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Archaeology 
in the Planning 
Process
This leaflet is a guide to understanding the 
issues which will arise in the planning process 
when development is proposed which might 
affect our archaeological heritage. It is 
intended as a practical guide and is not a legal 
interpretation of the legislation referred to.
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1. What is archaeology? 
Archaeology is the study of past societies 
through their material remains and the 
evidence of their environment. It is not 
restricted solely to ancient periods; it includes 
the study of relatively recent societies through, 
for example, industrial and military sites. 

2. What is the archaeological 
heritage?
Archaeological heritage comprises all material 
remains of past societies, with the potential to 
enhance our understanding of such societies. 
It includes the remains of features such as 
settlements, burials, ships and boats and 
portable objects of all kinds, from the everyday 
to the very special. It also includes evidence of 
the environment in which those societies lived.

The terms ‘site’ or ‘monument’ are used 
generally to refer to fixed structures or areas 
of activity, as opposed to particular moveable 
objects. Historic wrecks are also part of the 
archaeological heritage.

3. Are all archaeological sites and 
monuments visible? 
Many archaeological sites and monuments 
have no visible evidence on the ground surface 
but, nevertheless, important archaeological 
deposits and features forming the site or 
monument survive below the ground surface. 
For example the earliest archaeological sites 
in Ireland, from around 10,000 years ago, 
survive below ground as pits, stake-holes from 
temporary dwellings and scatters of stone 
tools. 

Sub-surface sites may sometimes be 
detected by crop-marks visible from the 
air or have their presence indicated by the 
occurrence of artefact scatters in ploughed 
land, but (in other cases) may remain 
invisible unless uncovered through ground 
disturbance. Wetland and underwater 
environments may contain very well 
preserved archaeological sites, monuments 
and objects which are completely invisible 
from the surface. Urban areas may contain 
important sub-surface archaeological 
deposits and apparently modern, or 
relatively modern structures may contain 
much earlier fabric.

4. Why protect and preserve 
archaeological heritage? 
Our archaeological heritage not only 
enriches our landscapes, townscapes and 
seascapes but is essential to understanding 
our past. Only a portion of the material 
remains left by our predecessors has 
survived, so it is vital that we manage what 
is left wisely. Since prehistoric people had 
no written record to leave behind, we are 
entirely dependent on evidence from the 
remains of their monuments and artefacts. 
But it is important to understand that 
archaeology addresses all periods, and 
the material remains of all past societies 
contribute to developing our understanding 
of such societies. Archaeology attempts to 
achieve the best possible level of knowledge 
and understanding of past societies by 
assembling all available evidence and 
analysing it. 



Archaeology in the Planning Process  •  4

5. What is the legal protection for 
archaeological heritage? 
The National Monuments Acts
Over 120,000 archaeological sites and 
monuments are legally protected by way 
of inclusion in the statutory Record of 
Monuments and Places, established under 
Section 12 of the National Monuments 
(Amendment) Act 1994. 

Any person (including a landowner) 
proposing to carry out, or to cause or to 
permit the carrying out of, any work at or in 
relation to a Recorded Monument must give 
notice in writing to the Minister for Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage two months 
before commencing that work. A similar 
level of protection applies to monuments 
included in the Register of Historic 
Monuments, established under Section 5 
of the National Monuments (Amendment) 
Act 1987, but this contains many fewer 
monuments than the Record of Monuments 
and Places. 

For national monuments in the ownership 
or guardianship of the Minister or a 

local authority or which are subject to a 
preservation order under the National 
Monuments Acts, the prior written consent 
of the Minister is required for works at or in 
proximity to the monument. Note that this 
means ground disturbance around or in 
proximity to such national monument may 
need consent, not just works to the national 
monument itself. 

All wrecks more than one hundred years 
old are legally protected, and must not be 
interfered with except under licence from the 
Minister for Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage. 

Other than when taking place as part 
of activity licenced under the National 
Monuments Acts, all discoveries of wrecks 
more than one hundred years old or finds 
of archaeological objects (including those 
underwater, and irrespective of date) must 
be reported in accordance with procedures 
set out in the National Monuments Acts. 
Archaeological objects must not be altered 
other than under a licence issued by the 
National Museum of Ireland. 
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National policy emphasises the non-
renewable nature of the archaeological 
heritage and that there needs to be a 
presumption in favour of its preservation 
in-situ. Further, where preservation in-situ 
is not the option chosen, there must be 
preservation by record (i.e. archaeological 
excavation and recording must take place). 

The importance of appropriate forms of 
archaeological assessment being carried out 
is also emphasised. Such assessment can be 
in a variety of forms (from non-invasive to 
the digging of archaeological test trenches, 
as appropriate), and assists in avoiding 
impact of development on archaeological 
heritage or, where that is not possible, 
ensuring that preservation by record 
(through archaeological excavation and 
recording) takes place. It is important to note 
that archaeological assessment might need 
to be directed at upstanding structures as 
well as to archaeological heritage below the 
ground, for example to determine whether 
upstanding structures in historic urban areas 
contain fabric of archaeological significance. 

National policy also makes clear that the 
costs of archaeological work necessitated 
by development fall appropriately to the 
developer. 

7. What is the Record of 
Monuments and Places? 
The Record of Monuments and Places (RMP) 
is a statutory list of Monuments and places 
where monuments may exist, established 
under Section 12 of the National Monuments 
(Amendment) Act 1994. There are over 
120,000 Recorded Monuments (and places) 
included in the RMP. The RMP consists of a 
published county-by-county set of Ordnance 
Survey maps, on which monuments and 
places are marked by a circle or polygon, 
and an accompanying book for each county 
listing the monuments and places. It should 
be borne in mind that the circle or polygon 
does not necessarily define the extent of 
the monument or place. (See Question 16 
below).
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