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Join us as we apply practical techniques in converting jurisdictional boundaries  
to find the records we need. 

 
 

COMMON JURISDICTIONS IN IRELAND 
 

 Townlands 
 
Townlands are the smallest jurisdiction in Ireland and the closest equivalent of an address. 
Townlands very in size and population; however, on average they contain about a dozen 
households. Townlands are not the same as cities and towns, which are urban neighborhoods. The 
country of Ireland contains over 60,000 townlands. Townlands are represented in many 
genealogical records as a person’s place of abode. Counties can contain multiple townlands with the 
same name.   
 

 Cities and Towns 
 
Cities and towns are urban neighborhoods. Cities are made up of townlands or sometimes can be 
part of a large townland. In urban areas, a person’s place of abode can be listed as his or her street, 
rather than the townland. 
 

 Parishes 
 
Townlands fit inside parishes yet may straddle parish boundaries. Ireland contains three types of 
parishes: civil parishes, Church of Ireland (Anglican) parishes, and Roman Catholic parishes. 
Parishes and other jurisdictions in Ireland can be non-contiguous, meaning they can be made up of 
parts not geographically adjacent to the rest of the same jurisdiction. 
 
Civil Parishes 
 
Civil parish jurisdictions were responsible for collecting taxes (tithes), helping to raise armies, and 
caring for the poor. The boundaries of parishes were sometimes drawn before the boundaries of 
baronies or counties and can straddle those boundaries. Not being aware of such conditions may 
cause false negative results when searching indexes. A civil parish on average contains about two 
dozen townlands; there are nearly 2,500 of them in Ireland. 
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Church of Ireland Parishes (Anglican) 
 
Church of Ireland parishes generally, although not always, follow the boundaries of the civil 
parishes and are known by the same names. Records for these jurisdictions include christening, 
marriage, and burial registers. Vestry minutes, or the business records of the parish, when they 
survive, can be an excellent source of genealogical data.  
 
Roman Catholic Parishes 
 
Roman Catholic parishes are generally significantly larger in area than Church of Ireland or civil 
parishes. A Roman Catholic parish and a Church of Ireland parish of the same name, located in the 
same county, can have no actual geographical area in common. Roman Catholic parishes can 
straddle county boundaries. When full Catholic emancipation was granted in 1829, many new 
Roman Catholic parishes were created. As new parishes were created, registers for the existing 
parishes could have been split, rather than the new parish starting fresh with new registers, 
requiring the need for registers for both parishes to be studied. Roman Catholic parishes can have 
alias names. 
 

 Ecclesiastical Dioceses 
 
A diocese is a group of ecclesiastical parishes presided over by a bishop. Church of Ireland dioceses 
held significant powers. They functioned as the probate court until probate districts were 
established in 1858 for the purpose of proving wills and granting administrations. If a couple 
wanted to be married by license, rather than by banns, the license could only be granted by the 
Church of Ireland dioceses, even if the bride and groom were not Anglican. Dioceses fit inside 
ecclesiastical provinces. 
 

 Ecclesiastical Provinces 
 
Ecclesiastical dioceses fit into ecclesiastical provinces and are headed by an archbishop. The Church 
of Ireland and the Roman Catholic church each maintain ecclesiastical provinces. 
 

 Counties 
 
A county is a civil jurisdiction made up of civil parishes and is the principal unit of local 
government. Each county has a capital town. 
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 Civil Provinces 
 
Counties fit into civil provinces, of which there were four in Ireland: Connaught, Leinster, Munster, 
and Ulster. Provinces no longer hold administrative functions. 
 

 Poor Law Unions (PLU) 
 
Anciently, the Church of Ireland was responsible for the caring of the poor at the parish level. A 
system of poor relief was established in 1838, and assistance to the poor was provided in 
workhouses. Poor law union boundaries are especially important to genealogical research as they 
became the basis of boundaries for civil registration. Unions did not respect county boundaries and 
were generally centered in market towns. 
 

 Civil Registration Districts 
 
Civil registration is the government recording of births, marriages, and deaths. Registrars’ districts 
were created in 1844 in preparation for when Anglican marriages began to be recorded civilly in 
1845. Superintendent registrars’ districts were created in 1863 in preparation for country-wide 
recording beginning in 1864. Civil registration records contain the townland, the superintendent 
registrar’s district, and the registrar’s district. The name of the civil or ecclesiastical parish must be 
extrapolated. Children can appear to be baptized before their birth date because of fudged birth 
dates to avoid late registration fines. 
 

 District Electoral Divisions (DED) 
 
District electoral divisions were created in 1838. They are made up of groups of townlands and are 
considered subdivisions of Poor Law Unions (PLU). Some land record are arranged by DED. 
 

 Baronies 
 
Baronies were used in the identification of property in land surveys and early census records. 
Baronies were made up groups of townlands. They became less important in 1838 when Poor Law 
Unions (PLU) were established. 
 

JURISDICTIONAL CONVERSION BOOKS 
 

 James G. Ryan, Irish Records: Sources for Family and Local History (United States: Ancestry Inc., 
1997). 

 Brian Mitchell, A New Genealogical Atlas of Ireland (Baltimore, MD: Genealogical Publishing 
Company, Inc., 2002). Includes maps of Presbyterian congregations. 

 Claire Santry, The Family Tree Irish Genealogy Guide (Cincinnati, OH: Family Tree Books, 2017). 
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FREE JURISDICTIONAL ONLINE TOOLS 
 

 Sean Ruad, The Ireland Townland Database, https://thecore.com/seanruad 
 

 Fiontar & Scoil na Gaeilge (DCU) and The Placenames Branch, Department of Culture, Heritage 
and the Gaeltacht, Placenames Database of Ireland, https://www.logainm.ie/en/ (English) or 
https://www.logainm.ie/ga/ (Gaelic). 
 

 John Grenham, Irish Placenames, https://www.johngrenham.com/places/. Multiple jurisdiction 
search, wildcard searching allowed. 
 

 John Grenham, Civil Parishes, https://johngrenham.com/places/civil_index.php. Drill down 
map. 
 

 John Grenhan, Catholic Parishes in Ireland, https://johngrenham.com/places/rcmap_index.php. 
Drill down map, hover to see alias names. 
 

 John Grenham, Poor Law Unions (1851), https://johngrenham.com/places/plu_index.php. Drill 
down map. 
 

 Samuel Lewis, Topographical Dictionary of Ireland, 1837, 
https://www.libraryireland.com/topog. Search alphabetically to find Gaelic name spelling 
variants. 
 

 A Vision of Britain Through Time, Places, Expert Search, 
http://visionofbritain.org.uk/expertsearch. Wildcards allowed. 
 

 Genuki UK & Irish Genealogy, Genuki Gazetteer, https://www.genuki.org.uk/gazetteer. Map 
plotting and integration with gazetteer descriptions. 
 

 Ordnance Survey Ireland, Map Viewer, https://www.osi.ie. Drill down or place searchable maps. 
 


