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1. Introduction

Many town centresacrossIreland face the
myriad challengesof vacancy associated
with decliningHighStreets,low residential
populations, car-dominated streets and
tired public spaces. The students
completing the MSc Planning and
Developmentprogrammewere taskedwith
consideringhow town centrescanadapt to
these challenges by creating an Urban
DesignStrategyand thematic Town Centre
Plansfor Letterkenny. Thesemoduleswere
completed with the planning staff in
DonegalCountyCouncilDevelopmentPlan
teamactingasclient.

It also acts as a gateway to the popular
tourist destinationsfor which the county is
bestknownwith the Wild AtlanticWayand
the nearbyGlenveaghNationalParkbeing
part of the reasonwhy Donegalwasranked
top of NationalDŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎΩǎCool List in
2017. ¹

Methodology

During two field trips to Letterkenny in
Januaryand February2018, MScplanning
studentscompletedurban designanalysis,
land usesurveys,pedestriancounts,public
and retailer questionnairesand interviews
with key stakeholders to gain an
understanding of how the town centre
functions.

The classwere briefed by council staff
on the existing plan for the town and
their initial conceptswere critiqued in
Belfast by representativesof Donegal
CountyCouncil,the HeritageCouncil,RG
Data and the CathedralQuarter Group
in March. After submitting their reports
they were invited backto Letterkennyin
Juneto presenta seriesof their ideasat
a workshop for councillors and local
stakeholders. This event was part of a
wider consultation exercise for the
ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎemergingplanfor Letterkenny.

Letterkenny,as the
largest town in
Donegal, is not
only the ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ
commercial centre
but it alsoservices
the cross-border
rural hinterland of
the Northwest
Regionwith Derry.

6
¹ http://www.natgeotraveller.co.uk/smart-travel/features/cool-list-17-2017/
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2. Historical Development of Letterkenny

Letterkennyis describedin the Civil Surveyof 1654asάŀtown
wch hath a Markett evry ffryday and two faires in the yeare,
with a large stone house,a bawne of fower flankers, a faire
Churchand a bridgeat the eastendof the river Swollyέ.

Today the ǘƻǿƴΩǎidentifiable Main Street spine dates to the
mid-Nineteenth century when the ǘƻǿƴΩǎάŜȄǇŀƴǎƛǾŜ
ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅέwas subjectof comment (seeright ςwith 1837-42
six inch map OSIinset). Thisexpansionwas due to burgeoning
trade and commerce with a weekly steamer to Glasgowin
peaksummermonths.

[ŜǘǘŜǊƪŜƴƴȅΩǎtopography was central to the development of
the town: ά{Ŝǘin a peaceful landscape of lush meadows
backedby mountain screens,the town still hasthe air of a big
village, and rather an untidy one, lacking architectural
accents. It consistsprincipallyof onemain street stragglingup
the sideof a steephill and downŀƎŀƛƴέ².

In recent years,the town hasexpandedto the Southeastinto
the lower lying meadows with large retail warehouse
developments and the new council building at the eastern
edgeof the largetown centreboundary.

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



8

3. Letterkenny: Planning Context

Letterkenny is the commercial heart of
Donegalwith a populationof 19,274 which
is almostthree timesmore than the second
largesttown of Buncrana(6785occupants-
CSO: 2016census). Theextent of the study
area was set to correspond with the
proposed town centre boundary in Draft
County DonegalDevelopmentPlan 2018-
2024(seeabovecentreandAppendix1).

Thisboundaryzoningclearly identifies the
traditional town centre aroundMain Street
but it also includesa significantamount of
landto the eastof thisarea. Thisreflects

the ambition to grow [ŜǘǘŜǊƪŜƴƴȅΩǎtown
centre usesbetweenMain Streetand 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
Instituteof Technology(marked3).

The project parameters reflected the
ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎaspirationto grow Letterkennyto
35,000 by 2038. The student brief was to
plan for a liveableLetterkennywith a town
centre that catered for all ages and
householdtypes.

This report is a summaryof some of the
student projects that were devisedby the
classin closeconsultationwith the people
of Letterkenny. The following pages
summarise the ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩanalysis of the
town centre land usesand footfall before
the report moves into specific thematic
sections with analysis and projects on:
TownCentreLiving; Commercialand Retail;
Public Realm; Tourism, Cultural and Built
Heritage; andMovementandAccess.
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Land use map of Letterkenny
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Land uses were
recorded using the
GOAD classification
(see appendix 2). The
land use map shows
how much retail floor
space was created to
the southeast of Main
Street during the Celtic
Tiger period. It also
illustrates pockets of
dereliction and
vacancyin Lower Main
Street.

18%
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Survey of Footfall in Letterkenny Town Centre

Pedestrian counts were
undertaken at seven count
points within the town centre,
at three different intervals on
Friday2nd and Saturday3rd of
February,2018.

The predominantly cold and
wet weather conditions
experiencedduring the survey
analysiscould have impacted
upon the footfall experienced
on a Fridayand Saturday.
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