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Many town centres across Ireland face the
myriad challenges of vacancy associated
with declining High Streets, low residential
populations, car-dominated streets and
tired public spaces. The students
completing the MSc Planning and
Development programme were tasked with
considering how town centres can adapt to
these challenges by creating an Urban
Design Strategy and thematic Town Centre
Plans for Letterkenny. These modules were
completed with the planning staff in
Donegal County Council Development Plan
team acting as client.

Letterkenny, as the
largest town in
Donegal, is not
only the county’s
commercial centre
but it also services
the  cross-border
rural hinterland of
the Northwest
Region with Derry.

It also acts as a gateway to the popular
tourist destinations for which the county is
best known with the Wild Atlantic Way and
the nearby Glenveagh National Park being
part of the reason why Donegal was ranked
top of National Geographic’s Cool List in
2017."

Methodology

During two field trips to Letterkenny in
January and February 2018, MSc planning
students completed urban design analysis,
land use surveys, pedestrian counts, public
and retailer questionnaires and interviews
with key stakeholders to gain an
understanding of how the town centre
functions.

" http://www.natgeotraveller.co.uk/smart-travel/features/cool-list-17-2017/

’ Masters students present findings

~ from Letterkenny survey
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The class were briefed by council staff
on the existing plan for the town and
their initial concepts were critiqued in
Belfast by representatives of Donegal
County Council, the Heritage Council, RG
Data and the Cathedral Quarter Group
in March. After submitting their reports
they were invited back to Letterkenny in
June to present a series of their ideas at
a workshop for councillors and local
stakeholders. This event was part of a
wider consultation exercise for the
council’s emerging plan for Letterkenny.


http://www.natgeotraveller.co.uk/smart-travel/features/cool-list-17-2017/

Retail Estate

The courtyard Station Roundabout
shopping Centre

2 Rowan, A. (1979) Buildings of Ireland: North West Ulster, London: Penguin
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LETTERKENNY

Letterkenny is the commercial heart of
Donegal with a population of 19,274 which
is almost three times more than the second
largest town of Buncrana (6785 occupants -
CSO: 2016 census). The extent of the study
area was set to correspond with the
proposed town centre boundary in Draft
County Donegal Development Plan 2018-
2024 (see above centre and Appendix 1).

This boundary zoning clearly identifies the
traditional town centre around Main Street
but it also includes a significant amount of
land to the east of this area. This reflects

What

s your ambition y'\'
for the town \
ind what do we
need to do to get there?

LETTERKENNY

Commaira contan

Donegal County Council invites the public and interested
parties to take part in making a Plan for Letterkenny.

the ambition to grow Letterkenny’s town
centre uses between Main Street and new
council building at point 1 on the above
map. These lands include undeveloped
infilled land, industrial units, retail park
development (marked 2) and Letterkenny
Institute of Technology (marked 3).

The project parameters

council’s aspiration to grow Letterkenny to
35,000 by 2038. The student brief was to
plan for a liveable Letterkenny with a town
ages and

centre that catered for
household types.

This report is a summary of some of the
student projects that were devised by the
class in close consultation with the people
of Letterkenny. The following pages
summarise the students’ analysis of the
town centre land uses and footfall before
the report moves into specific thematic
sections with analysis and projects on:
Town Centre Living; Commercial and Retail;
Public Realm; Tourism, Cultural and Built
Heritage; and Movement and Access.
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Primary and post-primary schools are
experiencing oversubscription and are
currently insufficient to meet projected
population increases.

The current healthcare provision would be
insufficient to service the projected
population growth rate of Letterkenny town
centre.

Existing residential
pockets




Respondents’ Opinions of Town
Centre Living and Green Space

Housing desirability in
Letterkenny Town Centre
of respondents
5 3 (y indicated a desire for
(o) more mixed housing
developments '

of respondents

3 5 % identified a need for

more affordable and
social housing

What type of new housing
would you like to see more of?

Above the shop [N 8%
f t
Town houses [ 10% of respondents
wanted a greenway
Detached [ 12% in Letterkenny
Apartment [N 12%
Mixed [N 26%

Semi-detached [ 32%

Where would you like new
housing to be located?

Traditional
town centre
9%

Outside Town
Centre

46% Whiteland

17%

South of the
River
28%

Importance of green space

o of respondents stated there is
5 8 A currently a lack of green space

in the town centre

of respondents expressed a
5 1 0/ desire for the incorporation of
0 green space into new housing

developments




Proposal 1
Living Over The Shops

Image source: Orla Murphy — Town : https://vimeo.com/98429001



https://vimeo.com/98429001

Proposal 2
Mixed-Use Development

The provision of high quality, high density
sustainable housing ensures the maximum number
of housing units available to meet the needs of a
growing population and will encourage town centre
living.

Provides greater housing variety and density

Reduces distances between housing, workplaces, retail
businesses and other amenities

Reduces reliance on the car

Creates a strong neighbourhood character and sense of
place

Incorporates green, open space

Promotes a pedestrian and bicycle-friendly environment

= N

S -
- Transport hub Primary school

:] Mixed housing |:| GP and care home
|| secondary school Community facilities

[ student Housing [ Enterprise zone




Proposal 3
Riverside Housing
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1 Potential Development at Leck Road

Proposed area for
riverside housing




5. COMMERCIAL AND RETAIL

===Dead frontages
(C)Vacant unit
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[ Map showing dead frontages and vacant units on Main Street 1
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Perception of connections between
Main Street and the retail parks

Adequate
14%

/ What is your preferred shoppinh

location?

Retail Park

71%

i,
jo |

68% of Main Street
retailers felt
business would
suffer if on-street
parking was
removed....

4

... however, 61% of
shoppers felt they
would be more
inclined to shop on
the Main Street if it
was less car
dominated.

Land Use in Letterkenny Town Centre

Medical services 4%

Public Service 5%
Leisure services 9%
10%

Residentia 11%

18%
43%

Coaltedh

Main Street vacancy

Ground floor
vacancy rate

-~
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BREXIT Derry/Strabane and Donegal Paper on Initial Analysis of the
Impacts of BREXIT (2017):

“Peripherality challenges in NW Region will only be compounded
by the changes that Brexit will bring.”

The Impact of Brexit on
Trading

“The truth about the impact of Brexit is that it is uncertain, beyond
the ability of any human being to forecast and almost entirely
dependent on how the process will be managed. ‘Don’t know’ is
the technically correct answer.”

of business operators stated they

87 % have noticed a decrease in cross-

border trade since the
announcement of Brexit

9 3 (y of business operators believe that
O Brexit will have a negative impact on

their business

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/ _data/assets/pdf file/0020/181415/DCSDC Brexit_Analysis.pd,

Car registration counts taken from Main Street
and the retail park over Friday and Saturday

Retail Park .
567 Main Street

500 90

80 70
400 70
60
300 50
40

200 - 30 21
100 Y 20
10
0 0
ROI NI ROI NI ROI NI ROI NI
Friday Saturday Friday Saturday



https://www.ulster.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/181415/DCSDC_Brexit_Analysis.pdf

‘Pop-up shops’ would attract local entrepreneurs
who want to try out new ideas, offer new products
and attract new customers, generating footfall for
neighbouring retail outlets.

Temporary and ‘Pop-Up’ Retail Units
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http://www.placeni.org/somewhereto.html

Mixed-Use Development

Vacant and derelict warehouses on Pearse Road at the entrance to
the retail park are unattractive and uninviting

Stimulates variety in the built environment
Promotes dense, compact and efficient use of land
Creates walkable and accessible environments




6. PUBLIC REALM
Current Situation

St Eunan’s Cathedral serves as The undeveloped site on Church

a focal point due to its scale Lane is a prime opportunity for

The current enclosed and inaccessible Market Square and hilltop location. rejuvenation




How would you rate the quality of
Main Street?

Excellent
13%

Unsatisfactory
15%

Satisfactory
42%

of respondents travelled into
Letterkenny town centre by car

of respondents felt that there was
not enough public and outdoor
space in the town centre

Just over two-thirds of respondents felt that
there was insufficient town centre parking...

However, the majority of respondents
demonstrated a lack of knowledge and
awareness of existing car parking facilities
throughout the town centre

How would you rate the

quality of Cathedral Quarter?

Excellent
16%

Unsatisfactory
19%

Satisfactcry
36%




Market Square Redevelopment

“Towns used to have town squares. A space where people
gathered. A place where ideas were shared, where art was
born, where businesses were started and philosophies
debated. Possibility lived here. It was the heart of the city.”

24



Church Lane Gap Site




Carpark Greening Initiative

Ireland’s first green wall at Skainos Centre,

Belfast - https://www.skainos.org/about-us
Underutilised multi-storey car park on = "4
Pearse Road

storey carparks



https://www.skainos.org/about-us/

Laneways Greening Initiative and Street Furniture

s ' % T inappropriately scaled

vegetation currently
existing in Market

Updated street
furniture has been
introduced on part of
Main Street, however,
lower Main street
remains neglected,
discouraging footfall.




Pedestrian vs Car Dominant

The current car dominant
nature of Main Street

Free car parking in the retail park

14 car parks which were underutilised
1748 car parking spaces

Maximum 2 hour stay at on-street parking

X

e

Creating streets to be pedestrian-friendly rather than
car-friendly will increase footfall and vitality in the town
centre.

PARKING

available off-street parking

} [ Computerised signage of

4 N

Due to the high
pedestrian volume
observed at the Library
junction, the
implementation of a
pedestrian crossing
would be advisable to
promote pedestrian
safety and walkability

\of the town. /

28
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Parklets on Main




7. TOURISM, CULTURAL AND BUILT
HERITAGE
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Do you think Letterkenny is a tourist
destination?

Indifferent

12% Yes

22%

[\\[o)
66%

What is the first thing that comes to
mind when you think of Letterkenny?

INSTITUTE OF

TECHNOLOGY

5 8% ...of respondents see Letterkenny as

Donegal’s Commercial hub

What would improve Letterkenny’s

tourism?
More promotion of historical assets
Better signage
More central location for the tourist office
More events and attractions

How would you rate the following
services in Letterkenny?

10
9
8 -
7 -
6 _—
5 _—
4 -
3 -
2 - -
1 - -
0
o o o &
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Charles Kelly Building
Old Courthouse




Laneways/Slip Strategy

Updated example on lower Main Street of a retail establishment
rejuvenated, creating a more attractive setting helping to
increase the low foot fall counts in the area.

Gap sites and vacant buildings
are a common feature of the
slips (secondary streets)
between Main Street and the
retail park. Justice Walsh Road,
Rosemount Lane and St Oliver
Plunket Road could offer prime
locations for reanimation of
frontages and development of
gap sites. The regeneration of
these secondary streets through
a “slips strategy” could help to
re-stitch the two disconnected
retail areas.




8. MOVEMENT AND

ACCESSIBILITY

(etterkenny is the primary economic hub in Donegal and ih
serves a large rural cross-border hinterland. The private car is
the dominant means of transport with congestion particularly
evident at peak times in Letterkenny especially on Main Street
as there are poor public transport alternatives. The quality of
the footpaths between Main Street and the commercial retail
park was identified as a particular problem with Rosemount
Lane (below) having a rural character with no footpath.

m\e closure of the railway line generations ago coupm

with the poor provision of bus services (with no town
bus service) means that there are no viable alternative
means to private cars for longer journeys. This
manifests itself in the town with the above image
typical of our experience with high levels of on-street
parking and slow-moving traffic running through the
heart of Letterkenny. This reliance on cars is in part
due to the suburban sprawl of the town with
significant development opportunities to get more

\people living within walking distance of the town’s /

commercial and cultural amenities.




How often do you walk into Letterkenny
town centre?

More than once a week | 27%

Less than yearly | 34%

Monthly 7%
Weekly 11%

...of respondents
Yearl 6%
. - agree that the car is

an easier mode of
transport

Never | 15%

...of respondents identified a greater need

43 % for public transport to improve the

accessibility of Letterkenny.

Other issues identified for accessibility improvements

included:
Better lighting
Road safety measures
Cycle paths
Public footpaths

ould you use the bus if a better
public transport service was
introduced in the town?

Unsure
15%

How much do you agree/disagree that
driving is easier than using public
transport?

43%
37%

’T‘ 12%
(1]

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NO OPINION DISAGREE



Transport Hub

I Proposed transport hub
I Proposed linear park

=== Proposed bus route
=== Proposed cycle lanes
@ Proposed controlled crossings

37



Suilleach Greenway

Improved Natural
Habitat




. Flood Mitigation
Suilleach Greenway Features

Skate Park - Rabalder Park, Copenhagen

Offline Ponds as run-off attenuation features

Leisure

d

- KW Il Bike hire
ST (W Wy

River walk &
greenway

Arboretum/public art

Inclusive furniture




To realise the ambitious growth targets
for Letterkenny it will be necessary to
ensure that the planning system
focuses new development within the
large town centre boundary as
planning practice in Letterkenny is at a
crossroads. Does it continue with the
type of suburban and rural sprawl
which fuels car-dominated urbanism
or focus on creating a sustainable town
centre community?

To re-humanise Letterkenny town
centre, MSc planning students
recommend utilising its vacant built
assets, regenerating its
underperforming spaces and creating
high quality urban infrastructure that

will stimulate private sector
commercial and residential
development. This potential

investment in public spaces and
infrastructure would demonstrate a
leadership that prioritises the quality
of life of existing and future residents.
In-so-doing it will make the town a
destination for the tourists that enjoy
Donegal’s dramatic landscapes.

POSSIBLE NEXT STEPS

Whilst this is a student exercise, the
pragmatics associated with the phasing of
projects was part of the wider brief.

YEAR 1

Whilst the challenges associated with
ownership are acknowledged, the
adaptation and reuse of existing
heritage assets proposed in projects 1,
4, 10 and 11 were deemed to be most
easily implementable  short-term
projects. Similarly, the utilisation of
tactical urbanism for the light touch
interventions of car park greening and
parklets (projects 8 and 9 respectively)
are reversible and have lower
implementation costs and could be
realisable in the short-term. To identify
historic properties that can be restored
and adapted it is recommended that a
Building Condition Survey of Historic
Buildings is undertaken.

YEAR 2

The projects identified as medium
term involve the regeneration of
existing underperforming spaces in the
traditional town centre. These include
projects 7 — Market Square and 12 —
lane/slip strategy. The slip strategy is
vital to create the linkages necessary

3 https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/parking-and-transport/streets-and-pedestrians/Pages/love-your-laneways.aspx

https://www.glasgowcitycentrestrategy.com/city-centre-lane-strategy.htm

for the redeveloping new town centre
to be sutured onto the traditional
town centre and the redevelopment of
Market Square is necessary to create a
vibrant focal public space. Whilst these
projects may not be realised in the
short term, further research into their
design and viability could be
commissioned in the short term.
Similar lane strategies have developed
in Melbourne and Glasgow?® and are
being developed in Dublin.

YEAR 3

The remaining projects 2, 3, 5, 7, 13
and 14 were deemed to be more long-
term due to their cost and location as
priority was given to the restoration of
the existing buildings and public spaces
in the short and medium term. The
implementation and investment in
quality urban infrastructure such as
the Suilleach Greenway and
Transportation Hub will be crucial as a
catalyst to drive the creation of a new
town centre that is a desirable location
for all.

40
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'Pilot' TCHC Training Programme 2016 - General Town Centre Health Check Land/Building use Classification

Town Centre Boundary - TCHC Study Area
Primary Retail Area (PRA) - optional

GOAD Classification:

Comparison

Convenience

Retail Service

Other Retail

Leisure Services

Financial and Business Services
Health and Medical Services
Public Service

Religious Service

Vacant Unit

Storage and Warehousing

Residential

Open Space

Walkways/cycleways/bridle paths

Other Buildings

Car Park - Surface
Car Park - Multi-Storey

Preferably should match the boundary set out in the Local Area Plan (LAP) or County Development Plan (CDP), as per pilot TCHC methodology -please state source
Sourced from LA Retail Strategy or other adopted documents and stratgies - optional - please state

Fill (on GIS land use map) Description of use

Non-food/non-perishable items where customers compare prices e.g. Clothes, jewellery, footwear, furniture, etc.

Food items (perishable) which people do not normally travel far to purchase e.g. Convenience stores, deli, bakers, CTN (confectionary, tobacconist, newsagent)
Services including hairdressers, post offices, dry cleaner, clothes hire shops, beauty salon, etc.

None of the above or listed - uses not listed in COM1-COM36, CNV 1- CNV11, RS1-RS13

Bars, restaurants, cinemas, fast food takeaways, cafes, hotels and guest houses, concert halls, theatres, etc.

Building society, banks, legal services, legal services, financial services, etc.

Dental surgery, health centre, nursing home, doctors surgery, veterinary surgery, etc.

Council offices, advice centre, library, tourist information, community centre, emergency services, educational establishment

Place of workshop, churches, church halls, religious meeting rooms, etc.

Select Black Cross Hatch Vacant premises - black hatch with previous or preceived use as an underlay, wherever possible
Storgage / Warehouse (excluding retail warehouse - see COM 4, 11, 12, etc.)
Residential - for vacant residential please use black hatch as overlay
Open space, park
Walkway, cycleway, bridle path

For buildings generally outside the study area.

Parking Symbol Surface car park E
Parking Symbol Multi-Storey car park

Prepared by Heritage Council, UCD, Kerry County Council, Tipperary County Council and DoHPCLG, February 2017
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