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1.0
BACKGROUND TO NICVA 

1.1
NICVA (the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action) is the umbrella body for the voluntary and community sector in Northern Ireland.  It provides over 1,000 members with information, advice, training and support services on a wide range of issues, together with representation for the sector as a whole. 

1.2
NICVA works to achieve progressive social change, based on equality and equity, working through a community development approach, to empower local communities to pursue their own needs and agendas.

2.0
VISION AND GENERAL COMMENTS
2.1 NICVA welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation. We welcome the fact that a strategic approach is being taken to the development of the Northwest Quarter of Belfast.
2.2 We welcome the vision set out in the consultation document.  It is particularly important that this development does lever additional benefits to the adjoining residential areas, which are some of the most deprived parts of Belfast, some seriously cut off from the centre of the city since the construction of the Westlink.

2.3 We also welcome the emphasis on A Shared Future.  The city can only survive as a thriving urban centre if it is developed as a shared city. The area under consideration here presents particular challenges in this respect due to the high level of residential segregation.  However, the development plans have taken due cognisance of this and have suggested realistic ways in which to ameliorate chill factors and promote practical sharing of space.

2.4 We agree with the mix of development proposed as it is important that the centre of the city should not be purely focused on retail.  This crucial area should be more than a shopping area, with additional focus on cultural and civic activity, promoting business and residential opportunities.  The NW quarter offers particular opportunities for focus on small, local businesses and social economy enterprises adjacent to the major retail developments.
2.5 Since the area under consideration needs to act as a bridge into the city centre from the north and the west, it is important that single community housing does not become a carrier to access.  Main thoroughfares should therefore feature neutral, mixed use such as business, education and leisure as proposed. We agree that the UU campus, BIFHE, Belfast Central Library and the Belfast Telegraph are key stakeholders in this and other regards. It would be important in this context that the library remain on its present site following any redevelopment.
3.0 Issues – we believe that the report does identify all the relevant issues.
4.0 Priority actions – we agree with the priority actions and would like to see innovative approaches to the use of social housing to minimise the risk of polarisation.

5.0 Land uses – we agree that new social housing could contribute to polarisation in this area, but not that it must necessarily do so.  If the housing is not along arterial routes and if ‘land swapping’ can be explored there may be new potential.  Also, not underestimating the challenge in such a highly contested area of Belfast, we applaud the steps taken by NIHE in piloting mixed social housing and believe this will have to be tried sooner or later in contested areas.  If necessary, mixed communities could be gated in the short term, as is done in the US in some social housing schemes for security.  We believe mixed tenure in housing would also contribute to the area’s diversity.
6.0 We agree with the alternative land uses proposed to help promote the neutrality of the area and also agree that surface parking should be minimised. There is some evidence that the most creatively vibrant cities are also the most tolerant (one of the main proponents of this being Richard Florida). For this reason the encouragement of creative industries development in this area may bring different attitudes and a different, more youthful culture. The suggested craft village and specialist related retail workspace are thus an attractive option.
7.0 NICVA looks forward to seeing the subsequent stages on this consultation as the plan for the area develops.
