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On January 1, 1987, the Republic of
Ireland switched to a completely new design
for its registration plates. This Furopean-style
plate included a year designation for new
vehicle registrations and a simpler indication
of the county of registration. The design also
indicated a closer link between Ireland and
the European Union. The switch in plate style
ended the 83-year run of the original series of
plates in use in Ireland. This is the story of the
historic 1903 to 1986 series of license plates,

The original serles of license plate
identifiers issued in Ireland were part of
the British system introducad in 1903
Uniquely, identifiers in [reland contained
the lester *T" as part of 38 two-letter cades
that were allocated In alphabetical order

to the 32 counties, two cities (Dublin and
Belfast) and four county boroughs (Cark,
Limerick, Waterford and Derry). The initial
registration format consisted of the two-letter
code followed by a number sequence from
1t 9999, The original codes allocated ran
from IA to 1Z and then from Al to W1, the
letters G, Q S and V were not used and II
was skipped. In 1921, two additional codes,
Xiand YT, were issued to Belfast and Dublin,
respectively.

In 1922, the southermn 26 counties of
Ireland became the Irish Free State, with the
remaining six counties becoming Nocthern
Ireland. In the Irish Free State, 7 new series
of two-Jetter codes with the letter Z in first
position (ZA to ZZ) came into use [n 1927, In
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Northern Ireland, the new two-letter codes
have Z in the second position {ie. HZ for
Tyrore). The single-letter prefix Z was used in
Dublin County from 1927 to 1938
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Having exhausted all available two-letter
<odes, Dublin began a three-letter, three-
number format (Le. AR 123) in May 1954.
Other registration authorities also adopted
this format once all two-letter combinations
had been issued. In County Leitrim, 2 rural
western county, this process took until 1972
to complete. In 1970, Dublin exhausted
all its three-letter combinations and began
Issuing "reversed” two-letter registrations
(i.e, 1234 RI). In 1982, with Dublin and
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several other counties having exhausted all
possible combinations using their original
two-letter codes, new codes employing
letters G, S and V were assigned to a number
of registration autharities,

From 1903 to 1969, all license plates had
been white (usually raised plastic characters
riveted to a metal base) or embassed silver
characters on a black base, Sometimes,
reversed colors (black on white) are seen.

Dublin, issued in 1957
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Donegal, issued clrca 1967

Waterford City, issued circa 1969
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In 1969, the option of black-on-white for
front plates and black-on-red for rear plates
was introduced. In subsequent years drivers
exercised significant creativity with regards to
coloes, fonts, designs and plate sizes with their
allotted registrations,

This registration system was in use for
all vehicles (passenger, commercial and
sovernment) and validation was, and still
15, accomplished by a windshield paper
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disk. On occasion, while driving in Ireland,
matorists will encounter a roadside inspection
by An Garda Siochdna (national police
force) checking for valid tax and insurance
windshield disks

Today, only 2 small and vanishing number
of plates from the 1903-86 serics (s seen an
Irish roads. These plates must remain with the
eriginal vehicle and cannot be transferred to
other vehicles. Thus, in time, these plates will
be become more and more scarce on the road
The plates photographed for this artice were
primarily seen (in the rain!) 2t a cassic car
meet held as a feature of the Mallow Garden
Festival on May 27, 2018,

In Northern Ireland, the original two-letter
county and city codes are still in use, in 2 TUI
1234 format..but that’s a story for another day?



