
Overview

This case study will look at: 

◗ An example of a Code of Practice

◗ Archaeological Management Activities of the NRA

◗ A Career Investigation for LCVP students

INTRODUCTION

The National Roads Authority (NRA) was set up in 1993 to improve
the road network in Ireland. The NRA is funded through the
National Development Plan (NDP) and through Public Private
Partnerships (PPP). 

Its objectives are to provide better roads that will avoid congestion
and improve the quality of life for all travellers – both business and
social. It also seeks to improve road safety.

The road network is an important component of Ireland’s national
infrastructure. It is an example of a productive infrastructure, i.e., its
development will enable the country to become more productive. While
it is important to develop and maintain the road network, the NRA also
has a responsibility to protect our environment and archaeological
heritage.

CODE OF PRACTICE

Every business should behave in a socially and ethically responsible
manner. When a business explains and writes down how it will
conduct its affairs, this is called a Code of Practice. When the
various stakeholders agree on this it becomes an agreed code.

AGREED CODE OF PRACTICE

This Code of Practice has been agreed between the Minister for Arts,
Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands and the National Roads Authority.
It provides a framework for the work of the NRA so that the
importance of our archaeological heritage and our economic prosperity
is recognised, balanced and protected. The following are some of the
agreed points of the code:
1. Care must be taken of our archaeological heritage as it is a non-

renewable resource.
2. The NRA will finance archaeological investigation on the basis

of the developer pays principle. 
3. The NRA will appoint project archaeologists to oversee the

archaeological elements of road projects.
4. Local Authorities also appoint archaeologists to conduct the

archaeological aspects of the planning process.

THE NRA AND ARCHAEOLOGY

The building of new roads impacts on the archaeological landscape.
Because of this, archaeologists are employed by the NRA at the very
beginning of the process. The NRA employs three archaeologists
directly and 22 Project and Assistant Archaeologists through the
Local Authorities. 

There are over 150,000 known archaeological sites in Ireland and
many hundreds of thousands hidden beneath the soil. Road planning
archaeological techniques i.e. field walking and aerial surveys are
used to find new sites. It is often possible to redesign or ‘tweak’ new
road schemes to avoid newly discovered archaeological sites. 

Once a new road scheme has been approved, the archaeologists
determine the nature and extent of the archaeological site. Once this
is known, the site is then fully excavated.  However it is only after
the excavation that the most important archaeological work or post-
excavation work is carried out.  During this phase the story of the
site is told through studying the artefacts, soil samples, plans,
drawings and photographs.  

MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES

The NRA plans, organises and controls its operations. NRA
archaeologists are involved from the pre-planning stage of each
project to the post-excavation and publication of the results.  

1. Planning
When developing the route of a new road, archaeology is an integral
part of the planning process. The Project Archaeologist oversees the
archaeological implications of all aspects of road schemes. 

Stages in the Planning Process
◗ Conduct research/survey/feasibility study

◗ Choose route options

◗ Select one route

◗ Draw up a preliminary design

◗ Publish the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)

◗ Implement compulsory purchase orders

◗ Acquire the land

◗ Begin construction

◗ Open road

2. Testing
Once the EIS is approved and the land is bought, archaeologists can
begin testing sites using geophysical techniques, hand excavated test
trenches and machine excavated test trenches.

3. Excavation
To excavate/record a site, an archaeologist must:

◗ Understand how sites become lost and buried.

◗ Recognise archaeological and cultural remains to approach
excavation in an informed manner.

◗ Have a flexible recording system through which sites can be
interpreted and explained.  

Excavating
Settlement sites tend to bury themselves by demolishing, levelling
and rebuilding themselves continuously over time. The earliest
material lies at the bottom and the latest at the top. Unpeeling a site
requires skill since items may have been removed or rotted away.
When clean, archaeological features can be seen that may contain
artefacts (pottery, jewellery, weapons, tools etc.) or preserved
environmental remains (human or animal bone, seeds).

Recording
Everything within a site is preserved by record throughout the
excavation process. Every archaeological feature of the site action is
given a unique context number. Artefacts and environmental remains
are bagged and labelled according to their context number. This
ensures every archaeological object or feature can be traced back to
its original site location. All archaeological objects are the property
of the National Museum of Ireland. 

4. Post-Excavation
Archaeology is the study of past peoples, but these people often
leave little behind to tell the story of their everyday lives. It is
through factual evidence, interpretation and reporting that
post-excavation breathes life into dry remains.

Funding Archaeology

The NRA is a major funder of archaeology and employer of
archaeologists in Ireland. Archaeological work carried out by the
NRA can cost millions of euro every year. The national roads
programme and all related activities are funded mainly by the Irish
Exchequer with limited support from the EU and private sources.
The Department of Finance and the Department of Transport
monitor the work of the NRA and it must report regularly to the
Minister for Transport. The Controller and Auditor General conduct
audits on the NRA to ensure efficiency and value for money.

Conclusion

The NRA must build roads that meet the needs of road users while
protecting our heritage. To do this, it is engaged in effective
planning, organising and controlling of its operations and is
committed to the necessary archaeological research, investigation
and resolution associated with all national road schemes. 

Career Investigation
This model career investigation describes a student investigating the
career of an archaeologist with the NRA. The student work-shadowed
Caroline Healy, an archaeologist working in the roads section. 

DESCRIPTION OF CAREER

The archaeologist is involved at the very beginning of the road
design process. When a general area is chosen for road development
the archaeologist assesses the cultural heritage in the area as a whole
and compiles a Cultural Heritage Report. 

The report is sent to the engineers who then pick several route options
based on the report. The archaeologist then assesses each route in terms
of cultural heritage e.g. a marshy area might indicate the presence of a
fulachta fiadh (ancient cooking place). This is where a hole was dug in
the ground, lined with wood and filled with water. A fire was lit nearby
to heat stones which were then placed in the water to make it boil. Meat
and food was then cooked in the boiling water. 

The archaeologist’s assessment is returned to the engineers who then
choose a preferred route. The archaeologist then carries out further
archaeological research of the line of the proposed road for inclusion
in the EIS. A series of recommendations are put forward as to how
best to deal with archaeology and the other disciplines in the case of
constructing a major road. An Bord Pleanála adjudicates on the
proposal and once approval is given ground investigations then begin.
These involve:

1. A Geophysical Survey
This is a type of ground X-ray that relays images onto a computer
screen, highlighting areas of disturbance caused by people who lived in
the past. This technique can show areas of high archaeological potential.

2. Testing
This involves digging a trench along the centre of the proposed route
to pin point the exact location of archaeological activity.  

3. Full Excavation
This is done if any archaeological sites are found.

4. Post Excavation Analysis 
This involves analysing and interpreting the excavated material and
compiling a report detailing what was found on site.  

SKILLS & QUALITIES NEEDED

Skills
◗ Good communication skills are needed for dealing with

landowners and contractors and for presenting work. 

◗ Organisation skills are needed for combining paperwork and project
activities while working on several different projects concurrently.

◗ Archaeologists need to be conscientious, diligent and pay
attention to detail. 

◗ Management and logistical skills are needed in managing large
teams of people as archaeological excavation can be labour
intensive.

Qualities
◗ An interest in archaeology, history, geography and anthropological

issues is important.

◗ A desire to keep up-to-date with trends and developments in
archaeology by attending conferences and meetings and reading
new publications. 

◗ It is important to be actively involved in various associations
and societies relevant to this field.
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QUALIFICATIONS & TRAINING
REQUIRED

Basic Entry Requirements are usually a Grade C in three higher
level papers and Grade D in two higher level papers.

University Course Name Qualification Admission Duration

UCC Archaeology BA CAO - 385 points 3 yrs

UCD Archaeology BA CAO - 370 points 3 yrs

UCG Archaeology BA CAO - 395 points 3 yrs

TCD Archaeology & Ancient History BA CAO - 400 points 4 yrs

Sligo IT Applied Archaeology BSC CAO - 265 points 4 yrs

Queens, Belfast Archaeology BA UCAS* 3 yrs

*Basic Entry Requirements Overall grades ILC (Higher): B2 B2 B2 C C

EVALUATION OF CAREER IN
LIGHT OF APTITUDE, INTERESTS

AND CHOICE OF LEAVING
CERTIFICATE SUBJECTS

I have a greater aptitude for the literary subjects on the curriculum than
for Maths. I like both creative writing and report writing and the study of
ancient societies. I like to read National Geographic and have always
loved visiting ancient sites while on holidays. I am fit and love to be out-
of-doors. I love History, particularly ancient History. This interest first
developed while studying Junior Certificate History. I felt disappointed
that the Leaving Certificate course concentrated more on modern History
so I chose Geography and Business for my Leaving Certificate. I feel that
these subjects will prepare me well for this career.

OUT OF CLASS LEARNING
EXPERIENCE

I spent a day work-shadowing an NRA archaeologist. We drove to
visit a route option and then walked the route to assess the landscape
and any possible cultural heritage sites that may be obvious from a
routine field walk. I needed my wellies and anorak. 

We looked for any possibility of low lying land located between
rises as this could indicate a route way for our ancestors. High
ground, like a ridge or hillside, could indicate a possible settlement
site because of its defensive qualities. A stream or river could
indicate the existence of a possible settlement because water was
extremely important for our ancestors. 

We made notes of all items of interest to assist with the report that
had to be written afterwards. I thoroughly enjoyed the day and
realised that I would love to be an archaeologist.

EVALUATION OF CAREER
INVESTIGATION

I found this career investigation both enjoyable and interesting. I am
now more focused on my study and more determined to pursue this
career. I discovered the value of good research, as I am now more
motivated as well as having a better understanding of my chosen
career. I also developed research and writing skills which are
valuable for an archaeologist. 

The research helped to build my confidence as I now feel like I have
a clear reason for study. I feel that the points requirements are within
my reach if I continue to work hard. On my work shadow I was able
to make a positive contribution as my notes were useful to the
archaeologist. I also gained a realistic understanding of the
requirements of this career.

GLOSSARY

Find out more

For more information on NRA: 
◗ Click on the website www.nra.ie

Developer Pays Principle: This states that whoever causes a
cost to be incurred must pay that cost. So the NRA bears all
the cost of archaeological excavation. Another business
would carry the cost of its waste management.
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS): A description of
the likely effects on the environment of the proposed road
development. The EIS assesses any impact or potential
impact on the receiving environment, e.g. geology,
archaeology, eco-system etc.  
Public Private Partnerships (PPP): These are partnerships
between public sector organisations and private sector
investors/businesses. They exist to finance and construct
major infrastructural projects, e.g. roads, bridges.

Activity

In groups plan and design a new road through a greenfield site.
The road will enhance the quality of life for local residents.
Make sure you write down your findings.

Outline a Strategic plan for the work involved. Break it down
into tactical plans.
What workers would you need?
How would you organise them?

Describe the controls you would put in place to ensure that:
a)  Funds are used effectively
b)  Quality of work carried out is high
c)  The work is completed on time

When you are finished join with another group, compare your
results, then form one study incorporating the best points from
both pieces of work.

What advice on management activities would you give the
NRA?
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The NRA and Archaeology
A Career Investigation
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