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About Reimagine Cloontuskert
A small community at the centre of massive
national and global climate change policy is the
focus of Reimagine Cloontuskert.

The residents of this small Roscommon village
that was created by architect Frank Gibney to
house Bord na Mona workers are looking to his
original vision to seek inspiration and guidance
for their future. What they are aiming for is a
whole-community approach to the sustainable
development of their village, inclusive of the
community’s many needs, which seeks to
preserve the architecture of their village.

Reimagine Workers’ Villages is a nationwide
placemaking programme by the Irish
Architecture  Foundation, working with
communities across Ireland to co-create and
co-design  solutions to problems or
opportunities they've identified in their locality.

Reimagine  matched the  Cloontuskert
community with architects Evelyn DArcy &
David Jameson, Global Action Plan and Pure
Designs in a year long consultation & co-design
process.

What emerged was a community with a strong
sense of ownership over the peat lands
surrounding the village and a desire to have a
say in what happens to those lands into the
future, it is a strong and hardworking
community that is proud of its heritage and
wants to see that recognised and preserved, it
is also a community with a vision for its future,
seeking to engage with larger stakeholders to
achieve that.
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Existing Context

Cloontuskert, Co. Roscommon is a Bord na
Moéna workers’ village designed by Frank
Gibney, it sits on the west side of the Shannon,
surrounded by extensive Bord na Mona
peatlands.

To its west lies Slieve Bawn a range of forested
hills with wind turbines and recreational trails.
Cloontuskert was historically important as a
monastic site and a crossing point on the bog
connecting to Sliabh Bawn and beyond.
Historical OS maps record a previous
settlement that had existed in the location
before the construction of the Bord na Mdna
village, no trace of this settlement remains
today.

A mapping analysis of the areas reveals a
network of peat lands, east and west of the
Shannon, connected by industrial railways.
Often where these railways meet roads tea
centres, depots and other industrial facilities
are located.

Since peat harvesting has ceased, large
sections of the bog have been rewetted and
others are rewilding into forest. West of the
Shannon, greenway facilities are being
developed along the Royal Canal, in the
Mid-Shannon Wilderness Park and the
Kilnacarrow Linkway.
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Regional Context

In the region, there a number of significant
projects are currently in process, aimed at
ecological restauration and the development of
tourist & recreational infrastructure.

On the east side of the Shannon in Co.
Longford, the Mid-Shannon Wilderness Parkiis a
large rewilding project on former Bord na Ména
lands with extensive greenways.

Roscommon County Council is undertaking
\ consultations to extend this park across the
\ L Shannon  with  greenways  connecting

Ballyleague / Lanesboro, Roosky, Strokestown &
i back to the Royal Canal Greenway at
y Longford Termonbarry & Longford Town. Many of these
greenways are proposed on the alignments of

" the existing industrial railways.
~ Nearby, new trails are being developed through
e the landscape at the royal sites surrounding
Rathcroghan & Tulsk, a tentative UNESCO Word
Y Mid-Shannon Wilderness Park
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A Future Vision

In the community co-design sessions there was
a strong desire to create connections across the
landscape and to keep it open for people to
use.

The community identified a number of features
that the considered of importance and worthy
of reuse, these included the rail lines
themselves, the tea centres, the Bord na Mdna
depot & billets at Ballyglass.

Members of the community had noticed
wildlife returning to the area and wanted to
provide habitats to increase this. In a
conversation with the ecology section of Bord
na Ména we identified those sections of the
bog that are likely to be permanently flooded
and those which may contain enough bog peat
that they could be successfully restored to bog,
this included Cloontuskert Bog to the rear of
the village. There was a strong desire that this
bog in particular be restored as a bog and that
a connection across it to Sliabh Bawn be
created.

Other connections that the community
proposed were across the Shannon at the
Kilnacarrow Bridge (already an objective of
Roscommon County Council) and beyond that
into the Mid-Shannon Wilderness Park and the
Royal Canal Greenway, linking these together
with the Slieve Bawn recreational trails and the
larger Greenway system being proposed by
Roscommon County Council in the area would
place Cloontuskert at the centre of an extensive
network of Greenways and restored
landscapes.

Local groups are looking at community energy
schemes using wind and solar generation and
people are open to such schemes provided
they have a say in their location.
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A Future Landscape

Across Ireland and Europe peat lands are being
protected and restored & provide tested
models for how the lands surrounding
Cloontuskert might do the same. Many of these
restoration and rewilding projects incorporate
features like wind or solar energy generation,
giving space back to nature, sequestering
carbon and providing a source of decarbonised
power.

In the Sooma National Park in Estonia, they talk
of a 5th Season, when the landscape is flooded
and transformed into extensive wetlands
providing important habitats for migrating
birds & allowing people to explore the area by
boat. In Portarlington a flooded section of their
bog has become the ‘Costa Del Sod’ a beach,
popular with locals.

Aside from the greenway, less invasive forms of
exploring the landscape wusing coloured
waymarkers or elements like fences & farm
gates taken from the existing landscape and
transformed into route markers could be used.
These elements can be moved to allow areas to
regenerate, and they can be designed to guide
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people away from areas that are to be left to
nature or otherwise not accessible.‘Bog shoes,
modified snow shoes, can allow people into
even the boggiest parts of the landscape.
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Industrial & Architectural Heritage

The establishment of Bord na Ména
represented a bold venture by the relatively
newly independent state to secure energy
independence & rural development following
the Economic & Second World Wars. It brought
workers from all over Ireland to its sites,
creating a significant social and cultural legacy
& creating the iconic sight of yellow machinery
and long black peat workings that have
become synonymous with the Midlands.

The community of Bord na Mdna workers
created their entire world; from the smallest
scale of objects & furniture in the tea centres,
through the handmade harvesting machinery
& railroads, to the landscape itself of black peat
workings running in fields to the horizon. The
former Bord na Moéna works around
Cloontuskert are substantially intact and
represent a valuable survival of this industrial
heritage.

Elsewhere in Europe, this sort of industrial
heritage is increasingly being recognised and
preserved, with initiatives such as the European
Route of Industrial Heritage, and sites like the
Landschaftspark  Duisburg-Nord &  the
Zollverein Coal Mine Industrial Complex, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site.

The industrial works were accompanied by
innovative housing designs of the architect
Frank Gibney, provided for the workers. These
workers villages were developed around
far-sighted and sustainable ideas of how
communities can be created. They drew on
contemporary international ideas of urban
planning and design, but were rooted in a local
context by wusing a simple and robust
architectural language, and human scaled and
familiar urban forms.
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Retaining the Rails

The Bord na Ména industrial railway was one of
the largest in Europe, the railway lines that criss
cross the landscape here are a distinguishing
feature connecting all the peatlands.

The community in Cloontuskert would like to
see the railways preserved and reused in the
greenways to preserve the memory of the Bord
na Ména works and to provide a novel &
interesting way to explore the landscape.

In consultation with the community a rail map’
has been created of the lines, this allows visitors
& residents to explore the landscape along
themed routes concentrating on nature,
industrial heritage & historical routes through
the landscape.

Stops on the map identify points of interest &
preserved machinery illustrating the harvesting
of turf can be installed along the routes.




The Tea Centres

Located at the intersection of the railway lines
and the road network, the tea centres were the
staff rooms for the workers on the bogs.
Containing stoves, kitchens, offices, toilets &
stores, much of them are still well preserved,
along with the furniture & other utensils made
and used by the workers.

As the social spaces for the workers, the tea
centres still occupy an important place in the
memories of the community, and the
community would like to see the tea centres’
future secured.

These buildings are substantial & well built, and
could easily be repurposed as bothies (like
those found across Scotland & Northern
Ireland) providing an opportunity for people to
stay out in the bogs overnight or to warm up &
take shelter on rainy days. Information on the
lives of the Bord na Mdna workers could also be
presented in the tea centres.
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Ballyglass

Close to the village at Ballyglass are the Bord na
Moéna depot and the Billets. The depot
buildings are large substantial industrial spaces
opening onto the bog that were used for the
servicing of machinery. In the consultations
people commonly wanted something to be
done with the depot including reuse as a
museum or similar attraction, or even for it to
retain a light industrial use. Bord na Ména has
currently placed the depot for sale.

The billets were the original accommodation
for the workers when Bord na Ména first began
operations in the area, the buildings remain in
reasonable condition and have some
interesting architectural features such a little
shamrock finials on the gables. Some of the
billets remain in use as a scout club.

Roscommon Council Council has
commissioned a study into the possible use of
these buildings in the future and in its plan for a
greenway network it indicates a route through
the depot site to provide access from the road.
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Future Cloontuskert

The Bord na Ména housing in Cloontuskert,
‘The Abbey, is arranged as a loop of single
storey houses in a landscaped garden city
setting.

The estate is set back from the main road by a
small green, a feature typical of Frank Gibney's
designs and entered along a tree lined avenue.
At the end of the avenue the view is closed by
the old school house with an archway framing a
view of Cloontuskert Bog beyond.

This school building, originally designed as two
shops with a community space intended to be
constructed beyond the archway, is unique in
Frank Gibney's work for Bord na Mdna in that it
is flat roofed, a reference to contemporary
modernist continental schemes that first
inspired the workers’ housing project.
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Future Cloontuskert

After the construction of a new school across
the road, the old school has fallen into disrepair
with its roof being removed by Roscommon
County Council after a partial collapse.

In consultations the community has continually
emphasized their desire to see the school
re-roofed and put to a new use in the
community as a ‘third space’ which is currently
lacking. It was noted that many of the residents
of the village do not drive and as such have
little access to services such as shops and social
spaces.

The community is very active with an orchard,
polytunnel, mens’ shed & other group projects.
It was suggested that the school buildings
could be put into use as a meeting space for the
community groups, a community shop selling
the produce of the community gardens, créche,
repair café, social space, work hub or small
museum / interpretive centre.
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