motorway, not just the Interchanges (as referenced in Appendix IV Draft Tara Skryne LCA - Policies and objectives of the Meath County Development Plan 2007-2013 with particular reference to the Tara Skryne Landscape).

6. That a County Archaeologist be appointed and that the office of Heritage Officer be given weighty authority to deal with heritage issues. 

7. That biodiversity of the area is maintained and enhanced by the inclusion of a High Nature Value (HNV) Farming evaluation by the Heritage Council similar to that carried out in the Aran Islands. 2009 Landscape Conference – High Nature Value Farming Factsheet No.13.

8. The restoration of the Sacred and secular Wells (7 on Tara) be undertaken with  maintenance and guardianship by local people encouraged.  Budgetary provisions should be made to assist in this on-going work. 

Proposals of this Submission continued

9. In relation to the proposed map we would like to see the inclusion of the holy well at Ardsallagh, known as  St. Bridgit’s well, into the boundary of the landscape management plan (currently it seems to be a few meters outside the boundary). 

10. That as the Hill of Tara woodlands are being maintained that the old stock of Victorian chestnut trees be replaced by indigenous tree species such as may be found in the Celtic 9 tree species. 

11. We would like to see free public access and right of way from the Hill top to all wells and RMPs on the Hill.

12. The OPW under utilises St. Patrick’s Church as a visitors centre. We suggest that  it be made freely available for use as a civic space and as a Centre for Spirituality for local, national and international groups.

Conclusion

Whether of indigenous, local or mainstream traditions, the management of sacred natural sites in legally protected areas is in its infancy and without precedent.  

By implementing the proposals put forward in this document we would be honouring our traditions, our roots and our ancestors and hand to the future generations a landscape of sacred land in good health.

The creation and recognition of the “Sacred Ground Landscape” conservation area for Tara Skryne provides the Irish nation and Meath residents with an exciting opportunity to be at the forefront of the world in the creation, recognition and management of Sacred Ground.

APPENDIX 1 -  

IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature)

Created in 1948, IUCN brings together more than 80 States, 110 government agencies, 800 NGOs, and 10,000 scientists and experts from over 180 countries in a unique worldwide partnership. 

The Union’s mission is to influence, encourage and assist societies throughout the world to conserve the integrity and diversity of nature, and to ensure that any use of natural resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable. 

The Union is the world’s largest environmental knowledge network, and has helped over 75 countries prepare and implement national conservation and biodiversity strategies. 

The Union is a multicultural, multilingual organization with 1,000 staff located in 62 countries. Its headquarters are in Gland, Switzerland. Website: www.iucn.org
“Sacred natural sites can be the abode of deities, nature spirits and ancestors, or are associated with hermits, prophets, saints and visionary spiritual leaders. 

They can be feared or they can be benign. 

They can be areas for ceremony and contemplation, prayer and meditation. 

For people of no particular faith they often inspire awe and can induce a sense of well-being. 

They can also hold secular values for history, culture, relaxation and enjoyment. 

Sacred natural sites can be important places of reference for cultural identity: for an extended family, a clan, a tribe, a religious faith or entire nations that may root their identity in a specific place in nature.”  

IUCN Sacred Natural Sites Guidelines for Protected Area Managers

APPENDIX 2 – 

SACRED GROUND - DEFINITION & IDENTIFICATION IN THE TARA SKRYNE LANDSCAPE

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Sacred Natural Sites Guidelines for Protected Area Managers defines a Sacred site as an area of special spiritual significance to peoples and communities and a Sacred natural site as areas of land or water having spiritual significance to peoples and communities.  

Sites of Spiritual significance in Ireland would include places that have been known to be sacred and treated as such over a long period of time.  These would include those places recorded in the great wealth of myth and legend in the country's literature and sacred medieval texts, burial grounds separate from the the ordinary domociles of the community, ecclesiastical buildings,  ancient ceremonial complexes, holy wells and sites of healing, sites dedicated to saints and connected to St. Patrick and places of  ancient inauguration of kingship. 

Much has been written over the years concerning the monuments of Tara Skryne and the surrounding area and we will not repeat it here.  The Hill of Tara's special importance to the Irish nation is elucidated in 'Tara – A guide to the ceremonial complex' Heritage Guide No. 41 written by Edel Bhreathnach and Conor Newman.   Below are some examples of the sites of spiritual significance within the designated area from ancient times to the 21st century.

Ancestral Burial Grounds include:

Book of Leinster - "Cú Chulainn's right hand was struck off in vengeance. The hosts set out, and they took Cú Chulainn's head and his right hand with them until they reached Tara. That is the burial site of Cú Chulainn's head and his right hand and the whole panel of his gold shield".

The hill of Skryne was originally known as Achall, after the daughter of a mythical king of Tara who, according to legend, was buried in a mound on the hill. Draft Tara Skryne LCA Section II. 

Metrical Dinnshenchas - “There came to Temair of the kings Colum Cille free from sorrow; by him a church is founded there, on the hill where Achall was buried".  As Achaill's burial place is identified as Skryne, and the name Temair is attached to the same place, this suggests that in the 12th century when the  Metrical Dinnshenchas were written, all the area including Skryne and Hill of Tara was regarded as Temair, ie.Tara.

Mound of the Hostages, Hill of Tara –  “The construction and original use of the tomb has now been radiocarbon dated to 3350-3100 BC. It is estimated that the tomb contained more than 300 burials including 63 from the three primary cists built against the outside of the chamber. The last burial inserted into the mound is connected to radiocarbon dates of 1750-1500 BC.” source Duma na nGiall The Mound of the Hostages, Tara, by Muiris O’Sullivan.

St Patricks Church graveyard, Hill of Tara, graveyard still in use.

Ecclesiastical Buildings include:

Bective Abbey - founded in 1147 by Murchadh O' Melaghin, King of Meath, for the Cistercians, and was dedicated to the Blessed Virgin. It was an abbey of some importance as the Abbot was a spiritual lord and sat in the Parliament of the Pale. Hugh de Lacy's (Norman lord who built Trim Castle and walled Trim and Navan) head was buried here. www.meath.ie/Tourism/Heritage/HeritageSites/BectiveAbbey/
Ecclesiastical Buildings include: continued

There are 7 churhes marked on map No.1 of the Draft Tara Skryne LCA of which 2 are in active use.


St Colmcille Church, Skryne – site of the shrine of St. Colmcille's relics up to the Reformation.

Church of Ireland on Hill of Tara.  Although the building is deconsecrated there is an active presence to the present day of annual outdoor services held on St. Patricks Day and the last sunday in June.

There are also regular church services held in:


Dalgan Park Monastery, Columban Centre for Mission Awareness – centre for The Irish Missionary 
Union Institute.


Lismullen – inspired by the spirit of Opus Dei.

Ceremonial Complex use includes:

Daniel O'Connell chose the August 15 1843, the Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, to hold a monster meeting to promote repeal of the Act of Union. He recognised the spiritual importance of Tara at this secular and political gathering as pivotal to the event.  Altars were erected on the various mounds around the Hill and Masses were celebrated on the morning of the rally by 2 bishops and 35 priests.  

“A long history of scholarly research has revealed that Tara was used as a religious sanctuary, a cemetery and as an arena for various rituals and ceremonies by people who lived in the fertile lowland valleys and plains around the hill of Tara rather than on the hill itself (Newman, 1997)”

Draft Tara Skryne LCA Section II

The Mound of the Hostages, Hill of Tara, was identified as  “A pivotal monument in a ceremonial landscape” Archaeology Ireland Heritage Guide No.34 text by Muiris O'Sullivan, UCD, publications supported by the Heritage Council.

Holy Wells and Healing Sites include:

Holy Wells are an essential part of the Irish cultural heritage.  These and healing centres have been associated with the area since the earliest times. A charter dating from about 1191-2 provides the earliest documentary evidence of a church at Tara, which was among the possessions confirmed to the Knights Hospitallers of Saint John of Kilmainham by Pope Innocent III in 1212. Section II Draft Tara Skryne LCA. Knight Hospitallers cared for the sick and performed religious duties.

Saint Columcille's Well, Skryne.

Saint Patrick's Well, Hill of Tara plus the other identified and lost wells (7 on the Hill of Tara alone).

Fairy Tree, Hill of Tara (several are identified on the Hill).

Dowdstown House – centre for counselling and bereavement support services and spiritual retreats.

Lismullen – spiritual retreats.

Spiral Lodge, Swainstown – complementary therapies, workshops and spiritual ceremonies.
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