INTRODUCTION

The Willie Miller Urban Design/Douglas Wheeler Associates (WMUD/DWA) team was commissioned in late October 2004 by Antrim Borough Council (ABC) on behalf of the Steering Group to prepare the Antrim Town Masterplan. The Steering Group includes  representatives from local businesses, Translink, DOE Planning Service (as independent advisors), DRD Roads Service, DSD Regional Development Office, Councillors and officers of Antrim Borough Council. The purpose of the Masterplan is to provide a robust and flexible blueprint for the future development of the town including its adjacent attractions and amenities.

The emphasis is on the town centre and the aim is to improve connections to the surrounding facilities and residential areas.  The timing of the commission and the renewed interest in the town centre is driven by concern about the weak retail/visitor offer, the early success of Junction One (the international outlet centre located on the edge of the town) and new residential development proposed in the town.

Terms of Reference

The Terms of Reference for the Masterplan identifies the following specific objectives, in summary to:

· identify derelict, vacant and underused land and buildings

· assess  development potential and make recommendations for  future use or relocation of underused land or buildings

· assess the potential for riverside development including using Council owned amenity land

· show using ‘graphical layouts’ how the town can be developed

· set out the key actions required by the private and public sectors

· demonstrate how linkages between the core retail area and all adjoining residential areas can be improved

· examine the transportation infrastructure and offer proposals for an integrated public/private transport system that promotes improved accessibility, car parking, traffic management, pedestrian/cycle movement and mitigates pedestrian/vehicle conflict

· propose appropriate and sustainable environmental management arrangements

· propose options for implementing the Masterplan

It was agreed that the Masterplan should include short, medium and long term economic development and community projects as well as physical development and environmental improvement projects. 

Approach

The WMUD/DWA team approach to the Antrim Town Masterplan is illustrated in Figure 1 below.

Wide Consultation: An Inclusive Process

The Antrim Town Masterplan has been developed and shaped from the consultations, research and in particular the two sets of Workshops that were held at 25-27 Church Street (the Former JobCentre).  The first two workshops were held on 7 December 2004 when 50 people attended and the second two workshops were held on 8 February 2005 when again around 50 people attended. A separate meeting was also held with youth workers on 11 January 2005. The workshops were designed to ensure that the process of preparing the master plan was as inclusive as possible.  In addition a series of interviews were held with 10 local businesses and an intensive market research exercise was undertaken when 180 individuals in three locations namely the town centre, Tesco and Junction One were interviewed.

Report Structure

The structure of the rest of the report is in eight chapters as follows:
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Implementation 

9
Conclusions Recommendations and  Next Steps 

2
STRATEGIC POLICY CONTEXT 

The Antrim Town Masterplan must sit within the context of the wider strategy and policy frameworks that will influence the regeneration and development of the town. This chapter briefly reviews the key documents.

Shaping Our Future: Regional Development Strategy for NI 2025

The Regional Development Strategy (RDS) establishes a planning framework that will guide future development in order to promote a balanced and equitable pattern of sustainable development across Northern Ireland.   The RDS therefore sets the overall planning context for town centres in NI up to 2025 and takes account of a range of economic, social, environmental and community issues.  These include population growth, transportation needs, economic changes and the implications of a divided society that are all relevant to achieving sustainable development and social cohesion in NI.

To achieve this RDS is supported by a range of Strategic Planning Guidelines and two of the guidelines directly relate to the regeneration of Antrim town centre like. They are:

•
promote the vitality and viability of town centres (SPG-RNI 3.2

•
support urban renaissance (SPG-ECON 1.3)

The RDS has designated Antrim as a main hub, Belfast International Airport is recognised as a regional gateway and the town benefits from a strategic location at the junction of the key Northern and the Belfast Metropolitan Area - Londonderry transport corridors.  As one of the main towns of the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA) hinterland, Antrim is to be developed a counter magnet to the BMA. It is recognised by the RDS as a major industrial centre with spare capacity in terms of infrastructure and services.  Antrim is also identified as particularly well placed to accommodate, in the longer term, a growing proportion of the housing market in the wider city region.  As a result the revised Regional Housing Indicator 1998-2015 for Antrim Borough is 8,000 dwellings subject to adoption. 

The Regional Transport Strategy (RTS) for Northern Ireland identifies strategic transportation investment priorities for the period 2002 – 2012 and considers the potential funding sources and affordability of planned initiatives.

The Strategy has been developed by considering Northern Ireland as four discrete areas with particular transport needs, problems, priorities and solutions.  The areas are the regional Strategic Transport Network (RSTN), as defined by the RDS, the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA), other urban areas (cities and towns outside the BMA with populations over 5,000) and rural areas.

The needs of people with mobility impairments, especially people with disabilities and older people, were considered during the development of the Strategy.  Other issues included distribution and equity issues, affordability, financial sustainability, practicality and public acceptability.  The Strategy aims to tackle deficiencies in current transportations systems, to make best use of the existing assets, and to introduce a number of important enhancements to the infrastructure and services. At the same time, there is a renewed focus on promoting sustainable transport and encouraging modes of travel other than private cars.


The themes, objectives and strategic planning guidelines set out in the RDS are implemented through a series of Planning Policy Statements. The four Planning Policy Statements which have important implications for NI town centres include:

The February 2005 Planning Policy Statement 3: Access, Movement and Parking which sets out policies on vehicular and pedestrian access, the protection of transport routes, transport assessment and parking. The policy  takes its lead from the key objectives of the RDS and the Regional Transport Strategy which are to improve accessibility, particularly for people without access to a car and through enhanced public transport. Although car ownership has increased mobility, it has not necessarily enhanced accessibility since many town centres are adversely affected by congestion. A delicate balance needs to be struck since overly stringent parking restrictions could constrain town centre development and there is evidence that pedestrianisation has not always benefited town centres. Schemes that mix pedestrians and vehicles while giving priority to pedestrians may provide a better option.

Planning Policy Statement 5: Retailing and Town Centres  promotes a change of direction that would focus retail investment in the heart of towns and cities. The policy however acknowledges that too dramatic a shift in favour of town centres could be counterproductive if it was to put additional pressure on the infrastructure of town and city centres without significant improvements in public transport and a progressive car parking strategy. The policy therefore seeks to strike a balance between the existing out-of-centre retail developments and encouraging town and city centres to be the first location of new retail developments.  The policy is intended to create greater certainty, promote quicker decisions and facilitate investment decisions that will regenerate town and city centres.

The review of Draft Planning Policy Statement 12: Housing in Settlements will provide a framework to guide the development of housing within cities, towns and villages. It is DSD’s policy to promote innovative forms of housing that can bring a range of benefits including:

•
a sound economic basis for successful regeneration schemes in town centres
•
promoting the re-use of vacant and run down buildings to help meet the target of 60% of new housing on brownfield sites

•
offering the opportunity for cheaper entry to home ownership for young people and better meet the needs of smaller households without children

•
breaking down religious and political boundaries

Planning Policy Statement 13: Transport and Land Use will guide transportation and land use in both the development plans and transport plans prepared respectively by DOE and DRD. This February 2005 policy aims to improve public transport particularly in the larger towns.

Draft Planning Policy Statement 17: Control of Outdoor Advertisements, currently being finalised by Planning Service of DOE sets out policy and guidance for the display of outdoor advertisements.  Most outdoor advertisements add colour and vibrancy to town and city centres and can be a good indicator of business health.  They also affect the appearance of the building or place where they are displayed and can therefore affect the amenity either positively or negatively.  There is therefore a need to balance the requirements of the advertisements industry with the protection and, where possible, enhancement of the character and appearance of cities, towns and villages.  This statement seeks to ensure that care is taken with the display of outdoor advertisements so that they do not prejudice amenity or public safety.

Draft Planning Policy Statement 15: Planning and Flood Risk, currently in the public domain for comment sets out the planning policies for reducing flood risk to people, property and the environment.  It embodies the Government’s commitment to sustainable development and the conservation of biodiversity.  It adopts a precautionary approach to decision making taking account of climate change, and promotes an approach to development supportive to the wellbeing and safety of people.  This policy is of particular relevance to our towns and villages located in coastal areas and within areas liable to flooding.

Planning Policy Statement 6: Planning Archaeology and the Built Heritage sets our the DOE’s policies for the protection and conservation of archaeological remains and features of the built heritage and advises on these issues in development plans.  While townscape continues to change in response to the needs of society, the planning system aims to resolve any conflict between conservation and development to prevent development that is detrimental to heritage.

A number of the Region’s city and town centres contain Conservation Areas or Areas of Townscape Character.  Conservation Areas and Areas of Townscape Character (ATC) are designated by Planning Service (DOE) because they exhibit a distinct character normally based on their historic form or layout.  For the most part this derives from the cumulative impact of the area’s buildings, their setting, landscape and other locally important features.  The demolition of a building or buildings within a Conservation Area or ATC can significantly erode the character, appearance and integrity of such areas.

Planning legislation covering control over demolition in Conservation Areas is of importance in relation to this strategy whereby “consent to demolish” under Article 51 of the Planning (NI) Order 1991 is required for the demolition of buildings within Conservation Areas.  Within Areas of Townscape Character, the new Planning (Amendment) Order (NI) 2004 stipulates that planning permission is required before the demolition of a building takes place.

PPS 6 states that the Department of the Environment will normally only permit the demolition of an unlisted building in a Conservation Area where the building makes no material contribution to the character of the area.  Where Conservation area consent for demolition is granted, this will normally be conditional on prior agreement for the redevelopment of the site and appropriate arrangements for recording the building before its demolition.

Additional policies in the draft addendum to Planning Policy Statement 6 Planning Archaeology and the Built Heritage, currently in the public domain for comment, state that the Department will normally only permit the demolition of an unlisted building in  an ATC where the building makes no material contribution to the distinctive character of an area.  Where permission for demolition is granted this will normally be conditional on prior agreement for the redevelopment of the site.


DSD Town and City Centre Reinvigoration

DSD has undertaken a long and detailed examination of the factors that impact on town centres, this included commissioning the report on the ‘Reinvigoration of Town Centres in Northern Ireland’ by EDAW in 2000 and consulting a range of interested organisations across NI. The conclusion has been to establish clear priorities for town and city centre reinvigoration.   We understand that the over-arching goal of the Strategy will be the creation of vital and viable town centres.  The strategic objectives are likely to include:

•
promoting a strategic partnership-based approach to managing town centres

•
ensuring that town centres sustainable

•
creating well-planned, attractive and distinctive town centres

•
ensuring that town centres are welcoming and inclusive

•
addressing the legacy of the troubles

•
ensuring that each town centre plays a part in securing a prosperous future for Northern Ireland

Antrim, Ballymena & Larne Area Plan 2016: Issues Paper

The Plan will play a major role in guiding the future development of the Antrim, Ballymena and Larne Borough Council areas over the Plan period. The aim of the Issues Paper is to promote debate on issues of strategic significance.  The Plan will allocate the Antrim Borough Housing Growth Indicator (8,000 dwellings) between the district town, villages, small settlements and open countryside based on the principles of:

•
concentrating major housing developments in sustainable locations
•
encouraging mixed use development including more housing in town centre
•
making efficient use of land by promoting more housing within existing urban areas 

•
adopting a sequential approach in the development plan process to the allocation of land for housing in towns

•
placing an emphasis on creating quality places
The Issues Paper also acknowledges that Antrim Town centre provides the local service facilities for the Borough. It is important that the vitality and viability of the town centre is protected.  The Plan will define the extent of the Town Centre suitable for a range of uses and also, within that may define a Primary Retail Core for the main concentration of retail space.

The Draft Area Plan 2016 has been delayed to late Spring 2005 and therefore the Antrim Town Masterplan has an opportunity to shape and influence what will be the statutory plan.

Antrim District Housing Plan 2004-2005

The Housing Executive’s annual District Housing Plan for Antrim aims to inform and consult on policies and programmes being developed to address housing needs and to highlight and discuss the range of trends, issues and initiatives which affect the local housing environment.  The strategic themes identified in Antrim District are:

•
homelessness: the number of ‘presenters’ in the year ending March 2004 was 677 with an increase of 65 on the previous year with 35% single persons.

•
housing and health: focussing on supporting people, children’s services planning and investing in health

•
energy efficiency

•
rural issues

•
neighbourhood renewal

•
community safety

•
community involvement

The Housing Executive has recently completed pilot Town Centre Living/Living over the Shops schemes in Londonderry and Lisburn. DSD are currently considering the evaluation of the pilots with a view to applying the approach to other town centres in Northern Ireland and inviting Councils to bid for funding.

Integrated Local Strategy for Antrim Borough

The strategy sets out how the Local Strategy Partnership intends to encourage agencies, departments and community groups to continue to work in a more coordinated way. The Strategy focuses on key challenges facing the Borough including health services, education provision, and support for the elderly and youth, community development, recreational opportunities, environment, quality of life and the future of the rural economy.

The key objectives of the strategy are;

•
sustainable , vibrant economy
•
health and social well-being of the community
•
urban and rural community development
•
a well-developed and dynamic tourism sector
•
an attractive and welcoming Borough incorporating thriving towns, villages and rural areas 
Antrim Borough Council: Corporate Plan 2002-2006

The Council are mid-way through their Corporate Plan (2002 – 2006) and remains committed to its core values and to achieving its strategic objectives.  Implicit in the Council’s Mission Statement is the aim of electing members and staff to improve the economic, social and environmental wellbeing of the Borough through the delivery of high quality value for money services.  Whilst the Council cannot single-handedly achieve such improvements, it is well placed, with its roots in the local community, to represent and promote the interests of the Borough through civic leadership and advocacy.

To realise the Council’s full potential and to achieve its goal of improving the quality of life in the Borough, the Council needs to work in partnership with key stakeholders to harness effort, ideas and resources.  Many of the pieces are already in place; the Corporate Plan, the Integrated Local Strategy, existing partnerships, networks and contacts.  The Council already has many examples of successful and effective partnerships – formal and informal – which contribute in a variety of ways to achieving the goal.

The Council has had a significant input into the development and ongoing implementation of the 1st Integrated Local Strategy by Antrim Borough Strategic Partnership.  This draws together key public, private and community bodies to encourage and promote a more coordinated way of working, benefiting residents, visitors, investors and businesses.  All of these elements provide an excellent basis from which to go forward during the remainder of the Corporate Plan term.

The Council’s challenge is to promote a culture of collaboration, partnership, trust, flexibility, excellence and creativity amongst and between the whole range of organisations, public, private and community who provide services or contribute in any way to the Borough.

Taking up this challenge in the context of an ever-changing and dynamic world, a growing community and the ongoing Review of Public Administration, will require commitment, vision and tenacity from each of those involved.  To do so effectively, a similar culture of collaborative excellence must exist within the Council.

To characterise the changing nature and complexity of the world within which the Council and the range of other organisations operate, it is useful to identify the core areas which encapsulate the needs of the Borough and its people and give purpose to the Council’s actions.  These area the environment, the economy and the community.  Council  and other services contribute to protecting and enhancing the environment, strengthening the economy and enhancing the wellbeing of the community.  The fourth and final area which underpins the operation of the Council and which is the driving force for delivery of all services is excellence.


Strategic Policy Context: Conclusions

The review of relevant policy documents sets a clear, relatively up to date and positive context for the Masterplan and confirms that there are a series of specific policies that support the regeneration of  the town centre and the development of Antrim town. Key conclusions include: 

•
a District Housing Growth Indicator figure of 8,000 units has been allocated to the Borough to cover the period 1998-2015. 

•
the RDS highlights the importance of promoting the vitality and viability of town centres and  supporting an  urban renaissance 

•
strategic and local planning policies all focus retail investment in the heart of the town
•
strategic and local planning policies support regeneration schemes in town centres and promote the re-use of vacant and run down buildings
•
strategic and local planning policies encouraging mixed use development including more housing in the town centre
•
DSD are currently considering the evaluation of Town Centre Living Initiative/Living Over the Shop Pilots with a view to applying the approach to other town centres in Northern Ireland

•
the Masterplan has an opportunity to shape and influence the Draft Antrim/Ballymena/Larne Area Plan to 2016 as the statutory plan for Antrim.

DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIO- ECONOMIC PROFILE 

Population & Demographics

Based on the data from the Northern Ireland Census 2001, the Antrim Borough Council area has a population of 48,366.  The age profile is shown overleaf on Table 2.1. 


The population in Antrim for the period ending June 2003 has since increased to 49,300. Using the mid year estimates from 2000 it is projected that the population for the area will increase by 2010 to approximately 55,000 people.  This increase in population will require new investment in town centre facilities and infrastructure (Table 2.2 overleaf)

Table 2.1: Age Profile of Antrim Local Council Area

	Age


	Antrim



	0-15 years


	11,581



	16-64 years


	31,665



	65+ years


	5,120



	Total


	48,366




Source: Northern Ireland Census 2001/Antrim Borough Council

Table 2.2:  Population Projections for Antrim

	Age
	Antrim


	NI



	
	2000


	2010


	% Change


	NI average

% change

	0-15


	12,181


	12,290


	1


	-12



	16-64


	32,925


	34,675


	5


	6



	64+


	6,143


	8,220


	34


	15



	Total


	51,249


	55,185


	8


	3




Source: NISRA – Mid Year Population Estimates 2002/Antrim Borough Council

In the Antrim Borough Council area there is a significant variance in the projected change in population profile for both children (0-15 years) with a 12% decline and older people (64+ years) with a 15% increase when compared against the trends across Northern Ireland as a whole.

Economic Activity

The working age employment rate in Antrim Borough is 77%, 9.4% higher than Northern Ireland as a whole.  ‘Economic Activity Rates’ relate to the working age population that is economically active expressed as a percentage of the total working age population.  In Antrim 88.4% of men and 70.5% of women (aged 16-64) are economically active with 20.5% of the total population being economically inactive. The highest Labour Force Survey employment rate was 80.4%, in Newtownabbey, and the lowest, 58.1%, in Strabane.

Source: Labour Force Survey/Antrim Borough Council

Another indication of an improved labour market is the decrease in the numbers unemployed in Antrim.  The claimant count rate in Antrim has decreased by 0.8% over the last year compared to 0.5% in Northern Ireland as a whole. Tables 2.2 and 2.3 show the trends in unemployment figures in Antrim Town, Antrim North West and Antrim South East. 

Source: Claimant Count NI/Antrim Borough Council

Antrim is ranked joint 2nd lowest along with Banbridge and Castlereagh with a total unemployment rate of 2.3% compared to Northern Ireland as a whole (August 2004). 
Demographic & Socio Economic Profile: Conclusions

Antrim grew rapidly following designation as a ‘New Town’ in 1966 with its population multiplying six fold to 22,100 by 1996. The current socio–economic profile of Antrim reflects this intervention. The 2001 Census profile shows that:

•
the Borough has a population of around 48,366

•
the town has a population of around 22,100

•
the population of the Borough increased by 5.1% between 1992 and 2002 (NI average 4.5%)

•
the number of households increased by 21.3% between 1992 and 2002 (NI average 18.2%)

•
the Borough population is projected to increase to around 55,190 by 2010 (this is an +8% increase compared to an NI average of + 3%)

•
the average earnings of Antrim residents are 10% higher than those of people who work in Antrim reflecting the significance of commuting out of the Borough

Compared to the NI ‘average’ Antrim has: 

•
a working age employment rate of 77% which is 9.4% higher than NI

•
a higher proportion of residents in elementary and low skilled occupations

•
a lower proportion of residents working in professional occupations

•
a very low proportion of full time students and long term unemployed

•
relatively few people without qualifications but a relatively high proportion with basic (level 1) qualifications

•
salaries and wages for people that work in Antrim that are 11.9% below the NI average (for males £356.50/week compared to £392.70/week)

•
total unemployment rate is currently 2.3% making Antrim the second lowest in NI by council area 

•
the claimant count rate has decreased by 0.8% over the past year (228 in the town) compared to 0.5% in NI

Junction One: International Outlet Shopping Centre

Junction One opened in Spring 2004 as NI’s ‘first and only outlet shopping centre’ and now ranks 4th in terms of retail parks in Northern Ireland.  The centre includes over 50 outlet stores and has already surpassed all expectations in terms of trading and footfall. Construction work on second phase extension including a budget hotel and fast food/leisure facilities is underway. Proposals for a second hotel and food anchored superstore and adjacent business park are being progressed. In addition the retail warehousing that was developed alongside the initial development has experienced high levels of demand and the majority of the existing units have been agreed.
Junction One is particularly busy at weekends with 45% of visitors concentrated in that period. Recent surveys indicate that Junction One customers live throughout Northern Ireland,  50 % of customers live within a 27 minutes drive time and 90% live within 66 minutes. Junction One also has an affluent visitor profile with 36% more ‘wealthy achievers’ and 16% ‘more comfortably off’ households than the general household profile.

3  TOWN APPRAISAL

Approach and First Impressions

Antrim is strategically located on the eastern shore of Lough Neagh, just south of the M2/M22 motorway that links to the west from Belfast. It is very accessible, being less than 20 minutes drive time from Belfast and only 10 minutes from Belfast International Airport. However, the location of the town just off the motorway means that a conscious decision has to be made to visit Antrim, and at present there is little to draw the visitor away from the motorway corridor.

For those that do make the decision to visit Antrim Town however, early impressions are generally positive. The outer approaches to the town are through attractive rural scenery, through a landscape of fields lined with mature hedgerows and woodland. There are especially attractive longer views, to the hills in the north and to Lough Neagh in the west. 

The character of the landscape changes on reaching the outskirts of the settlement itself. For people approaching the town from the south the journey passes through a conventional and broadly appealing sequence of character zones, from rural to suburban to town centre. The approaches from the north and east are not so positive however, and pass through a mix of housing estates, commercial strips and industrial areas which give a less positive first impression.

The experience of arriving in the town centre itself varies, depending on the direction of the approach. People arriving from the east enter the town centre along Church Street which largely fulfils expectations of a traditional, busy high street of a small town. Mid way along the main street however, visitors are drawn off to the north and taken around the outside of the town core where the ‘no-man’s-land’ character of the Castle Way car park gives a very poor and disappointing impression. 

For those approaching from the north or south, the Dublin Road/Ballymena Road route skirts around the town centre to the west, giving motorists an excellent view of the town centre skyline and the mature parkland of Antrim Castle Gardens. Unfortunately however, although the views are appealing and likely to encourage people to stop off in the town centre, the road itself has a strong pull past the town and it is unnecessarily difficult to find a way off the road into the town centre and there is a distinct lack of permeability for both vehicles and pedestrians.

Peripheral nodes

Antrim Town has a strong and identifiable town centre but many important amenities and facilities are located on the outskirts of the town. These include:


several important educational and research establishments


extensive green spaces and leisure facilities between the town centre and the Lough Shore


the Junction One Outlet Mall on the northern edge of the town. 

Each of these nodes acts as focal points of activity outside the town centre whilst at the same time enhancing the profile and identity of Antrim Town.

Town structure

Antrim grew up at a crossing point of the Six Mile Water, developing as a staggered junction with High Street/Church Street as an east-west axis, Castle Street joining it from the north and Massereene Street/Bridge Street joining it from the south. 

The historic heart of the town retains strong contrasts between built and green elements with a strong landscape corridor running along the Six Mile Water and broad parkland expanses to the west at Antrim Castle Gardens.

The critical period in the development of the town was during the mid 1960s when an ambitious plan to develop a New Town around the historic core severed many of the traditional connections between the town centre, approach roads and the rest of the town.  This plan was only partially implemented leaving an ill-connected town centre which requires significant work to reconnect it with its surroundings. 

So although many of the original structural elements of the town and its setting are still strong today, particular elements such as the Dublin Road, (which creates an emphatic separation between the green spaces of Clotworthy, Antrim Forum and the Lough Shore recreation areas to the west and the built up areas of the town centre to the east) and Castle Way (which cuts off the town centre from its surroundings) represent very negative features.

The main spine

The main High Street-Church Street spine is one of Antrim’s strongest and most distinctive features. It has a generally positive, traditional ‘High Street’ feel, with a broad range of shops and is busy with people going about their daily business. 

Unfortunately however, the continuity of the axis is interrupted by a large gap site on the corner of Railway Street (the Ulster Bar Corner) and a further break created by the expansive road geometry of the Castle Way-Church Street junction. This has divided the High Street axis into discrete sections and makes pedestrian journeys along the shopping spine rather inhospitable in places.

In addition, the terminating space at the end of the main axis, incorporating the Barbican Gate, the castle walls and Market Square, is a significant disappointment. The square is an exceptionally interesting spatial ‘incident’ at the end of the main axis, set off by the notable centrepiece of the Old Court House; it should be a major destination within the town but suffers from being a ‘dead end’ with no clear function and very little animation of any kind. The inherent spatial qualities are also materially undermined by the now outdated streetscape treatment. 

Built townscape

The Old Court House is one of a number of significant landmark buildings in the town centre. The town skyline is a unique composition enhanced by the Court House cupola, the outline of the Barbican Gate/Castle Walls and the steeple of All Saints’ Church. Likewise, to the west, the remains of Antrim Castle and the Motte in Antrim Castle Gardens are distinctive features that stand out from the surrounding townscape.

The remainder of the built form is very varied in style and quality. There are many distinctive buildings, either because they are interesting individually or because, together with adjoining buildings, they make a strong contribution to the definition or character of the street. In several prominent locations however, there are abandoned or underused buildings, examples of poor alterations or inadequate maintenance and inappropriate shopfront treatments. Of particular concern is the highly visible and – in urban design terms – exceptionally poor Castle Centre, an out of scale ‘box’, that has no redeeming architectural qualities and that is entirely inward-looking. This structure is not only unhelpful by internalising all activity but also blights a much larger area with its impenetrable exterior, exposed service yards and ‘urban desert’ car parking.

Other key buildings that are currently making a less than positive impact on the Antrim townscape include:


the Old Court House – a landmark building presently unused and  boarded up, although a future use is being actively sought


Antrim Forum – a dated and dull collection of buildings, but scheduled for improvement


the building on the corner of Bridge Street/High Street – empty and in a very poor state of repair although funding from the International Fund for Ireland has been secured for improvements


the Police Station and new Courthouse buildings – both in very prominent locations, of rather generic architecture style and heavily fortified, minimising any interaction with the street

At the same time, some buildings that are in fact very appealing and interesting, are rather discreet and can be difficult to find. Several of the best features within Antrim Castle Gardens fall into this category, as does Pogue's Entry on Church Street and various sites along the riverside, each of which have a unique and compelling character. 

Streetscape and public realm

Successive streetscape improvement projects and road works in the town centre have resulted in a fragmented and variable patchwork of paving materials and street furniture that neither enhances the spatial qualities of the street nor complements the surrounding buildings. 

A street layout that is overly determined by roads engineering has created a traffic-dominated environment where car movements compromise important pedestrian desire lines and motorists feel so empowered that they regularly drive through the pedestrianised Market Square precinct.

In general, pedestrians are not well served in the town centre. As well as narrow footways, uneven surfaces and poor legibility, very important links from the town centre to adjoining areas are severed by major highways. These include:


links northeast to residential areas and the railway and bus stations 


links northwest to Antrim Castle Gardens


links southwest to Antrim Forum and Lough Shore Park

Recent improvements to the wider footpath network beyond the town centre have helped to reinforce pedestrian linkages to the rural hinterland and even to adjoining settlements. Although sections of the network are still to be completed, an extensive network of paths and cycleways links from the town centre to important green spaces, most notably to Lough Neagh and along the valley of the Six Mile Water.  

VEHICLE HIERARCHY AND CIRCULATION

The plan on p23 summarises the existing road hierarchy in the town centre. Within the town centre, Fountain Street/Castle Way, which links to Dublin Road, carries the dominant flow of traffic. There are two significant no-through-routes for vehicles - Market Square and Station Road. The main central car park is accessed off Castle Way. 

Parking  

Consultants Faber Maunsell are currently commissioned to undertake a parking study of Antrim and results of this process are not available as yet. Early indications from Roads Service suggest that there is adequate parking in the town at present but that improvements to parking management may be desirable. 

 

The plan on p26 summarises existing parking provision in Antrim Town centre. A significant problem is caused through a lack of enforcement of the regulations for on street parking, including indiscriminate taxi parking, particularly on High Street, Market Square and Railway Street. Pedestrian links to some of the car parks are also inconveniently located and sometimes have unfriendly environments for users. 

 

Pedestrian Hierarchy and Circulation

As described in the townscape analysis, overall, existing provision for pedestrians in the town centre is relatively poor. The town centre lacks a legible pedestrian hierarchy, the requirements of motorists overtly dominate those of pedestrians and environmental quality is variable and can be poor.  There is a distinct lack of permeability, obstacles, intimidating alleys and the need for more user friendly crossing points.

There are some good pedestrian routes in place down to and along the Six Mile Water but they are generally not overlooked and appear to be underused.  The town centre is within a 15 minute walk for a sizeable residential catchment. The majority of residents, when on foot, arrive via one of two main ‘walking routes’, Fountain Street or Station Road. 

Station Road

A major impediment on the Station Road axis is the crossing of Dublin Road linking Castle Way to Railway Street. Two alternatives are presented, neither of which is ideal – either an intimidating subway or at an indirect, uncontrolled at-grade crossing cluttered with railings. 

Railway Street does not have a continuous pedestrian character as it is a shared surface at its High Street end but has a standard carriageway/footway structure at the Castle Way end. The absence of dropped kerbs adds to the inconvenience. 
 

Fountain Street

There is a lack of pedestrian continuity between Fountain Street and High Street caused by the Church Street junction arrangement. The presence of clutter on the footways, changes in materials and poor upkeep create a less than hospitable pedestrian environment.

 

Dublin Road

A third important route is from Dublin Road to the town centre, used by residents living to the north of the town centre and people who park adjacent to the Police Station. Having arrived at the corner of the car park to the Shopping Centre the pedestrian route on to the High Street and Shopping Centre entrance is virtually illegible and generally inhospitable. 

Cycle Network

Antrim has a good cycle infrastructure that is being improved further by Roads Service and Antrim Borough Council. The completion of these routes will significantly enhance cyclist’s experience of the town, particularly on completion of the links from Fountain Hill to the train station.  


There is no obvious cycle parking in the town centre and provision of parking stands in overlooked locations near the shopping centre/ Market Square would be appropriate. 

 

Public Transport

The existing bus and train provision is summarised on page 21. Antrim is well served by connections to Belfast, there is a town bus service and a separate bus service that links directly to Junction 1.  There is a lack of bus shelters of a proper quality in the town centre on High Street.

CONCLUSIONS

Antrim is potentially a very fine town.  The historical assets of the Antrim Castle Grounds and Gardens, the proximity of Lough Neagh, the Six Mile Water and the layout and quality of many of the town’s buildings ensure that there is much that is positive and can be built on.  However the majority of the work carried out in the 1960s aimed at restructuring the town for a different size and purpose has proved to be damaging and requires significant intervention if the town is to achieve more than just a temporary repair.

Some of the issues and targets for physical intervention would include:

· devising a genuine mixed use town centre with a blend of residential, business, cultural, retail and educational uses

· securing the retention of historic buildings in the central area

· creating a more symbiotic relationship with the Six Mile Water

· breaking down the impact of roads on the centre

· utilising extensive parking areas for development use

· creating a higher quality public realm
4  HOW WELL DOES ANTRIM PERFORM

This chapter reviews Antrim’s recent performance based on an analysis of the property market, business interviews, tourism market analysis and recent independent market research.

PROPERTY MARKET: OVERVIEW

Antrim town has benefited from substantial investment in the retail sector over the past 18 months. Tesco have opened a new 65,000 sq ft superstore on the edge of the town centre, the Castle Shopping Centre was been sold for c. £14 million, and Junction One Northern Ireland’s first factory outlet centre  has opened on the edge of the town. 
The new Tesco superstore on the site of the former Massereene Hospital has helped to stem the flow of Antrim town residents to Newtownabbey and Ballymena due to the new improved food / general retail offer.  It is Tesco’s second largest store in Nothern Ireland.
The Castle Shopping Centre investment transaction can also be viewed as a strong sign of investor confidence within the town, especially given the fact that the purchaser was a Scottish based property company.  Baronsgate Estates have acted quickly to re-configure the former Tesco unit within the Castle Centre to provide four retail units to meet the demands of modern retailers. Baronsgate secured New Look, Bon Marche and Savers, all of whom are open and trading. It is also thought that Argos, Clinton Cards and Holland and Barrett have committed to acquiring new units within the scheme.  Dunne’s Stores, the major anchor tenant within the scheme are considering extending and upgrading their existing store.  Zone A rates within the Castle Centre are currently set at £55 per sq ft which compares with £80 per sq ft in the Tower Centre in Ballymena.   It is our understanding that Baronsgate Estates have now agreed to sell the centre to a London based property unit trust for a figure in excess of £22m.  This is a further sign of investor confidence in the town centre.
The High Street within the town centre is pre-dominated by local independent retailers, financial institutions, and a small number of national retailers. The existing stock of vacant units within the town centre do not meet retailer requirements due to the lack of shop depth and servicing provision , which all has to carried out from via the front elevations. 

Table 4.1 Retail Space (sq ft) Comparison: Antrim and Ballymena

	
	Antrim

Floorspace
	Antrim

Index
	Ballymena

Floorspace
	Ballymena

Index

	Convenience


	89,900


	NA


	110,900


	79



	Comparison


	113,000


	106


	593,800


	143



	Retail Service


	23,600


	120


	63,600


	83



	Leisure Service


	63,100


	114


	118,800


	55



	Fin/Business Services


	36,300


	145


	75,000


	77



	Vacant Retail


	22,900


	124


	80,300


	112




Source: Based on Experian/Goad Centre Reports: 2003. The Index is an effective gap analysis tool that can be used to identify sectors that are under or over represented in a centre, anything less than 100 indicates a below UK average count for the centre and a figure over 100 represents an above average count

Table 4.1 shows a relatively weak comparison retail offer against Ballymena and at 106 is just above the UK average. Antrim however has a stronger than UK average retail, leisure and financial services offer.  Vacant retail floorspace is relatively high in Antrim.

Colliers CRE are aware of a number of retail requirements for the town from both national convenience and comparison  retailers, these include, Argos, MK One, Holland and Barrett, Lidl, Supervalu, Spar, Homebase, TK Max, Halfords and a number of mobile phone retailers.  In order to respond to the demands from retailers for better configured space and to improve Antrim town centre’s retail provision further, the existing car park could be considered for re- development / extension of the Castle Centre.  In addition it would be highly beneficial to the town’s High Street if the Castle Centre could be opened up onto this elevation, as opposed to turning its back on to the High Street in its current configuration.
The office market within Antrim town centre is generally limited as with all provincial towns with Northern Ireland, the Belfast market is itself essentially government driven and as such demand is limited outside of the city.  Office rentals are around £7.50 per sq ft.
Antrim has excellent communications links, something highlighted by not only the location of Junction One but also Tesco having one of its main NI distribution centres within the town, and Heatons Department store having its all Ireland distribution centre within the town. Typical warehouse rentals are in the region of c. £2.50 - £3.50 per sq ft, dependent upon age and specification of buildings. 
TOWN BUSINESSES: PROFILE

The full ABC Business Directory has been interrogated and around 436 businesses are located within 2.5 miles of the town centre but excluding the 50 or so businesses in the Junction One international outlet centre. The table below provides a summary analysis and highlights the above average proportion of business services.

Table 4.1 Antrim Town Businesses

	Category


	Number


	%



	Business Services


	104


	23.8



	Retail


	96


	22.0



	Food/Drink


	30


	6.9



	Manufacturing


	27


	6.2



	Construction


	23


	5.3



	Engineering


	21


	4.8



	Licensed Premises


	18


	4.1



	Financial Services


	17


	3.9



	Hair/Beauty


	14


	3.2



	Transport


	12


	2.8



	Health


	12


	2.8



	Visitor Accommodation


	12


	2.8



	Care Accommodation


	11


	2.5



	Leisure


	10


	2.3



	Solicitors


	8


	1.8



	IT


	7


	1.6



	Creative/Media


	7


	1.6



	Car Showroom


	5


	1.1



	Government


	1


	0.2



	Education


	1


	0.2



	Totals


	436


	100




Source: ABC Business Directory: Nov 2004

BUSINESS INTERVIEWS

Interviews were undertaken with a cross-section of ten town centre businesses. The overall response from the ten businesses to a sample of the questions is summarised below.

What percentage of your trade is from?

	Regulars?


	4 said more than 90%



	Passing Trade?


	6 said less than 30%





How much does your average customer spend?

	< £10


	3



	£10 - £25


	2



	£25 - £50


	2



	> £50


	1




How man employees do you have?

	Full time total


	13



	Part time total


	14




Castle Centre has around 200 full and part time jobs


Over the past 2-3 years, has your turnover

	Gone up


	3



	Remained Static


	3



	Gone down


	4




Have you a requirement for business development advice in the following?
•
Information Technology: 5

•
Marketing: 5

•
Customer Service: 3

•
Networking with Other businesses: 8

•
Accounting: 3

Business Interviews: Conclusions

The business interviews confirmed that Antrim town centre operates as a local/district centre with regular customers using mainly local independent retailers normally spending less than £25. With the Castle Centre the town centre is a major source of employment with more that 300 full and part time jobs. 

The interviews however highlighted mixed views: for example three retailers said turnover had increased recently/since Junction One opened. Part of the answer for one was competing on price/service and for the other targeting a niche market. The businesses that have been most detrimentally affected recently are local food retailers like butchers and fruit & veg etc. as a result of competition from the new Tesco store.  

The interviews highlighted a genuine interest in business development advice and in particular in networking with other town centre businesses.

TOURISM MARKET ANALYSIS

Overview 

Antrim Town has had little visitor appeal for many years. Its physical appearance, lack of major attractions or reasons to visit, had largely removed it from the visitor map. This was added to by the permanent closure of road access to Belfast International Airport which kept many potential travellers away from the town. Antrim now has a unique selling point which is bringing visitors from across Northern Ireland and further afield – namely Junction One. This coupled with the opportunities emerging through the Antrim Town Masterplan process and proposals linked to the restoration of Castle Gardens, Clotworthy and the Court House, provides an excellent opportunity to promote Antrim as a day trip destination.

Inventory

Antrim Borough is very well served by visitor accommodation and has seen some of Northern Ireland’s most high profile hotel developments notably the Hilton Templepatrick with its outstanding golf facilities and the Park Plaza Hotel at BIA. Antrim town itself has however lost its hotels some years ago and now has limited B&B accommodation only. The visitor attractions in Antrim town are currently unattractive to visitors. There is a lack of presentation and integration in the various historic sites around the town. A good interpretative approach has recently been put in place for a trail but it is swamped by the surrounding unattractive streetscape. Most of the individual sites are interesting but a more integrated approach is essential in creating a worthwhile visit.

There are exciting opportunities for development work linked to Castle Gardens, Clotworthy, Court House and Lough Neagh but the main need is to have the overall ambience of the town improved and give it ‘a sense of place’.

The closure of Shane’s Castle Railway was a blow to the tourist industry in the area but there are some possibilities emerging linked to the estate which may be of tourism benefit.

Tourism Statistics

Although Antrim may not be recognised as a tourist destination it is extremely well placed to increase the potential for tourism. It performs relatively well with regard to visitors to the Borough and tourism spend, partly as a result of the high profile hotel development. In 2001 earnings from tourism revenue generated an estimated £22.2 million of income. 2004 has been the best year yet for welcoming visitors to the Borough since the start of statistics being recorded when Antrim Information Centre opened seven years ago. For the period June to August 2003 the numbers have risen from 4,913 to 7,159 for the same period in 2004.

The statistics in Table 4.2   cover all serviced accommodation and self-catering premises, except for the caravan and camping site. There are a relatively high number of bed spaces available in the Borough. This is set to increase with the opening of a new budget hotel - the Comfort Inn at Dunsilly Road -  in May 2005, and another proposal in the pipeline.

Table 4.2 Bed Spaces in Antrim Borough

	Accommodation Type


	Bed Spaces



	Hotels


	734



	Guesthouse


	82



	B&B


	117



	Self-Catering


	27



	TOTAL


	960




Source: Antrim Borough Council

Visitor Analysis

The following schedule indicates the status of Antrim as a visitor experience using TTC’s Visitor Management Analytical Tool:

Table 1: Matrix Analysis

	Attribute


	Need


	Comment



	A Sense of Place


	To give the visitor a feeling that he/she is somewhere special and worth visiting. Added together can be history and tradition, heritage, good architecture, good public spaces, new attractions and old – all help create a sense of place.

The Antrim Town  Masterplan must help this be achieved.


	There is little such feeling in Antrim Town at the moment due to the ‘confused centre’, lack of distinctiveness and distinction and general clutter.

	The Experience
	Visitor experiences may range from deeply satisfying to neutral to extremely unpleasant. Those at the satisfying end of the scale will trigger return visits and or recommendations to others to visit.


	The experience in Antrim at the moment for a visitor is at best neutral and at worst unpleasant, especially at night.

However the new experience of Junction One can help change this perception.



	First Impressions
	The approaches to a town must give a favourable impression to a visitor and a feeling that they have arrived in a place with a welcome.


	The approaches to Antrim are lacking in welcome and have little sense of arrival.  Cleanliness, graffiti, security barriers and party emblems all need to be addressed.

	The Welcome
	These are defined by as follows:


Good information on arrival;


Easy to use and understand public transport;


Legible and easily navigable town centre;


Well dressed, clean and interesting streets;


Well trained and communicative hotel and other staff;


A wide range of products such as restaurants and attractions with value for money prices;


Customer friendly opening hours;


A first class TIC;


Warm and friendly people with a genuine concern for the visitor’s welfare and enjoyment.

All of these elements united together in some combination will coalesce into the welcome.


	Antrim has some of these elements in place notably the TIC. Street navigation by car or on foot is not easy and is not intuitive.

A fresh approach and commitment will be needed to address these points outlined.

	Orientation & Interpretation
	Orientation can be defined as the ability of a person to establish their location in a place, to understand it spatially and to use the knowledge to move around easily, confidently and in full knowledge that they are going to or passing through areas they desire to be in.

Orientation may be assisted by maps, signs, information boards or by people.

Interpretation is the assistance given to a visitor or resident to understand the place at which they are present in terms of history, culture, current attractions or specific details of a nearby building, area or natural feature.

Interpretation assists the reader or listener to appreciate the significance of a place or thing and thereby to enjoy the experience of being there all the more. Specialist visitors may find the level of interpretation inadequate to meet their needs and this may well be the case. Interpretation must be aimed at the ‘average’ visitor and be presented in an understandable and embracing way to engage the attention of the visitor.


	Orientation is not an easy process in Antrim Town. The approaches are confusing and the road patterns unhelpful to visitors. Car parking adds to the difficulty.

There is new interpretation in the Town concentrating on history. It will appeal to specialist visitors but something more general is needed as well to help combine orientation and interpretation.

	Legibility & Manoeuvrability
	Legibility of a destination is a key characteristic in the process of understanding, of communicating information to visitor and resident. Masterplanning, public realm, town centre management, detailed planning of buildings, roads and commercial signage all plays a part in legibility. 

Legibility is not just a physical thing it has other characteristics. Legibility in understanding of a place means a clear presentation of history and heritage and culture so that this is legible to the visitor if not always the resident.

In its simplest form this is defined as the ability to move around a place – with ease, certainty, confidence and security. Manoeuvrability can apply to roads and access to car parking. It can equally apply to pedestrians and public transport means. All together can have an integrative process which takes visitors from their cars to explore on foot or to move further around by public transport. An integrated plan for this makes it all the more achievable. Pedestrian signage only plays a part.


	Antrim has much work ahead to improve both legibility and manoeuvrability. It is not currently user friendly even though the scale of the town  is manageable.

There is really little incentive or encouragement to explore and this is emphasised by the cutting off of links to Clotworthy and the Lough Shore from the Town Centre. The Masterplan should address this.

	Transport & Access
	There is a need at transport interchange points to provide clear information to the visitor. While most visitors are likely to arrive by car the bus and rail stations should not be neglected.

The provision of information and maps at car parks and transport interchanges is essential to encourage stays.

Similarly the provision of guided tours and walking tours at regular predetermined points and times can add to the enjoyment of a visit.


	Antrim has good rail and bus access largely used by locals and not for visitors.

Increasingly because of Junction One, visitors will be using cars and the need to inform them of Antrim Town centre and encourage access to it is essential.

	Aesthetics
	A town that presents itself as a conservation and heritage destination must have in its character some sense of aesthetics – some feel of a special place where design and layout of buildings, street patterns, street furniture et al all gives a quality air and a pleasing overall feel. A traditional market town must have a feel for the past and have buildings and urban characteristics that reflect it.


	Antrim has its conservation area but it also has some ‘great blots’ on its layout and intrusions on its landscape that simply extinguish the feel of the past. The Masterplan must address this.  


MARKET RESEARCH

In order to test perceptions of both residents of Antrim and visitors 180 respondents agreed to complete questionnaires in three locations – Antrim Centre, Tesco and Junction One  This involved face-to-face interviews undertaken over two days in late January. The conclusions from the market research is summarised below.

Attitudes / Perceptions

•
69% of respondents  had shopped in Antrim, with 70% of those respondents having done so within the last year

•
The main reason for not shopping there in the last year had been preferring other shopping locations and Antrim having insufficient shops (variety, quality, for younger people, etc)

•
For those who had never shopped there, the main reason was also a preference for other locations (Belfast, Ballymena) and perceptions of inadequate retail offerings in Antrim

•
62% of the sample specified that they were NOT satisfied with Antrim at the moment
•
When asked to specify their perceptions of the town, they indicated that:
o
They liked: Antrim Forum, Junction One and Tesco

o
They disliked: lack of shopping facilities (lack of choice, no department stores, brand names, lack of specific retailers), the lack of public toilets and the appearance of the town

o
Those who shopped there also mentioned violence, drunks and trouble when bars close


•
The 5 main problems in Antrim were felt to be:
o
Lack of quality independent retailers

o
Poor retail offering

o
Castle Centre poor 1st impression

o
Vacant, derelict properties

o
Appearance of the Town generally

•
Initiatives which would address these were perceived to be
o
Improvement to the variety of shops; Upgrading of the Castle Centre

o
Improvement to the quality of shops

o
Enhancing public amenities

o
Promoting and branding Antrim

•
56% did not feel that residents in Antrim are kept sufficiently informed of developments in the area;
•
To address this, it was suggested that use was made of flyers / leaflets, local papers, newsletters, notices in the Castle Centre, advertising and posters; 

Attitudinal Statements

When presented with a range of attitudinal statements, the sample
Strongly Agreed that:

•
The derelict buildings/sites in the Town Centre require to be improved 

•
The general appearance of Antrim needs attention 

•
The lack of retailer choice was a problem

•
That, if developed, Antrim could attract a wide range of people to visit & shop there

•
Antrim has potential to be developed as a retail or leisure location

•
Antrim is not currently promoted as a retail, leisure or cultural location 

•
Antrim should have more shops 

•
The lack of quality retailers is a problem

•
More shops are required

•
Antrim has a negative image

•
The state of the Main Street is a problem

•
The Riverside area has development potential

Disagreed that:

•
The main problem in Antrim is lack of parking

•
Antrim suffers as a retail location because of a lack of public transport 

Conclusions: How Well Does Antrim Perform?

The analysis in this Chapter has concentrated on four areas namely the property market review, business interviews, tourism review and the independent market research. A clear picture has emerged.  

Antrim town has benefited from substantial investment in the retail sector over the past 12 months.  The High Street within the town centre is dominated by local independent retailers, financial institutions, and a small number of national retailers. The existing stock of vacant units within the town centre do not meet retailer requirements due to the lack of shop depth and servicing provision , which all has to be carried out from the front entrances. 

The business interviews confirmed that Antrim town centre operates as a local/district centre with regular customers using the mainly local independent retailers normally spending less than £25.  The interviews highlighted a genuine interest in business development advice and in particular in networking with other town centre businesses.

The tourism review has shown the Antrim town has been off the typical visitors’ radar for some time but that Junction One provides some new opportunities.  Junction One also has an affluent visitor profile with 36% more ‘wealthy achievers’ and 16% more comfortably off’ households than the general household profile.  Antrim town centre is confusing and disappointing for the visitor with little ‘sense of place’. Orientation and navigation are difficult and there is no sense of arrival or welcome.

The 5 main problems identified in the market research in Antrim were felt to be:

•
lack of independent retailers

•
poor retail offering

•
Castle Centre poor first impression

•
vacant and/or derelict properties

•
appearance of the town generally

5.
CHALLENGES AND FUTURE SCENARIOS

The first part of this Report has highlighted the conclusions from a comprehensive analysis of Antrim and the town centre.  This chapter builds on these conclusions and draws on the outputs from the series of Town Masterplan Workshops that were held in Antrim to identify future regeneration scenarios for the town.

Two Strategic Visioning Workshops were held at the former JobCentre in Church Street on Tuesday 7 December. The Workshops were publicised using a press advert, press article, 50 posters and 1,000 flyers, written invitations to around 80 stakeholders and extensive networking by the WMUD/DWA team and the Steering Group.

Around 50 people attended the two workshops with a good cross section of businesses, community groups, residents and public sector partners represented.  The two workshops gave the people who attended the opportunity to work in four small groups to firstly identify the strengths and weaknesses of Antrim, secondly to discuss how the town should respond and what Antrim could be like in 2020.  The two workshops followed identical structures.  Flip charts were use to record the discussions and this report provides a composite summary of the two workshops.

Strengths & Weaknesses

The ‘good points- bad points analysis’ is a useful tool because it identifies the significant issues  that the Masterplan has to tackle. A summary of the composite analysis from the eight groups attending is as follows:

Strengths: Good Points


Junction One: Antrim on the map

Lough Neagh and Sixmilewater: green corridor

Castle Gardens & open space 

Court House: character & heritage

Landmark buildings: Clotworthy & Pogue’s Entry

Castle Centre: indoor mall

Independent businesses & local traders

Tesco: new store

New employment e.g. Junction 1

Proximity to airport

Strategic location in NI: road network & M2

Rail station

Heritage & history of the town

Compact town centre: potential to be well defined

Surrounding parks & amenities

New housing & population growth: more disposable income

Health facilities: good hospitals

Education facilities: good schools

Arts & cultural facilities: Clotworthy

Sports & recreation facilities: Forum,  2 golf courses, fishing, boat club

Recent investment & strong local economy

Household & population growth: momentum for change
Weaknesses: Bad Points


Town does not have a ‘physical heart’

Town does not use river setting: turns its back

Castle Centre first impression is poor: inward looking & separate from High Street

Traffic flows by pass centre: High Street is a cul-de-sac

Pedestrianised area not successful

Poor/ no signage

Ulster Bar Corner Site has been vacant since the 1970’s

No town centre library

Other vacant property & blighted sites

Town & buildings look dilapidated

Court House is empty

High proportion of financial services around Market Square 

Poor image & low self esteem: negative publicity

Town centre feels incoherent:  disjointed & fractured

Some traders are apathetic

Poor retail offer: lack of quality shops: neither market town or modern

Number of charity shops (5/6)

Poor & intimidating night time economy: negative image

Limited social/cultural amenities: more entertainment

No market

First impression on Dublin Road: Police Station security fence

1970’s architecture

Car parking

Dominated by Belfast & Ballymena

Supermarket proposed at Junction One

On street parking not enforced: no wardens

Sites & buildings in public ownership: Government Depts & ABC 

Absent landlords

Dependency on benefits in some parts of the town 

Peripheral estates are isolated with poor public transport

Lack of town centre identity 

Lack of competition for Tesco: limited choice for food shopping

Antrim doesn’t offer anything unique/individual
Ideas to Make a Difference to Antrim

The four groups in both workshops were then asked to identify ideas that could be implemented to make a real difference to Antrim.  A summary of the ideas follows:


Renew the town centre


Invest in, reconfigure & upgrade Castle Centre & provide more efficient parking


New active uses in the Court House


Develop Ulster Bar Corner


More engagement with key stakeholder groups


Reopen town centre to through traffic: remove Church Street roundabout


Provide signage from Junction One to town centre & elsewhere


Improve streetscape


Vest/acquire vacant sites


Improve pedestrian linkages


ABC to sell Courthouse: heritage centre


Multi storey and ‘underground’ parking to free up space


Redevelop car parks


Improve street lighting


Encourage town centre living


Improve bus routes & provide bus shelters


Implement a programme of high profile events & activities: target families


Promote & brand Antrim: use gateway features


Take advantage of the river

What could Antrim be like in 2020?

In the second group discussion the groups were asked to be radical and take a long term view ‘stepping outside normal job/organisation/day to day issues’ and to discuss what Antrim could be like if regeneration was driven by a focus on:


Retailing and improving the retail offer, 


Residential: making Antrim an even better place to live, 


Using the existing heritage, arts and cultural facilities to encourage more local involvement and visitors 


Promoting learning and a more enterprising town. 

The discussions are summarised in the next section.

Groups 1: Retailing

The vision is for Antrim in 2020 to offer a unique mix of niche/specialist and high street shops as well as a successful outlet centre with the various retail components all very well connected. 

The specialist shops could be similar to the shops in Hollywood, Moira and Hillsborough. Reconfiguring the Castle Centre to face outwards and have a presence on the High Street was thought to be crucial with investment in Church, Fountain and Bridge Streets. A strong and viable connection between Junction One and the town centre will be essential.  See Retail Scenario Diagram on page 47 and the other illustrative material.

The projects that would make most difference to achieving the vision were:


Reconfigure the Castle Centre & provide larger units


Provide other retail sites adjacent to Tesco


Radically improve the pedestrian connections between Tesco, Castle Centre, High Street & river (see illustration)


Encourage the evening economy


Implement environmental improvements


Deal with gap sites


Appoint/identify a town champion & back the person

Groups 2: Residential

The vision is of high quality residential areas in a more compact town with neighbourhood centred housing focussed on infill sites with complementary higher density town centre housing. The residential neighbourhoods would be linked with a good bus service and cycle /pedestrian routes. Housing in the town will engender a more community feel and real civic pride.

See Retail-Residential/Scenario Diagram on page 47 based on the annotated plan with potential residential sites identified.

The projects that would make most difference to achieving the vision were:


Quality neighbourhood centred housing


Higher density housing in the town centre


Providing good education, recreation and community facilities 


Focus on communities

Groups 3: Arts Culture & Heritage

The vision in 2020 is that Antrim would be the cultural capital of NI, creative Antrim is the unique selling point.  The focus is on the town’s heritage and promoting a network of venues including, the restored Castle Gardens, Courthouse in use as a multi purpose cultural facility. Public art would make a strong statement about the town’s identity, Lough Neagh has passenger boats, Sixmilewater is a top class fishing venue.

 Antrim is a colourful, creative, confident and coherent place. The town has opportunities for training in arts/culture and the creative industries with good supporting facilities including cafes, bars and restaurants and a safe and vibrant night economy with a strong programme of local, regional and national events. 

The projects that would make most difference to achieving the vision were:


Investment in improved facilities and venues to bring Antrim’s assets to life and ensuring adequate performance and working space for creative people


Celebrate the town’s history by using arts & culture to breathe new life and energy into the town and its historic buildings


North East Institute (NEI) as a centre of excellence in creative & performing arts with links to MADD (Musicians of Antrim and District Development) and outreach work across the community


Introduce a programme of unique Antrim events as part of a longer term strategy of establishing the Antrim identity e.g. Vikings, Opera in the Castle, O’Neill Summer School


Use public art and lighting to showcase landmark buildings


Promote civic pride and local identity through the arts


Actively promote and resource the arts, culture & heritage sector


Promote Antrim as a positive, friendly and welcoming  visitor destination with a planned series of thriving events, fairs and confident people: celebrate success


Improving access to and across the town: pedestrian links & signage


Provide secure parking for the evening/night economy


Borough should have a comprehensive ‘joined up’ approach to arts/culture, economic development and private investment in property: backed by businesses, residents and public sector

Groups 4: Learning & Enterprise

The vision of Antrim in 2020 is of an innovative confident town where people choose to live. It is a place of opportunity at the heart of NI, known for its skilled, enthusiastic, committed and knowledgeable residents who have relevant skills. The focus is on an open accessible town centre based lifelong learning centre, providing opportunities for up-skilling, vocational and enterprise training which is open in the evenings and at weekends and responds to community needs.

The projects that would make most difference in achieving the vision were:


reappraisal of existing facilities like the North East Institute


providing a well equipped modern library/resource centre in the town centre possible linked to a new FE Centre: promote flexible open learning


a lifelong learning centre linked and integrated with the town regeneration masterplan


consolidation of secondary education


providing secure well paid quality employment


promoting open and equal education facilities for all taking account of the ageing population in Antrim 


introducing more family housing in the town centre with residential development on the riverside

Overall Conclusions

Overall the view from the two Strategic Visioning Workshops was that Antrim is at a crossroads and this is an ideal time to put in place a strategy that establishes more confidence on so that the town should move forward to compete effectively in the future.  The eight key challenges for Antrim that have been identified from the analysis, consultations and workshops are:


the need to restructure and redevelop the town centre using clear urban design principles


the need to invest in retail and residential activity

the opportunity to use the arts and the cultural heritage of Antrim to help drive regeneration


the opportunity to use learning and enterprise to ensure that Antrim is a much more competitive place in the future


the need to invest in environmental improvements

the need to make the town more pedestrian friendly and improve traffic circulation and access


the need to market the town more effectively using the Antrim brand


to deliver the Masterplan as part of a targeted integrated regeneration strategy
The WMUD/DWA team have used the conclusions from the workshops to help shape a vision for Antrim and test the principles of the Masterplan and the emerging programmes and projects that form the core of a Regeneration Action Plan.

6 VISION



The vision for Antrim in 2020 builds on the outcome of the delivery Workshops that were held on 8 February in Antrim:

Antrim will be a strong, well-designed and safe town which can respond positively to new social, economic and market changes. The town centre will be the heart of the community with a diverse mix of retail, business, residential, learning, culture and leisure uses and together with Junction One will provide a wide retail offer of independents, multiples and international outlets.  The refurbished Court House and the restored Castle Gardens will be distinctive cultural and heritage attractions for residents and visitors. Antrim will be the gateway to Lough Neagh and the inland waterways.

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES

To achieve this vision,  a series of eight strategic objectives have been established that respond to the key challenges that were identified at the end of the previous chapter. They are as follows.

A
Restructuring & Redevelopment

To build on the town’s history and past strengths by promoting approaches to design, development, movement and management that are practical and achievable but which will ultimately bring about a restructuring of the town and bring vacant sites and buildings into sustainable use.

Following the workshops held in December 2004 and January 2005, a series of structural scenarios for the town centre were developed .  Using the same drivers – residential, retail, enterprise and learning, and arts, culture and heritage – the idea of fitting these into a range of morphological constructs was explored.  This was intended to be a means of broadening the debate on the future form of the town centre.  Clearly each driver produces very different types of environment  - from the large floorplate of the retail driver through to the more human scale environment of the enterprise and learning scenario.  The value of undertaking this work is not to conclude that  one scenario is right and the others are wrong but to examine some of the implications of each and reach a view on what some of the components of the town centre should be and how they might fit together.

Three restructuring options for the town centre have been produced based on 1) retail  2)  retail and residential  and 3) enterprise and learning/mixed use.  The implications of each are summarised below:

1)  Retail:  in this option, the Castle Centre would be consolidated and extended along more up to date requirements for retail floorspace.  This results in almost all of the western end of the town centre moving into retail use in extensive indoor malls, with residential and other smaller uses only present in the east of the centre around Railway Street and Castle Way. 

2)  Residential and Retail:  in this option, the Castle Centre undergoes considerable change aimed at integrating it with the rest of the town centre by breaking down the inward looking nature of the development.  New residential development would take place in the car parks of the Castle Centre.  In this scenario, the town centre would have a more human scale and greater variety of activities and building sizes.

3)  Enterprise and Learning:  This option is predicated on the idea of relocating some of the NEI functions in new campus style buildings in the town centre.   These would be mixed with new business space – possibly linked to the college for business spin-outs – and with residential development and open space.  The overall effect would be of a smaller scale centre with a greater range of spaces and uses, highly populated during an eighteen hour day and with considerable opportunities for greater diversity in activity and enterprise opportunities.

In terms of creating a genuine mixed use centre, option 3 is the reverse of option 1 and is clearly preferable.  It is more difficult to achieve than option 1 and would require a great deal of effort over a number of years to make it a reality.  However it does demonstrate how a better quality of centre might be achieved.

B   Retail & Residential Investment

To promote investment in quality retail, business and residential activity in the town centre to offer an attractive choice of property and to strengthen the town as the economic driving force of the Borough

The analysis, consultations, workshops and the independent market research have all identified the need to strengthen and improve retail provision and encourage new residential investment in the town centre. The Town Masterplan and regeneration action plan must support and actively encourage private sector mixed used development within Antrim and specifically the town centre. 

Private sector investment in the town centre will act as a catalyst in accelerating the improvement of the urban fabric of the town and specifically the Castle Centre, which currently “turns its back on the High Street”. To facilitate this development Compulsory Purchase Powers may be needed to “open” the scheme back onto High Street. 

There are a number opportunities in Antrim town centre to provide housing in vacant floorspace above shops and other commercial premises.  This kind of Town Centre Living Initiative offers significant private sector investment opportunities and subject to particular criteria substantial grants and tax relief on capital expenditure.  Increasing residential use in Antrim town centre can provide greater vitality at night, a safer environment through increased natural supervision, increased custom for local shops and services and an overall more positive image.  The population predictions in Chapter 2 highlighted the significant growth in the proportion of elderly people. Housing close to the town centre would be appropriate for their needs

Changing the face of the existing town centre and overcoming the existing perception which is associated with the town will accentuate the opportunity presented to both existing retailers (so as to encourage further investment) and towards attracting new retailers to the town centre.  

The DWA/WMUD team believe that Antrim town centre can function successfully in tandem with and complementary to Junction One. Retail and residential development within the town centre needs to be actively encouraged by planning policy, the controlled release of development sites owned by DSD and other Government departments and promoting development on vacant sites like Ulster Bar Corner site currently held by the NITHC/NEELB.

Antrim retains a strong core of independent retailers despite a national decline in the number of independent retailers. Independent retailers often do not have the resources to improve their product and service due to cost and time constraints. To improve the competitiveness of independents in Antrim it is recommended that a programme of assistance be established to promote and improve products and services through marketing and business development support.  The business interview confirmed an interest in this kind of initiative

Additionally there is scope to encourage and promote further specialist traders within the town through a combination of property grants and other support mechanisms. There are several examples of smaller towns which have successfully adopted themed initiatives including:

•
Wigtown – focussing on antique and second hand books

•
Aberfeldy - promoted as a ‘fair trade’ town

•
Huntly - promoted as the family friendly town

•
Kinsale in Country Cork – promoted as the “gourmet town”

•        Comber - antiques

•        Hillsborough - specialist shops

C  Arts Culture & Heritage 

To use the arts, culture and the heritage of Antrim to accelerate regeneration of the town centre, generate civic pride among residents and make the town an attractive day trip destination for discerning visitors.

Cultural, leisure and sporting activity are an essential ingredient to a lively and vibrant town and help stimulate social and economic well being. Building on existing strengths they attract people to live in or visit an area and encourage businesses to locate there.  In Antrim, Clotworthy Arts Centre, Castle Gardens, the Forum, local cafes and bars all help to define the character of the place.  They:

•
are a source of civic pride  and a positive way of celebrating diversity 

•
can be an important factor in economic success

•
promote and develop lifelong learning

•
can help tackle help tackle community safety and promote social inclusion by enabling more people to participate

The Castle Gardens are unique in the island of Ireland (and include remnants of a unique historic water garden) so are important nationally. They were compromised in the 1960s by the construction of the army base, Dublin Road and demolition of the castle. 

 

The gardens currently lack relevance for the local community and suffer from being separated from the town centre by Dublin Road; the community is ambivalent about the gardens and people who come into the area from elsewhere using the Arts Centre do not spend much time in the gardens although the Parterre Garden which opened in 1993 is a significant tourist attraction. There is little transfer of activity between the Arts Centre, gardens and town centre. A bid to heritage Lottery Fund for restoration and development is currently being worked up and key aspirations include:

•
improve the context of the gardens, especially links to town centre 

•
retain historical essence whilst making the space more relevant for the present day community 

•
introduce more interest to the Gardens

•
bring new life to the Castle site itself 

•
make gardens and town centre "reach out" to one another more 

•
improve the banks of the river, especially views to and from the gardens and river

Antrim Borough Council’s Cultural Services section commissioned ABL Cultural Consulting to  undertake a study examining various options for the development of cultural facilities and services located at Clotworthy Arts Centre.  The main issues identified by the Draft Final Report (September 2004) include:

•
The limited size & capacity of the studio theatre, which is restricting increases in revenue income and the range of performing arts offerings at Clotworthy Arts Centre

•
A lack of dedicated spaces for arts based workshop activities with wet and dry preparation areas

•
Limited dedicated space for the presentation of fine & applied art exhibitions (exhibition areas have a dual purpose and are often used as meeting rooms)

•
Difficulty accommodating performance and workshops in the area of dance and movement

•
Inadequate provision for visitors in terms of orientation, café facilities and heritage interpretation 

It appears that recent investigations of the potential for an auditorium space in the Courthouse have concluded that the seating capacity could be increased considerably if services were located in other areas. As a result a multi-purpose space at first floor level could accommodate more than 200 seats.  The Courthouse building also has the potential for enlarged gallery areas on the ground floor, given the existing ceiling height and the potential for re-opening the window archway vaults.  ABC Cultural Services have initiated consultations to secure support and funding from external sources including Heritage Lottery Fund, Arts Council of Northern Ireland and DOE Environmental and Heritage Service.

The DWA/WMUD team believe that a well-developed and diverse arts and cultural scene, based on and reflecting local interests and culture and which is accessible to the whole community could play a key role in the regeneration of the town centre.  The Antrim Town Masterplan therefore aims to: 

•
Improve the physical linkages from the town centre to the Castle Gardens and the inter-relationship with the Forum and other leisure and recreational facilities

•
Promote the Courthouse as the location for promoting theatre based programmes, which are currently offered at Clotworthy, to provide major benefits for the emerging  evening economy within the town centre

D   Learning & Enterprise

To promote Antrim as a town that is committed to enterprise and learning as a continuous process.

Antrim needs to adapt creatively to change and embrace new opportunities including those presented by the revolution in information and communications technology. At the same time it is essential that a culture of enterprise is promoted to widen prosperity, improve individual skills and learning and expand capacity to tackle particular needs.  Promoting and sustaining people’s interest in the possibilities and rewards of enterprise and encouraging more people to go into business is essential.  For example. the North East Institute of Further & Higher Education for example is actively reviewing its property and estate in Antrim and other locations so as to among other things contribute to The Department for Employment and Learning’s strategic vision:

•
To be a key driver in economic development

•
To work with the community, voluntary and statutory sectors to promote access to vocational education and training and

•
Promote learning as a continuous process

One of the key vacant sites in the town centre is the ‘Ulster Bar Corner’ site that has a frontage on to High Street and Railway Street. The site was vested by the then Antrim New Town Commission in the 1970’s. There have been various mixed use proposals floated over the years but the site has remained vacant since this time. The site is now jointly owned by North East Education and Library Board (NEELB) who have had a long standing proposal to develop a town centre library on the site and the Northern Ireland Transport Holding Company (NITHC).

NEELB are becoming increasingly frustrated with ‘partnership’ and really now just want to get on and build a library on the site hopefully starting in 2006, subject to DCAL funding. The economic appraisal has now been finalised.  Based on the principle of ‘joined up government’ however, one option that could be considered would be to link the NEELB proposals to the option to provide a new purpose built open learning facility in a town centre location to better meet the NEI’s new agenda of being a driver in economic development (town centre regeneration), improving access to vocational education and training and learning as a continuous process.

The focus could be on an open accessible town centre based lifelong learning centre, providing opportunities for upskilling, vocational and enterprise training which is open in the evenings and at weekends and responds to community needs.

E   Improving the Environment & Attracting Visitors

To create a high quality clean and safe environment with lively and attractive public places, increase the number of visitors to the town and improve the town centre visitor offer so that it meets and exceeds expectations.

The quality of the townscape in Antrim needs to be substantially improved to create a more hospitable and attractive environment for local people who visit the town centre to shop or conduct their business. In addition, more of the town’s environmental and heritage assets should be enhanced and visibly celebrated, to attract visitors, help them find their way about and encourage them to make return visits. 

Key features that require further improvement include:

•
the key arrival point where Dublin Road crosses the Six Mile Water – an important location where lighting could be used to highlight the town skyline and the water; potentially a 'quick win' and making a significant impact

•
Pogue's Entry – improvements to the entrance area on Church Street to increase the visibility of the attraction and create a more auspicious setting; could be combined with the reconfiguration of the Church Street /Castle Way junction to restore the continuity of the main shopping axis 

•
improvements to significant spaces in and around the town centre, including those at key nodes (eg Market Square, the entrances to the Castle Centre, key road junctions, the Fountain Street triangle) and along the river; proposals to improve links between the town centre and river are important, as is the development of attractive and animated spaces facing the water

•
promoting a sense of place by improving legibility and signage

A primary focus should be on improving first impressions. A consistent and dedicated approach to good stewardship is very important but significant capital investment is also needed in the heart of the town centre to upgrade and bring up to date the paving, lighting and street furniture on the main High Street/Church Street axis. Market Square is especially in need of redesign as it is the 'show piece' of Antrim Town and should set a benchmark for quality for the rest of the town. The redesign of key streets and spaces should seek to:

•
ruthlessly minimise street clutter

•
employ a simple and timeless style

•
use natural materials where possible/avoid inappropriate small unit paviors

•
use inherent spatial qualities as key design determinants, not traffic movements

•
enhance the legibility the town 

The present rundown appearance of many buildings in Antrim gives an especially poor impression. The image of a town 'in distress' must be swiftly redressed through a programme that will provide an incentive to owners to improve the condition of buildings, increase occupancy levels and raise design standards. A programme to provide grants and technical or design advice to building owners based on the Townscape Heritage Initiative could act as a suitable catalyst.  This would also  encourage the more active implementation of the existing 1993 DOE Planning Service Design Supplement document. 

F  Access & Movement

To improve access to and within the town centre and make the town more user-friendly by road infrastructure improvements, improved car parking and encouraging alternative modes such as cycling, walking and public transport. 

Key opportunities include:
•
improving traffic circulation and pedestrian access, particularly in the Bridge Street/High Street and Railway Street areas

•
better integration of the rail station and bus/taxi facilities 

•
improved linkages between the core of the town centre and adjoining residential areas

Vehicle circulation

There are several options for proposed vehicle circulation in the town centre (see page 58) all dependent on proposals for the Castle Shopping Centre.  A key outcome of the workshop was a desire for increased traffic through High Street/Market Square. Roads Service is not in favour of a vehicle link between High Street and Dublin Road as there are concerns about the impact on Dublin Road which is a key strategic route. The desire to bring more traffic through the High Street and get rid of the ‘cul-de sac’ at Market Square is potentially a beneficial one however. A new street pattern involving the Shopping Centre that incorporates vehicle circulation through Market Square and around into the Castle Way car park may be more successful.  

Public transport 

Translink have indicated that they would benefit from the opening of Station Road to Railway Street as a through route. This could potentially be a bus only route controlled by a bus gate and could connect as fourth arm to the existing mini roundabout. If the route was from the Station to the town centre it would initially appear that this would have minimal impact on existing traffic flow. The concept would need to be tested by more detailed traffic modelling and survey work beyond the scope of this study.  As an alternative, Translink are also keen to explore a route from the bus station via the Tesco site protected by a bus gate.

 

Pedestrian circulation

The pedestrian hierarchy can be improved in three ways; removing conflicts on existing desire lines, introducing new circulation that reinforces the street structure and new development frontage to overlook existing and new pedestrian routes. Three key projects have been identified.

 

Station Road/Railway Street

There is a potential to change the quality of the pedestrian crossing at Castle Way. Though no survey has been carried out, a significant number of pedestrians have been observed making this movement and it is correct to explore improvements.  An at-grade zebra crossing could be introduced to replace the subway and zig-zag uncontrolled crossing. The precedent for this would be the existing zebra crossing at the Castle Way/Church Street junction. A central island would still be required.  Overall this proposal would help to improve the connection between the town centre and the Tesco store.

 

As a minimum, raised crossovers or drop kerbs could be introduced at the top of Railway Street. It is unlikely that full pedestrianisation of Railway Street would be achievable, but potentially part of it could be pedestrianised, depending on options for new circulation around the Shopping Centre. 

 

Church Street

As a minimum or interim measure the raised planters and parking could be removed to reinforce the original street pattern and achieve continuity along the main the pedestrian axis. Further options could be explored that consider physical modifications to the junction. These would need to be backed up with traffic and topographical surveys that would assess the impact in more detail and are beyond the scope of this study. The changes at this junction should also relate to any proposals for vehicle circulation in the town centre 5.      

 

Dublin Road/High Street  

There is potential to improve pedestrian links through the existing Shopping Centre car park to make a better connection between Dublin Road, the High Street and Castle Gardens. This is an important link but its configuration is dependant on ideas for reconfiguration of the Shopping Centre. 

G  Image & Marketing

To coordinate the marketing of the town centre to residents in the Borough and with Junction One as part of a day trip destination.  

Marketing Antrim town centre can play a key role in changing and improving perceptions and increasing awareness of town centre shops, services, facilities and attractions, as a short break destination.  Active promotions with Junction One including mutual discount vouchers, free transport at particular times and jointly sponsored events will be essential.

Antrim has to be outward looking and actively promote its existing assets and network of attractions so that it becomes part of a day trip destination.  The challenge is to coordinate the marketing activities of the Regional Tourist Organisation, Antrim Borough Council, businesses and private organisations to ensure a clear, consistent and effective message to residents and visitors. 

An important priority is to strengthen and extend the existing core retail catchment and to reduce retail leakage and increase footfall and customer spend.  This also involves actively targeting retailers as inward investors.

Festivals and events can play an integral part in the marketing a town. They create new reasons for people to visit places and spend money n goods and services. 

The further development of the current  programme supported by Antrim Borough Council Centre should be pursued. The aim should be to build on events and progress a regular calendar of high profile high quality events that attract locals and visitors alike.  The Christmas Lights is a good example and the Council recently worked with the private sector to bring a French market in the town.  The events need to help extend Antrim town centres sphere of influence and continue to improve internal and external perceptions of the town centre presenting the opportunity for good news stories to be used to improve the town’s image and forming part of an integrated place marketing strategy.   There is scope to promote new events to be held in the town centre and this could include:

•
Seasonal (Christmas, Easter and Summer)

•
Regular street theatre events to complement activities at Clotworthy

•
Music festivals

•
Youth events

There could also be an opportunity to re-establish a Farmers’ Market.   There are over 240 farmers’ markets in the UK, including Belfast Farmers’ Market held twice a month in St Georges Market.  In 2001, Friends of the Earth stated that with one farmers market in each county, plus Belfast, Northern Ireland would see the creation of almost 1,400 jobs.  In Scotland farmers markets now turn over between £10 - £15 m per year and 47 markets have now been established.  The Scottish Association of Farmers Markets highlight the main advantages in that consumers can buy locally produced, high quality food at good prices, town centres see the number of shoppers and footfall increase and local farmers get the full retail value of their produce.  There are also opportunities to start up new small and medium sized enterprises.

There is an impressive selection of promotional material, particularly leaflets advertising a wide range of tourist destinations and events in the area surrounding Antrim. There is however a noticeable lack of information about the shops and services which are currently on offer in the town itself. There is an opportunity to co-ordinate the preparation of new promotional material such as well-designed brochures and leaflets to highlight the features and maximise knowledge of what is on offer in the town centre. 

Antrim Borough Council’s web-site is understandably Council orientated although it does include information on accommodation and events. There is an opportunity to establish an Antrim town centre web-site based on Antrim Town Talk which would promote the benefits of the town as a place to live, visit and shop as part of the overall place marketing strategy. A competition among local school children to design a logo for the website could be initiated.  Regular updating of the site will be crucial.

The action plan to deliver the vision and the seven strategic objectives is summarised in the next chapter.

7  ACTION PLAN

We have developed an action plan based on the seven strategic objectives and comprising 34 specific measures.  The plan is summarised in the Table below and the measures are described in more detail in the Annex

	Objective & Programme 


	Description



	1. Restructuring & Development
	

	1.1 Castle Centre Reconfiguration


	Investigate the opportunities to make the Castle Centre more outward looking and better integrated in the town centre 

	1.2 Ulster Bar Corner


	Establish clear urban design guidelines for the Ulster Bar Corner site and accelerate high quality appropriate development

	1.3 Former Phillips Garage: Opportunity Site


	Establish clear urban design guidelines for the Former Phillips Garage Site and accelerate high quality appropriate development

	1.4 New Retail/Business: Opportunity Sites
	Promote a series of serviced retail and business site in the town centre

	1.5 Riverside Opportunity Sites


	Establish clear urban design guidelines for the Riverside sites an accelerate high quality appropriate development

	
	

	2. Retail &  Residential Investment
	

	2.1 Improve Quality/Variety of Shops


	Increase retail spend both locally and from visitors and reduce the leakage of spending to neighbouring centres by actively promoting the town centre to investors, developers and occupiers

	2.2 Independent Retailers Initiative


	Assist independent retailers by providing business development advice to improve product, service, marketing and effectiveness 

	2.3 Town Centre Living: Above Shops 


	Promote the significant private sector opportunities and increase the amount and choice of housing in the town centre with an NI Housing Executive supported initiative 

	2.4 Town Centre Residential Opportunity Sites


	Promote good quality residential use in appropriate sites in the town using urban design guidelines and development briefs 

	3. Arts Culture &  Heritage
	

	3.1 Castle Gardens


	Submit a comprehensive bid to Heritage Lottery Fund for the development & restoration of Antrim Castle Gardens under their Urban Parks Programme as first step

	3.2 Court House: arts & mixed use


	Submit a Stage 2 capital funding application (economic appraisal & detailed design) to the Arts Council of Northern Ireland for a Courthouse development scheme incorporating arts-based facilities as a first step

	3.3 Venues: Improvement & Promotion


	Working with publicans/licensees to actively coordinate and promote events in pubs and clubs with the active support of MADD (see 3.4 below)

	3.4 Musicians Antrim District Development (MADD) Project Relocated 


	MADD  have evolved into one of NI’s largest and most active musicians collectives and are  emerging as a community business involved in music tuition /training, resource facilities, rehearsal space, gig venue arrangers, recording studio and instruments and equipment hire. They have outgrown their current space in the outbuildings at Clotworthy and need to be relocated into the town centre.

	3.5 Evening/Night  Economy Group


	Establish a group of local publicans/licensees, restaurant owners to promote and better manage the evening economy. This includes co-ordinating events, improving quality, reducing alcohol related violence and tackling anti social behaviour.

	
	

	4. Learning & Enterprise
	

	4.1 Open Learning Centre/Library


	Promote an open accessible town centre based lifelong learning centre, providing opportunities for up-skilling, vocational and enterprise training which is open in the evenings and at weekends and responds to community needs.

	4.2 Enterprise Initiative


	Working with Antrim Enterprise Agency and Invest NI to promote the town centre as a dynamic business location for small business start ups 

	4.3 Social Economy


	Promote a social economy initiative in Antrim based on innovation, citizenship and local knowledge with the aim of creating local enterprises and jobs that have economic and social sustainability. 

	5. Environment & Visitors
	

	5.1 Improved Streetscape


	Modernise and simplify the public realm treatment to reinforce the visual appearance of the town, make it more legible and make it a more pleasant and comfortable place to spend time in.

	5.2 Buildings  & Shop fronts Improvements


	Upgrade shopfronts and ensuring the productive use of all buildings to create reinforce the impression of a lived in and cherished town centre environment.

	5.3 Events Space
	Create a flexible congregating and events space as a focal point and cultural focus for the town.

	5.4 Landmark lighting


	Light key built and natural features either side of Dublin Road to enhance the impact of key town landmarks and develop a strong and positive identity for the town.

	6. Access & Movement
	

	6.1 Castle Way Zebra Crossing


	Improve  key desire lines and crossing that presently impedes the free flow of pedestrians moving towards the town centre from the north and east

	6.2 Bus movements from Station Road to Castle Way
	Investigate with Translink opportunities for allowing bus movements only from Station Road to Castle Way via a bus gate. 

	6.3 Cycling
	Complete identified cycle routes and improved provision for cycle parking.

	6.4 Town Centre Vehicle Circulation


	Investigate opportunities for vehicle circulation through High Street/Market Square, integrating with proposals for Castle Centre.

	6.5 Part pedestrianisation of Railway street
	Investigate potential for the pedestrianisation of Railway Street.

	6.6 Church Street/Castle Way junction improvements


	Investigate potential to modify junction to reinstate spatial dominance and continuity of the High Street/Church Street axis. 

	7. Image & Marketing
	

	7.1 Brand & Promote Antrim


	Establish an Antrim town brand; promote this through the tourism and other networks.  Promote the town centre with effective material including leaflets and an updated web site

	7.2 Events & Activities Programme: Families


	Commit to developing a three year programme of events and festivals with the aim to bring fun, excitement and image enhancement. Could include regular Farmers/French markets

	7.3 Shop Local
	Use a shop local initiative offering savings and promotions for regular shoppers, actively target new residents

	7.4 Town Centre & Junction One


	Establish a series of regular joint promotions and events between town centre businesses and  with Junction One 


The Action Plan will span the five year period from 2005 - 2010.

8  IMPLEMENTATION

Background

The Town Masterplan and regeneration action plan for Antrim need to be coordinated. Antrim Borough Council have already established a Steering Group that includes representatives from local businesses, DOE Planning Service (as independent advisors), DRD Roads Service, DSD Regional Development Office, NI Housing Executive, Translink and Antrim Borough Council officers and councillors.  This is an ideal opportunity for these and other partners to focus priorities around the Masterplan, co-ordinate investment, increase the impact of that investment, to generate even more confidence and mobilise their resources.

Antrim Towns Development Company (ATDC) which was originally established in 1998 as a follow on to the work of the Antrim Action Team continues to work with the Council on town centre issues. 

Delivery Objectives

Public sector partners will have an essential role to play in championing the Masterplan and securing delivery of the regeneration action plan. This joined-up approach will be essential, but in practice this will be a complex process given the need to build more mutual trust and ensure effective co-ordination targeted at a very local area. In this context the following objectives for an effective delivery structure have been identified. The delivery structure should in summary: 

•
adopt an integrated and holistic approach, reflecting current Government policy and wider best practice on regeneration 

•
focus on the wider regeneration of Antrim

•
be capable of reflecting and co-ordinating the diversity of programmes and projects in the regeneration action plan

•
take account of partnership structures which already exist namely the Antrim Borough Strategy Partnership

•
focus on much more than physical regeneration, targeting challenges like unemployment, employability, education, community safety and improving the quality of life

•
deliver joint working between partners and be accountable to but not controlled by partners

•
have the full support of Antrim businesses and residents and key Borough Council members but not be dominated by one side  

•
be empowered by the partners to allow an appropriate level of designated decision making and responsibility

Way Forward & Implications

Initial discussions and experience elsewhere highlights the need for an Antrim Borough Council officer as an action driven full time Project Coordinator to ensure that effective communication and co-ordinated delivery continues as implementation of the Antrim Town Masterplan and regeneration action plan proceeds. The Project Coordinator will need to work closely with all the parties and look to extend the Partnership to include for example a representative from Junction One.  The Project Coordinator will be the clear focus for ensuring that public and private sector partners carry forward agreed actions and be responsible for progressing actions where no individual partner has primary responsibility. A Town Project Champion who is well known and respected should also be identified.  The Project Champion’s primary role will be to advocate and promote the wider benefits of the Antrim Town Masterplan and regeneration action plan and continue to build support among public and private sector partners.

Therefore a two-tier delivery structure is recommended in Antrim based on an Antrim Borough Council officer as the Project Coordinator reporting to a decision making/accountable body underpinned with a formal development partnership agreement. It will be essential to ensure that the new partnership has enough independence and ‘clout’ to be effective.

Antrim Town Regeneration Partnership

Formal Partnership Agreement: Heads of Terms

The key partners namely Antrim Borough Council, businesses and community representatives and the key members of the Steering Group would sign say a five year partnership agreement. Without the legal complexities of creating a separate entity the partnership agreement would:  

•
commit all parties to the principles of Antrim Town Masterplan and  regeneration action plan

•
establish a partnership board serviced by the Project Coordinator

•
establish a base for the Project Coordinator in Antrim town centre

•
establish a consultative forum to ensure effective and meaningful local community, youth and  business involvement

•
identify a town project champion

•
undertake detailed development planning and programming

•
convene working groups as appropriate for example a town centre access and movement to include Road Service, Police, Council and business representatives
•
establish and monitor key performance indicators including retail and  housing investment, local training, employment, social regeneration, green environment and sustainability standards

•
prepare annual Business Plans

•
be reviewed after three years

Project Coordinator

Maintaining an appropriate separation between the Partnership and Executive functions will be important to ensure accountability. The revenue and operational costs of he Project Coordinator will need to be provided by Antrim Borough Council and the partners. The following functions are envisaged as being the responsibility of the Project Coordinator:

•
lead, manage and co-ordinate investment in Antrim within the Masterplan and  regeneration action plan

•
champion the wider integrated town regeneration strategy and action plan among public, private, voluntary and community partners and ensure that investment priorities are aligned

•
refine and deliver an agreed agenda based on the vision, seven strategic themes and action plan that is set out chapters 6 & 7

•
develop funding packages and secure funding for other economic development, social inclusion and environmental improvements

•
build capacity and promote participation from businesses and residents in Antrim

•
report to the Antrim Town Regeneration Partnership as the policy focussed, decision making accountable body.

•
ensure the long-term viability and sustainability of Antrim

Market Testing
In late March 2004, Ian Duddy at the Colliers CRE Belfast office canvassed the views of a range of investors, developers and property specialists on the emerging principles of the Antrim Town Masterplan and the regeneration action plan.  This section summarises the outcome of the discussions.

Castle Centre
The Castle Centre was the issue that was most topical with developers/property specialists.  Given the recent marketing of the investment it was fresh in the mind of most people and generated a consistent body of opinion. The Castle Centre over the past number of years has been viewed almost like a “pass the parcel competition”, in the eyes of one developer with no recent owners holding it for a sufficient period of time to give it the necessary care and attention that is so blatantly requires. 

The views put forward supported the urban design principles of the Antrim Town Masterplan in that there was broad agreement that the Castle Centre needs to be re-configured to open onto the main High Street.  In this way reconfiguring the Castle Centre could significantly improve the feel and performance of the Centre and assist in the regeneration of the traditional High Street. 

The external aesthetics of the Castle Centre also drew comments relating to the future development of the Centre into the adjacent car park.  The view was that this offered a significant development opportunity, in particular to increase the overall retail critical mass of the town centre and improve the quality of the retail offer.  All parties agreed that the Castle Centre needs to be enhanced as a priority to improve the town centre and maintain a complementary status with Junction One on the edge of the town, which is excelling in terms of footfall and turnover. 

Ulster Bar Corner Site 
Ulster Bar Corner undoubtedly represents a significant town centre development opportunity and the general consensus was that if the site was to be developed it would be a mixed use scheme comprising of retail, residential and the learning centre/library, if the requirement to house same remained. All parties canvassed were very reluctant to pursue any office content within the scheme and given current provincial office market trends/demand this is not at all surprising. 

A key issue that was also raised in relation to this development was the timing with which the development would be brought to the market place. Developer / market consensus was that there is currently ‘a dearth in retail tenant demand for the traditional High Street’ as opposed to the Castle Centre and that pre-lets would need to be in place prior to initiating development on-site. 

Existing Car Park
The existing car park opposite the Courthouse was viewed as presenting a further mixed use development opportunity for showroom style units with residential accommodation being developed above. However, a number of developers took a more bullish view and felt that this location may also present an opportunity for ‘small unit office development’ being incorporated with a target market for prospective tenants/purchasers arising from local professional practices and more specifically, solicitors given the proximity of the Court House. 

Riverside Residential
A strong rumour circulating in Antrim and one that has some foundation is that Lidl have attempted to purchase the former Phillips Garage Site.  As a result of this speculation the developers canvassed felt that any opportunity presented by this site had now been exhausted. The general area was seen as presenting further residential development opportunities to maximise on the location close to the banks of the Six Mile Water River. 

Overall Conclusions
Overall the view was that the Antrim Town Masterplan and the regeneration action plan would help to instil more confidence in the development community and particularly if early projects were delivered.   The developers/property specialists highlighted the role that the public sector could play in releasing or helping to assemble key town centre sites.

From the parties interviewed it is clear that Antrim does not yet hold the confidence of developers from outside the Borough or for those who have not already invested in the Borough. For those that have, there is a strong belief that significant development opportunities remain and that subject to the Antrim Town Masterplan being adopted and appropriate planning and release of key sites within the town, Antrim can go from strength to strength.  

9  CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS


Antrim grew rapidly following designation as a ‘New Town’ in 1966 with its population multiplying six fold to 22,100 by 1996. The current socio–economic profile of Antrim reflects this intervention. The 2001 Census profile shows that:

•
The Borough has a population of 48,366

•
The town has a population of around 22,100

•
The population of the Borough increased by 5.1% between 1992 and 2002 (NI average 4.5%)

•
The number of households increased by 21.3% between 1992 and 2002 (NI average 18.2%)

•
The Borough population is projected to increase to around 55,190 by 2010 (this is an +8% increase compared to an NI average of + 3%)

•
The average earnings of Antrim residents are 10% higher that those of people who work in Antrim reflecting the significance of commuting out of the Borough

Strategic Policy Context: Conclusions

The review of relevant policy documents sets a clear, relatively up to date and positive context for the Masterplan and confirms that there are a series of specific policies that support the regeneration of  the town centre and the development of Antrim town. Key conclusions include: 

•
A District Housing Growth Indicator figure of 8,000 units has been allocated to the Borough to cover the period 1998-2015. 

•
The RDS highlights the importance of promote the vitality and viability of town centres and  supporting an  urban renaissance 

•
Strategic and local planning policies all focus retail investment in the heart of the town
•
Strategic and local planning policies support regeneration schemes in town centres and promote the re-use of vacant and run down buildings
•
Strategic and local planning policies encouraging mixed use development including more housing in the town centre
•
DSD are currently considering the evaluation of Town Centre Living Initiative/Living Over the Shop Pilots with a view to applying the approach to other town centres in Northern Ireland

•
The Masterplan has an opportunity to shape and influence the Draft Antrim/Ballymena/Larne Area Plan to 2016 as the statutory plan for Antrim

Town Appraisal

Antrim is potentially a very fine town.  The historical assets of the Antrim Castle Grounds and Gardens, the proximity of Lough Neagh, the Six Mile Water and the layout and quality of many of the town’s buildings ensure that there is much that is positive and can be built on.  However the majority of the work carried out in the 1960s aimed at restructuring the town for a different size and purpose has proved to be damaging and requires significant intervention if the town is to achieve more than just a temporary repair.

Some of the issues and targets for physical intervention would include:

•
devising a genuine mixed use town centre with a blend of residential, business, cultural, retail and educational uses

•
securing the retention of historic buildings in the central area

•
creating a more positive relationship with the Six Mile Water

•
breaking down the impact of roads on the centre

•
utilising extensive parking areas for development use

•
creating a higher quality public realm

How Well Does Antrim Perform?

A clear picture has emerged from the property market review, business interviews, tourism review and the independent market research. 

Antrim town has benefited from substantial investment in the retail sector over the past 12 months.  The High Street within the town centre is dominated by local independent retailers, financial institutions, and a small number of national retailers. The existing stock of vacant units within the town centre do not meet retailer requirements due to the lack of shop depth and servicing provision , which all has to carried out from via the front elevations. 

The business interviews confirmed that Antrim town centre operates as a local/district centre with regular customers using the mainly local independent retailers normally spending less than £25.  The interviews highlighted a genuine interest in business development advice and in particular in networking with other town centre businesses.

The tourism review has shown the Antrim town has been off the typical visitors’ radar for some time but that Junction One provides some new opportunities.  Junction One also has an affluent visitor profile.  Antrim town centre is however confusing and disappointing for the visitor with little ‘sense of place’, orientation and navigation are difficult and there is no sense of arrival or welcome.

The 5 main problems identified in the market research in Antrim were felt to be:

•
Lack of quality independent retailers

•
Poor retail offering

•
Castle Centre poor 1st impression

•
Vacant, derelict properties

•
Appearance of the Town generally

Antrim: The Challenges 

Overall the view from the two Strategic Visioning Workshops was that Antrim is at a crossroads and this is an ideal time to put in place a strategy that establishes more confidence on how the town should move forward to compete effectively in the future.  

The eight key challenges for Antrim that have been identified from the analysis, consultations and workshops are:

•
The need to restructure and redevelop the town centre using clear urban design principles

•
The need to invest in retail and residential activity
•
The opportunity to use the arts and the cultural heritage of Antrim to help drive regeneration

•
The opportunity to use learning and enterprise to ensure that Antrim is a much more competitive place in the future

•
The need to invest in environmental improvements
•
The need to make the town more pedestrian friendly and improve traffic circulation and access

•
The need to market the town more effectively using the Antrim brand

•
To deliver the Masterplan as part of a targeted integrated regeneration strategy
The WMUD/DWA team have used the conclusions from the workshops to help shape a vision for Antrim and test the principles of the Masterplan and the emerging programmes and projects that form the core of a Regeneration Action Plan.

Vision: Antrim 2020

The WMUD/DWA team vision for Antrim in 2020 builds on the outcome for the delivery Workshops that were held on 8 February in Antrim:

Antrim will be a strong, well-designed and safe town which can respond positively to new social, economic and market changes. The town centre will be the heart of the community with a diverse mix of retail, business, residential, learning, culture and leisure uses and together with Junction One will provide a wide retail offer of independents, multiples and international outlets.  The refurbished Court House and the restored Castle Gardens will be distinctive cultural and heritage attractions for residents and visitors.  Antrim will be the gateway to Lough Neagh and the inland waterways

Masterplan & Regeneration Objectives 

The vision for Antrim will be delivered by implementing a comprehensive regeneration action plan based on seven programmes and thirty four projects. The action plan aims to be integrated, embracing physical, economic development and social projects. It is also inclusive in that it seeks to engage business, residents, visitors and partners in the public, private and third sectors.

The programmes that constitute the Regeneration Action Plan are:


Restructuring & Redevelopment


Investing in Retail & Residential Activity


Arts, Culture & Heritage


Learning & Enterprise


Environment & Visitors


Access & movement


Image & Marketing

Delivering the Masterplan & Regeneration Action Plan

A two-tier delivery structure is recommended in Antrim based on an Antrim Borough Council officer being appointed as Project Coordinator reporting to a decision making/accountable body underpinned with a formal development partnership agreement. It will be essential to ensure that the new partnership has enough independence and ‘clout’ to be effective.

Recommendations

The Steering Group and Antrim Borough Council are invited to approve the vision, masterplan principles, regeneration action plan programmes and projects as the basis for future investment decisions in Antrim over the next ten years.

Next Steps

The immediate next steps are as follows:

•
Steering Group and Antrim Borough Council to publish an illustrative executive summary/promotional brochure

•
Steering Group and Antrim Borough Council to arrange a launch event in early Summer 2005

