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INTRODUCTION

The Federation of Small Businesses welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation for the Belfast City Centre North West Quarter Part Two.

The regeneration of this part of Belfast is a welcome example of how, with investment and the will, the existing space that is Belfast can be regenerated in a way that meets the needs of the indigenous community, and be attractive to potential investors.

The area in question is, like so many parts of the City, one of great historical significance but which has suffered from economic and social decay for a considerable period of time.

REVIVING RETAIL IN NORTHERN IRELAND – FSB POLICY DOCUMENT

The FSB has recently published its recommendations for the assisting the retail sector in Northern Ireland. This document aims to highlights the difficulties of the independent retail sector in Northern Ireland.

In this document, the FSB recommends that when carrying out a ‘town centre health check’ the surveyor must consult closely with existing businesses in the area. Such an approach should also be applicable in the circumstances of this consultation. 

The FSB also recognises that these small businesses have a responsibility in taking an active role in community planning, and actively attracting custom to their stores by providing  ‘an attractive visual environment will encourage both first time and repeat visitors, and can be achieved by installing and maintaining appropriate shop front signage and maintaining cleanliness…’
CONSULTATION RESPONSE

Having studied the contents of the consultation document, and consulted with a number of existing business and community representatives, the FSB has concluded that the proposals, and the Government’s Vision, provide the basis to regenerate this area of Belfast. The FSB agrees that this vision but stress that it can only be achieved if the government actively promotes policies which will give confidence to the business community. They must also accept that if such locations as the North West Quarter are to prosper, then there must a moratorium on future development of ‘out-of-town’ centres in the surrounding area.

The identified lack of employment skills mirrors the recent findings of the FSB’s recently published research into skills and training. It is critical that the skills deficit is addressed as a priority and the community encouraged to play an active role in the change going on around them, including an expected growth in employment opportunities. 

The FSB believes that economic regeneration would be best served by encouraging the development of the small business sector in the area, to complement the North East quarter’s designation as being subject to ‘major-retailer led regeneration’.

It is a positive step that many existing tenants and landowners have expressed their intention to improve their holdings. These are signs of confidence that can provide the platform for the wider regeneration to gather momentum.

Point 7.4 identifies existing retailers as being located in premises in, quote ‘…neglected premises often adjacent to derelict and vacant buildings and sites…’ it has already been stated that FSB recognises how traders have a role to play. The Clifton Street/Carrick Hill junction is identified as an area where independent retailers trade in the face of vacancy/dereliction etc. This is an example where there should be direct communication and action between the businesses and local Council to counter these problems. It is recognised that Belfast City Council’s Economic Development department is currently making considerable progress in this area and hopefully this specific area will see major improvements in the near future.
There are many historical points of interest in this area, which should be cultivated at the heart of any regeneration plan – a case of history providing the basis for the future. The regeneration of this area must take this into account, extending beyond the commercial benefits. The recent creation of a ‘Writers Square’ and the revamping of the University of Ulster have shown what can be achieved to improve the visual environment, and from these, economic benefits will derive.

The vibrant arts and cultural community in the district has enormous potential, and must play a prominent role in any redevelopment. This cultural focus will give the area its unique character, ensuring that it is not dominated by multi-national facades. The success of street markets in other parts of the city shows that there is a feasible option, and can act as a draw for the wider business community in the area. Likewise, such events as a Craft village would show an imaginative approach being taken. Therefore, in conclusion to point 7.9, the FSB welcomes the intention to create an ‘independent, robust and diverse retail offering…to complement the core area’.
CONCLUSION
The FSB looks forward to seeing major improvements in the designated area in the months and years ahead. The potential clearly exists to create a vibrant and diverse sector in this part of the city, with greater focus upon the independent retail sector than is the case in other parts of Belfast.
The FSB agrees with this initial consultation and hopes that many of its suggestions are now put into practice. To do this it is essential that those in control continue to engage meaningfully with stakeholder groups. 
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