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Coordinate reference systems in Ireland
Irish Grid

All maps currently published by OSNI and Ordnance Survey Ireland (OSi) are based on the Irish Grid.  This coordinate reference system is realised through the 1975 combined network adjustment of observations from the re-triangulation of Northern Ireland (completed in 1955) and the Republic of Ireland (completed in 1964).  The Irish Grid provides a common coordinate reference system for the whole of Ireland.

Background on the development of the Irish Grid is available in the booklet The Irish Grid.  This also includes details of the datum and map projection, along with the standard formulae and constants for the coordinate system along with worked examples.  

For information on how to determine a grid reference see Irish Grid References.

The Irish Grid is independent of the coordinate system used in Great Britain, which is commonly referred to as National Grid. Details of the definition and parameters used in National Grid are available from Ordnance Survey of Great Britain.

County Series Mapping

Ordnance Survey maps of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland created before the introduction of the Irish Grid were produced and indexed on a county basis.  These ‘County Series’ maps used a common Cassini projection, and the Airy ellipsoid, but with a separate origin and central meridian for each county.  Details of the map projection are included in the booklet The Irish Grid.

Unlike most modern maps, the County Series maps do not use a grid system nor do they include a graticule for latitude and longitude.  

National Grid

The coordinate reference system used throughout Great Britain is known as the National Grid.  The history of the National Grid, along with all required details are available from Ordnance Survey Great Britain.  

The origin of the National Grid dates back to the Principle triangulation of Great Britain, which took place between 1784 and 1850.  This was followed by the re-triangulation, which was carried out between 1935 and 1951.  Following the adjustment of the re-triangulation of great Britain, the coordinates published for those triangulation stations included in the re-triangulation were given in National Grid, based on the Ordnance Survey of Great Britain 1936 Datum (OSGB36). 

National Grid cannot be accurately extended offshore, and has not been realised in Northern Ireland.  There is currently no accurate method of combining data based on National Grid coordinates with that using Irish Grid coordinates. 

European Datum 1950 (ED50)

The European Datum was originally introduced to provide a common coordinate reference system for mainland and Western Europe. Generally, within UK, the European Datum is assumed to be the first (1950) iteration of European Datum (ED50), although later realisations exist (ED79 and ED87).  

Since its introduction ED50 has been particularly suitable for offshore applications, however before the introduction of satellite positioning systems there have always been technical difficulties in establishing accurate coordinates in an offshore environment. As distances increase from the reference points used to realise ED50, the resulting coordinates become increasingly ambiguous.  This can result in potential positional differences of tens or even hundreds of metres.

Although transformations between national coordinate reference systems and ED50 have been computed, it is recommended that ED50 coordinates are obtained by applying the accepted transformation to precise ETRF89 coordinates, which is published by the European Petroleum Survey Group, rather than realising ED50 via Irish Grid.

Recommendations on the use of ED50 are included in the Department of Trade and Industry ED50 Guidance notes. 

