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1. Introduction

Limerick is a unique City, one that combines old with new seamlessly.  It has a unique commercial blend with a rich and broad choice, the chance of combining shopping with architecture, culture, art, gastronomy, geology, leisure activities and so on.  Limerick is a City for everyone, open, welcoming and diverse, a marketplace, meeting place and living place.  It is a City full of history, culture, art, sport and nature resources.

Limerick City Council is confident that this issues paper will light the fire for change and lead to our City being seen as one of the most cosmopolitan Cities in Europe.  The City Council is identifying significant and dynamic projects and policies that will not only change the face of the public realm but the lives of the citizens and will achieve sustainable and economic wellbeing. Limerick City must take advantage of our natural heritage, embrace its strengths and guard our Culture whilst embracing opportunities for growth and prosperity.

Limerick/Shannon is currently identified by the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) as a Gateway. The NSS has three principal goals for the development of these Gateways; 

· A strong, competitive economic position 

· A better quality of life for people 

· An environment of the highest quality

The key characteristics of a successful Gateway can be grouped under the following headings:

· Economic Infrastructure – good basic infrastructure including public infrastructure in areas of transport, communications, water, waste, housing and energy.

· Enterprise, Economy – economic diversity, clusters, agglomerations and international business networks

· Labour Force, Skills, Research, Technology Development and Innovation

· Quality of Life – access to retailing, recreation, sport and leisure facilities, cultural facilities, quality education, quality urban centres and streetscapes, quality physical environment, good physical planning and absence of crime.

· Local Capacity and Leadership

A recent review of the implementation of the NSS by Fitzpatrick Associates identified the following short term investment priorities for the Limerick Shannon Gateway:

· Improved Public Transport Linkages

· Targeted Urban Renewal

· Development of Recreation Facilities

· Branding and marketing initiatives

· Formulation of a shared innovation strategy

The City Centre is the primary retail, office, sport and leisure centre of the Gateway. This issues paper sets out the key future planning policy issues that require debate in order to develop a City Centre Strategy document for the development of the City Centre in the context of the National Spatial Strategy, the National Development Plan and the Atlantic Gateways Initiative
Following consultation on the issues raised in this consultation paper a draft City Centre Strategy will be issued for further consultation.

2. Issues 

The City Council has conducted surveys through the City Development Board to ascertain public demand and support for various initiatives. The surveys indicate quite clearly that the following are the key concerns for citizens and visitors alike:

· Easy and quick access to the City Centre

· A desire to be in the centre 

· Easily accessible City centre parking

· Pedestrian friendly areas and Pedestrian only areas

· Enhanced retail and leisure opportunity in the City Centre

These are the principle concerns and the method of addressing them will form the key part of the City Centre Strategy. The following issues are relevant to addressing the concerns raised.

2.1   Access

Limerick City Council want to reduce the impact of traffic by removing unnecessary through movement within the City Centre enabling measures to be implemented such as major environmental improvements to the public realm in the main retail and pedestrian streets and squares, the creation of bus priority and the development of cycle routes. Access to the City for people with disabilities is also a key element to this City Centre Strategy.
Limerick City Council intends to actively pursue all elements of Transport 21 to support easy and frequent access to the City and is supporting the concept of a more efficient transport system that will provide mobility in and out and around the City.

The opening of the fourth river crossing will have a significant impact on the Dock Road, Mulgrave Street and Clare Street. These function as key entry points to the City Centre will require appropriate traffic arrangements on them. 

The City Council therefore seeks the views of stakeholders in relation to any further enhancements designed to benefit the City Centre which is the largest employment centre in the Mid West.
2.2   Traffic / Orbital Route / Tunnel

The Fourth River Crossing will create the opportunity to better manage the reduced city centre traffic. The City Council proposes to do this by the creation of an orbital route surrounding the city centre and connecting all of the radial routes thus preventing central congestion. The orbital route also creates the possibility to service higher density developments.  
The City Council therefore seeks the views of stakeholders concerning the optimal location of such developments.

2.3  Car Parking

There are more than 3,500 off-street parking spaces in multi-story car-parks. Access to these will be facilitated by the Orbital route. The City Council proposes that at least an additional fifteen hundred off street spaces should be developed on sites adjacent to the City Centre and Orbital Route in a number of forms including the possibility of Park and Ride.

The City Council is of the opinion that a scheme of special tax exemption directed at the construction of car parks ought to be introduced by Government and seeks the assistance of persons and organisations with an interest in such matters to assist in the presentation of a strong case to Government.  
The City Council seeks expressions of interest from persons and companies proficient and experienced in the provision of such facilities on sites to be identified.
2.4  Pedestrianisation

The reduction of congestion and the provision of additional off-street parking will enable extensive pedestrianisation of the busiest shopping streets. The promise of pedestrianisation has already demonstrated its capacity to leverage investment in new developments on Bedford Row and Thomas Street.

Current plans provide for the pedestrianisation of O’Connell Street between William Street and Roches Street, the upgrading of William Street, Thomas Street and Catherine Street. The City Council proposes to fully implement the current plans and would invite submissions on streets to be considered in the future for further pedestrianisation. 

The orbital route will change the traffic arrangements in the City centre.  This will facilitate the implementation of these proposals.  It is intended to enhance the public space and develop further the cultural amenities within the City.  
The City Council seeks the views of stakeholders in relation to any other actions designed to enhance the environment and experience of users of the City Centre.

2.5  Riverside Walks

The City Council is committed to the development of a number of riverside walking routes. Work on O’Callaghan Strand and Clancy Strand is planned for 2007/2008. Additional upgrading is planned for the creation of a continuous riverside walk from Shannon Bridge to Thomond Bridge on each side of the river.  The creation of these facilities recognizes that the River Shannon and the Curragower falls are the single greatest amenity of the city and will enhance the environment of the river for the recreation of citizens and visitors.  The City Council hereby solicits the views of interested parties with regard to proposals for further development of riverside amenities.
2.6  Urban Design

Limerick City Council seeks to create a sustainable city centre where the city can function as market place, meeting place and living place. For this to become a reality it is essential that healthy and attractive local environments are created within the city.

To achieve this goal requires, first and foremost, a well functioning public realm that is integrated into the urban fabric so as to create a vibrant city centre. In order to ensure this vibrancy it is proposed that active frontages and an appropriate mix of retail and commercial uses are encouraged within the core City Centre.
Since the introduction of the designated areas in 1986 and the subsequent Integrated Area Plan in 1999 Limerick City Council has overseen a transformation of the urban fabric of the city with in excess of €1 billion being invested in the city. In recognition of the need to compliment this level of investment Limerick City Council have over the same period engaged in a public realm strategy. The City Centre Remodeling Project has already seen the implementation of three pedestrianisation projects within the city centre. The overall aim of this is to provide for a coherent urban form that clearly identifies the city centre.
There are many City centre buildings with vacant upper floors. The City Council has promoted a living over the shop scheme to encourage the expansion of residential development in the City centre. The City Council proposes to continue its support of the Living over the shop scheme and will consider favorably proposals that bring vacant upper floors back into use.

Other complementary policies include:
A. The lighting of buildings, structures and spaces can play an important role in defining the character of the built environment. It can be used to project a friendly and welcoming image for the city. The City Council proposes that the development of a coordinated  lighting plan in the City centre  can be advanced

B. A working group has been established to attempt to identify an appropriate iconic structure for Limerick. The City Council welcomes these efforts and considers that a site within the City Centre should be identified for such a proposal.

C. The City Council proposes that a central civic space / plaza should be created. It is proposed to examine the Potato Market / Merchants Quay area for the provision of such a space.

D. The City Council will encourage the development of multi functional building that have a mix of uses that results in them being occupied at all times. 
2.7  The River and Developments of Scale

The width of the Shannon gives the opportunity to create buildings of imposing scale. This is demonstrated by the obvious success of Riverpoint, the Clarion and the Hilton.

These developments do much to establish the role and importance of the City Centre as the pre eminent location of business and commerce in the Mid West and are a mark of the confidence of the business sector.  There is ample scope for further developments along the riverfront and the City Council welcomes expressions of interest and proposals for further development and enhancement. 
The development of the docklands area is being examined as part of a Local Area Plan and does not directly form part of this strategy. However it is recognized that the area does play an important role in the life of the city.
2.8  Measures to Release Strategic Blocks of Land

Since 1986 the City Council has set itself the objective to promote economic and community development. The City Council in meeting this objective proposes to encourage and assist developers in the packaging of sites of suitable size and shape to attract investment in retail and commercial development within the City Centre. The City Council has successfully managed the transition of large areas of underused lands to viable business use through the use of Compulsory acquisition and Tax Incentives.

The Property Management Section of Limerick City Council have examined the City Centre and identified unused and underutilized sites within the City including Derelict Sites. A number of key sites will get specific mention in the City Centre Strategy.  Limerick City Council welcomes proposals that identify such strategic blocks of land.
The City Council wishes to identify investment priorities that are designed to leverage development of key central sites.  The City Council therefore seeks the views of the development community in identifying, promoting and supporting key initiatives.

2.9  Conservation

Limerick City Centre has a unique character deriving from its Georgian Architecture and grid street pattern. More than 500 buildings in the city centre are listed in the National Inventory of Architectural Heritage. Limerick City Council intend to protect our architectural heritage and support any initiatives such as the “Georgian” initiative and encouragement will be given to proposals that secure their best viable use in a way that is compatible with their listed status.

2.10 Retailing

Limerick City is a major retailing centre in Ireland with nearly 500,000 Sq M of shopping. However this space is unevenly distributed between the city centre and suburbs.
Recent experience has demonstrated that site assembly for the city centre is a slow process and often must be assisted by a Local Authority via compulsory purchase order powers.
In addition to the total volume of space, the provision of specialist retail clusters must be encouraged in the centre giving a mix of family run stores, national and international anchor stores and growing brands.

This is to be complemented by the emergence of a “café quarter” stimulated by the recently completed pedestrian areas.  The pedestrian areas also encourage the emergence of street markets giving life and interest to the city experience.

The City Council considers that there is capacity for at least three new sites for major retail facilities in key nodal locations in the City Centre and along the orbital route.

The City Council seeks expressions of interest from persons and companies experience in the development and management of such inner city commercial developments.

2.11 Sport

The City has an honorable sporting tradition and embraces all codes especially rugby. This has a significant economic value for the City and is being exploited as part of its promotion.

Sport and the provision of lifestyle activities are important to Limerick City Council.  In updating the public realm regard will be given to the provision of cycle ways and walkways and the provision of access around and onto the River.  

Limerick City Council wishes to ensure that active sports are developed in a cohesive way in Limerick City and propose to review the impact on the City Centre of the implementation of the Sports & Recreation Policy Framework Plan which was adopted by Council in 2005.

The City Council seeks expressions of interest from persons and companies experience in the development and management of sports facilities and activities. 
2.12  Leisure, Arts & Culture
International experience demonstrates that character and diversity are essential to the urban experience. The City centre provides extensive support for the arts through galleries, museums, theatre, music, literature, performance spaces and workshops.

The City Centre has the highest concentration of pubs restaurants and hotels in the region. Hotels include such international names as the Marriott, the Hilton, the Clarion, Jurys Inns, married to local brands such as the Absolute, the George, the Glentworth, the Sarsfield as well as other well established hotels.

The City Council proposes to enhance the leisure and arts offering in the City Centre and will also seek to cluster art and cultural activities in particular areas.

Art in the public realm is an expression of social, cultural and economic confidence. The City Council proposes to enhance its current provision in the City centre.

The City Centre is a stage for events and festivals and the increase in the City Centre space will provide greater opportunity.  Events such as a River fest are enhancing the local identity and national profile of the City, we propose to encourage more events such as this.  The City Council seeks proposals from interested parties on potential additional arts, leisure and culture projects within the City Centre.
2.13 The Role of Education

Limerick is a major centre of education and at least one person in five of the City population is engaged in continuing education.  Limerick has three main educational institutions namely University of Limerick, Mary Immaculate College of Education and Limerick Institute of Technology incorporating the College of Art and Design.  The City has also a number of private senior colleges and Business Schools.

The City Centre hosts a campus of the University at Mary Immaculate college of Education as well as the Art & Design campus of LIT. The City Council considers the continuing presence of these institutions to be essential and would welcome any initiative to increase the presence in the City Centre.

It is the policy of the City Council expressed in the Development Plan to retain the presence of education establishments in the City Centre.  It is also proposed to examine ways of developing further the linking of the University to the City Centre via the Park Canal.

In addition to the 3rd level institutions the City Centre hosts a number of pre school, primary, secondary and specialist schools.  The integration of these schools into the new urban fabric with mobility planning is necessary to ensure sustainability.

The City Council seeks proposals from Educational bodies in the continued development and management of educational facilities in the City Centre.
2.14 Health
In addition to St. Johns Hospital, St. Josephs, St. Munchins, there are a number of private health clinics within the City centre and the City Council supports the development of clusters of like developments.  
2.15 The Courts (Service and Justice)
The operation of the Courts Service within the City Centre supports complementary business activity and the City Council supports the development of suitable court locations and ancillary facilities
2.16 Broadband / WiFi
The City Council proposes to create WiFi hotspots within the City Centre. It is proposed that these will be on or adjacent to pedestrianised areas.  

The City Council has developed a Metropolitan Area Network to advance the provision of information technology based services within the city centre.   The City Council proposes that all significant City Centre developments will be required to connect to the M.A.N. where appropriate.  Limerick City Council also wishes to develop ancillary products with service providers.

2.17 Business Improvement Districts
BIDS – Business Improvement Districts offer businesses in particular areas the opportunity to become directly involved in Management and Promotion of their area.  The City Council would welcome proposals in the City centre area.

2.18 Town Centre Management
The City Council supports the concept of active management of the City centre to offer an attractive alternative to the suburban centres. To date Limerick City Council has been innovative with regard to obtaining European funding through such programmes as LODIS, TOCEMA and SPA.  These programmes have resulted in the establishment of the Limerick City Centre Coordination Office and the appointment of Street Ambassadors.

3. Managing and Delivering the Process

This issues paper is an initial discussion document aimed at introducing a key strategy which will lead to major change in our City. The quality of a City Centre is determined by the combination of and relationship between buildings streets and spaces. The strategy will embrace all of these together with the issues identified above.  In parts of our City, the public realm no longer functions, such areas will be identified in the strategy document along with sites which will add significant value to the development of Limerick City Centre.   Access to the City for people with disabilities is also a key element to the strategy.
The City Council now seeks the views of stakeholders and members of the public on the issues raised in this paper and where necessary raise further issues to be considered and incorporated in the City Centre Strategy.

Any person or body wishing to make a submission should do so by Friday 27th July 2007. Submissions can be made via email to:

plandev@limerickcity.ie

Or addressed in writing to:

Mr. John Field
Director of Planning and Economic Development,

Limerick City Council,
City Hall,
Merchants Quay,

Limerick. 

Following receipt of submissions a draft City Centre Strategy will be published and a further period will be available for submissions on the draft City Centre Strategy. It is anticipated that the Draft City Centre Strategy will be published in September 2007.
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