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The Future of Retail in Europe and The Consequences For Town Centres 

 

Executive Summary 

 

1. The retail landscape is changing rapidly.  We are experiencing an industrial revolution 

which is being driven by technological advances.  Throughout the western world, retail 

destinations, including towns and cities, are experiencing falling sales and declining 

footfall.  E-commerce now represents c.10% 

of retail purchases in the EU.  The UK is 

Europe’s e-commerce trail blazer, where 

20% of retail purchases are on-line.  In 

Ireland, c.15% of non-food retail is 

purchased on-line, 70% of which is sourced 

from outside Ireland.  

2. Demographic shifts and changing attitudes are also impacting on retail patterns.  This 

is particularly evident amongst Gen Z, the generation now coming to adulthood.  Gen 

Z’s are technology natives and are also environmentally aware.  They express 

preferences for experiences over material goods and are waste averse.  They tend to 

have a strong ethical compass.  The shape and relevance of our towns and cities in the 

21st century will be determined by how Millennials and Gen Z’s choose to live their 

lives and spend their income.  In this new paradigm, there will be winners and losers 

in terms of industries, cities and regions. 

3. Traditional retailers, many with household names, are challenged by these changes 

and we have seen high profile business 

failures in both the US and UK.  While not 

attracting the same level of newspaper 

headlines, we have also seen family owned 

independent traders, particularly in smaller 

rural towns, finding it impossible to keep 

their doors open.    

4. There is growing evidence that out of town retail malls are more vulnerable to these 

changes than town centres, particularly larger town centres.  There are many reasons 

for this.  Primarily larger town centres have a diversity of offer which stretches beyond 

retail to include leisure, hospitality and culture/entertainment.  People visit town 

centres to work, socialise and simply meet friends.  While there, they will also shop.  

There is increasing evidence that shopping is considered a leisure pursuit in itself and 

one that follows the patterns of leisure motivations.  We are seeing increasing retail 

in the early evening together with more people choosing to shop and socialise as part 

of the same trip.  Research into retail patterns in Dublin shows shoppers informing 

their retail destination by reference to nearby leisure and amenities and where they 

know their friends socialise.   
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5. Out of town shopping malls tend to be car dependent, while visits to town centres 

tend to be by way of sustainable transport.  As the 21st century progresses, this 

sustainability is likely to become of increasing significance.  We are likely to see greater 

residential use within and adjacent to town centres as people increasingly choose to 

have the option of walking or cycling to work.  In Ireland we are likely to see smaller 

dwellings as people eschew suburban 3 & 4 bedroomed houses with front & back 

gardens in favour of accessibility.  This in turn is likely to lead to a decline in 

superfluous purchases as dwellings will have less storage space.  We are also likely to 

see a continuation in the trend towards sustainable transport and away from the use 

of private vehicles, not only for 

environmental reasons but also because 

public transport better suits emerging 

lifestyles.  Sustainable transport provides a 

healthier option, while public transport 

further allows for continued engagement 

with mobile technology facilitating work, 

entertainment and social media 

engagement while one is on the move. 

6. The planning process needs to consider the implications of growth in both the evening 

& night time economy and residential use.  Residential properties may have bedrooms 

away from street frontages and better sound insulation.  Residential units may also be 

located away from primary busy streets.  Entertainment venues will also need better 

sound insulation and street crowd management.   

7. Dublin Town’s research suggests that Dubliners continue to seek out independent and 

unique retail.  Industry commentators suggest 

that we will see a trend towards buying quality 

rather than quantity.  This reflects the Gen Z 

environmental awareness and their aversity to 

waste.  We are likely to see less plastic use and 

a desire for more permanent and less disposable 

purchases, using materials that promote 

environmental sustainability.  If realised, this 

trend would tend to support independent and 

higher end retail.  In turn this is likely to lead to 

a to a professionalising of the industry with 

greater investment in staff and training.  

8. Local towns will always know their own residents, their history and their culture better 

than anyone else.  Local stakeholders from the public and private sectors need to plan 

their futures.  In doing this, they can benefit from best practice and current research.  

There is a need for European towns and cities to network with each other to share 

best practice.  This includes sharing research and trend observations and also learning 

from each other’s experiences in adapting to the current rapid societal, economic and 

environmental changes.  A common characteristic of successful towns and cities is a 

genuine partnership between the public and private sectors.  This includes a common 

vision and agreed plans that unite Local Government (including the police and tourism 
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promotion bodies), business community and residents.  A body of knowledge has built 

up since the 1970’s in North America and UK through bodies such as the International 

Downtown Association (IDA) and the Association of Town and City Management 

(ATCM).  There is also a growing body of reliable academic research.  In the UK this 

academic research has been promoted by the Institute of Place Management (IPM) 

which is based in the Manchester Metropolitan University.   

9. The UK’s ATCM model is noteworthy.  It includes amongst its membership, Local 

Authorities, Business Improvement Districts (BID’s) and Town Centre Partnerships.       

It also has programmes and 

accreditations such as Purple 

Flag for the management of 

the Evening & Night Time 

Economy and Great Places 

Accreditation.  There is a lot 

that other European towns and cities can learn from this accumulated body of 

knowledge. 

10. It is recommended that a town centre body be established within the auspices of DG 

Grow to facilitate networking and knowledge transfer.  This body should be small and 

focused.  Its role would be to assist European Towns and cities to develop strategies 

to maintain vibrancy and viability in the coming decades, to facilitate knowledge 

transfer through commissioned research, conferences, publications and networking 

opportunities.  The emerging discipline of Place Management is by nature multi-

disciplinary requiring commercial knowledge, particularly in relation to retail, 

hospitality and tourism management as well as urban planning including public 

domain enhancement, transport planning and ensuring public safety.  Most of all it 

requires in depth understanding of both public administration and commercial 

practice.  It is envisaged that such an office, could be established with initial EU 

financial support but that this support would be replaced on a sliding scale over a 

period of 5 to 10 years by contributions from member towns and corporate 

subscriptions.  Membership of such a body would include Local Authorities, Business 

Improvements Districts and Chambers of Commerce including a close association with 

bodies such as Eurochambres.  

11. Dublin Town has formulated 2 major projects to 

assist in future proofing Dublin city centre’s central 

business district.  The first is the Dublin One Project which 

is a partnership with Dublin City Council.  It aims to 

enhance the city’s northern commercial district.  It 

actively encourages businesses investment that best 

meets the needs of the 21st century resident and visitor.  

This includes encouraging appropriate development and 

addressing underutilised areas that give rise to negative 

perceptions of public safety.  For more see 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-

northern-core/ 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
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Secondly, Dublin Town is working 

with the San Francisco based 

Responsible Hospitality Institute on a 

Global Cities Project which is 

considering the systems and 

structures required to ensure safe 

and vibrant evening and night time 

destinations over the coming 

decades.  The project which is funded 

by Diageo has selected 3 cities, 

Dublin, Toronto & Cancun as test beds for proactively enhancing their appeal as 

evening time destinations and ensuring longer term sustainability.  For more see 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2019/04/dublin-sociable-city-report-published/ 

 

  

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2019/04/dublin-sociable-city-report-published/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2019/04/dublin-sociable-city-report-published/
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Introduction 

Retail is challenged.  Technological advancements and demographic shifts will continue to disrupt the 

retail patterns which we have come to accept as the norm over the past 150 years.  Retail has come 

to dominate many town centres, with larger stores and retail chains almost defining city centre 

identities.  This model is now subject to change.  E-commerce allows for easy purchases made through 

mobile technology from anywhere in the world at any time of day or night.  Climate change and 

increased environmental awareness are resulting in lifestyle changes and choices as to where and how 

people live as well as their spending decisions.  This will inevitably impact on the nature and location 

of retail. 

This paper considers the impact of both e-commerce and demographic shifts and how our towns can 

maintain their continued relevance for our resident populations and visitors. 

 

An industrial revolution 

 

It is not an exaggeration to say that we are in the midst of an industrial revolution which is being driven 

by rapid advances in technology.  This is fundamentally changing how we live, work and play.  Indeed, 

the continued relevance of many of our societal pillars, built up over decades and centuries, are being 

called into question.  

 

If one considers it, the shape and use of our towns and centres has been largely determined by the 

first industrial revolution from c.1750 – 1850.  During this revolution the development of mass 

industrial production and the combustion engine fundamentally altered how and where people lived.  

Industrial mass production attracted people to employment within towns and cities, where mass 

produced goods were made, which in turn reduced the price of these goods, making them more 

affordable to the mass population.  A boom in retail was 

inevitable, department stores opened with an array of 

quality goods within reach and affordability of an 

increasing proportion of the population.  Retail came to 

dominate most towns and cities and became the primary 

reason for many visits to our town centres.  

Simultaneously, advancements in engineering allowed 

people to live outside those city cores in suburbs, while mass transport conveyed them into city 

centres on a daily basis by train, then by bus and ultimately by way of ubiquitous private car 

ownership.   

 

A mercantile middle class was created which ultimately challenged and changed the system of 

Government with demands for more open opportunity and the development of democracy.  Class 

politics dominated much of political discourse in the 19th and 20th centuries across Europe.  
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In short, the first industrial revolution significantly shaped how we have defined society for the past 

200 years, and also how we have shaped and used our towns and cities.  This is all now subject to 

change.  The old certainties are open to question.  It may be that our engagement with and use of 

town centres may revert to those that dominated before 1800; that they will become places where 

people live, work, conduct civic business, meet friends and engage in entertainment.  People will also 

shop while there.  The reality is that we now find ourselves speculating on the nature of town centres 

in the 21st century.  We are not certain what the future will bring or what uses or mix of uses will 

ultimately dominate our towns.  The only thing we know is that we are experiencing disruption and 

that this disruption is unlikely to dissipate. 

 

In this new technological revolution, much of our 

perceived wisdom will be challenged and just as 

is the case of all revolutions, there will be 

winners and losers.  We are likely to see shifts 

in the balance of power and influence involving 

countries, regions and indeed industries. 

 

E-Commerce and the town centre 

 

One of the industries at the front line of change is retail.  Just under 10% of EU retail is conducted on-

line, a figure that is anticipated to grow significantly.  The UK leads the pack with 18% of retail 

conducted on-line in 2018 with this 

anticipated to grow to 20% in 20191.  In 

Ireland the figures were 13.5% for 2018 and 

an anticipated 15% in 2019.  The reality is 

that when it comes to e-commerce the 

toothpaste is out of the tube and is unlikely 

to climb back in.  E-commerce will grow, 

particularly as it becomes increasingly convenient and e-retailers find more efficient delivery methods 

that meet their customers’ needs.   

 

The results of this trend are becoming evident.  Large retail names are coming under pressure and we 

have seen the demise of a number of well-known names both in Europe and North America.  Towns 

and villages note the increased pressure that family owned outlets are experiencing along with 

growing vacancy rates.  

 

It is clear from research conducted by Dublin Town that Dubliners still have an appetite for visiting 

independent stores.  They value the engagement with shop owners and the experience that this 

provides.  They appreciate expert advice in deciding which items to purchase.  As will be further 

detailed below, Dublin Town anticipates that the volume of purchases may decline but we anticipate 

that the average spend on items may increase, meaning that a premium may be applied to the 

                                                           
1 https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/timeseries/j4mc/drsi 
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experience of a shop visit.  Therefore, we are likely to see a professionalisation of the industry and 

investment in staff who can forge a sustainable career in retail.   

 

There has been a lot of musing as to how retailers can hold on to their customer base.  The phrase ‘in 

store experience’ has come into regular use, however, it is 

rarely defined.  It may involve greater human engagement 

between staff and customer or more leisure and food 

options within larger stores or perhaps greater use of 

interactive technologies.   

It has to be recognised that physical stores will not be in a 

position to rival the internet when it comes to product 

range and scope, and therefore, a balance of attractiveness 

and engagement is likely to be the customer hook for larger 

stores in the coming years. 

 

The business sections of media outlets have regularly featured stories of large chains which have failed 

or those that are struggling in the new paradigm.  Many of these chains expanded extensively from 

the 1980’s & 1990’s to acquire space in many towns and shopping malls.  The preponderance of similar 

business names and similar public realm in many towns gave rise to the pejorative term of ‘cloned 

high street’.  Long before the advent of e-commerce the public had expressed their concerns with this 

homogenisation of retail destinations across the world.  We, therefore, could have anticipated a 

reaction against this dilution of identity eventually but e-commerce has certainly accelerated the 

process. 

As the western country with the largest proportion of 

purchases made on-line, the UK is experiencing the impacts of 

on-line retail growth ahead of other European countries2.  

Major names such as BHS, House of Fraser and Debenhams 

have failed or have experienced trading difficulties while even 

the major brand of Marks & Spencer have announced a target 

of 100 store closures by 20223.  This is leaving a large number 

of UK towns vulnerable as large floor plate stores retreat from 

the high street leaving large empty buildings that are difficult 

to convert into other uses.   

 

The UK adopted the US out of town retail model in the 1980’s.  Ireland followed in the 1990’s and 

2000’s.  Fortunately, for some European countries this trend was resisted.  Denmark’s forward-looking 

planning laws, which restricted such development, are a case in point and may well come to be seen 

as having been very prescient4. 

                                                           
2 E-commerce accounted for 14.3% of US retail sales in 2018. 
https://www.digitalcommerce360.com/article/us-ecommerce-sales/ 
3 This amounts to one-third of the outlet’s UK stores 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/may/22/marks-spencer-close-stores 
4 https://naturstyrelsen.dk/media/nst/Attachments/planlovenpengelsk2007.pdf 
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The international experience appears to be that retail is consolidating back towards larger town 

centres and away from the out of town malls.  It is generally accepted that one-quarter of US malls 

will close by 2022.5  This stands to reason.  There are a great many reasons to be in a city centre and 

while there, people can be persuaded to shop.  Malls are more of a single use venue.  Also, housing 

retail within town centres where there is greater access to sustainable transport, makes social as well 

as environmental sense.  In Dublin city for example, 80% of people shopping in the city will use a 

sustainable transport mode while almost 80% of those travelling to a suburban mall will travel by car.  

The trend towards city centre destinations will grow as people increasingly choose sustainable modes 

of transport. 

 

The Dublin experience matches international evidence.  While all retail destinations are experiencing 

fewer retail visits, Dublin city centre is holding up better than its out of town rivals as the following 

research from Red C demonstrates. 

 

 

Similarly, there is evidence of people increasingly choosing to live in town centres6.  Again, while 

Ireland followed a US model of urban sprawl and extensive suburbs, many European cities 

demonstrated foresight in maintaining higher density city centre populations.  Ireland will experience 

difficulties in reversing its urban sprawl.  By allowing poorly designed and remote residential locations 

we have made it more difficult to create long term sustainable communities within easy reach of the 

city centre.  Dublin will have to apply imagination in increasing residential densities to the levels 

required.   

 

                                                           
5 https://time.com/4865957/death-and-life-shopping-mall/ & 

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2018/11/7/will-the-death-of-the-mall-bring-back-downtowns-maybe-

maybe-not 
6 https://www.jll.co.uk/en/trends-and-insights/cities/can-mixed-use-neighbourhoods-revitalise-uk-city-centres 

https://time.com/4865957/death-and-life-shopping-mall/
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2018/11/7/will-the-death-of-the-mall-bring-back-downtowns-maybe-maybe-not
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2018/11/7/will-the-death-of-the-mall-bring-back-downtowns-maybe-maybe-not
https://www.jll.co.uk/en/trends-and-insights/cities/can-mixed-use-neighbourhoods-revitalise-uk-city-centres
https://www.jll.co.uk/en/trends-and-insights/cities/can-mixed-use-neighbourhoods-revitalise-uk-city-centres
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Given the anticipated reduction in retail space required, we need to consider alternative uses for the 

longer term.  It is likely that city centre space may become available for residential purposes.  

Commercial landlords are also seeking additional restaurants, bars and cafés to fill the voids.  It is clear 

however, that a more structured analysis of public needs should be conducted to get the right balance 

to enable us to maintain town centre vibrancy.  To achieve this, we need to engage with our resident 

populations and understand their motivations and how they wish to see their towns progress.  In 

research undertaken on behalf of Dublin Town we have found that people are more inclined to both 

shop and socialise as part of the same trip and when choosing where to shop they are informed by 

the district’s hospitality offer and also where their friends tend to socialise.  This is of particular 

importance for younger people. We have also found strong links between cultural venues and retail 

and hospitality spends.  In this context the combining of retail and leisure opportunities is increasingly 

important.  Indeed, in the longer term it is Dublin Town’s view that we will see more entertainment 

and cultural use emerging in our towns and cities.  It is interesting to note, that more people now eat 

in Dublin city centre than shop.  Also, in the context of a society which traditionally had an unwelcome 

reputation for excessive alcohol consumption, it is noteworthy to see that more than twice as many 

people eat in the city than go for a drink.  Both of these trends have become increasingly evident over 

the past 10 years and we do not envisage seeing them being reversed, rather we anticipate these 

trends accelerating in the coming years.   

 

 

 

The trend towards lower alcohol consumption is an international phenomenon.  It has become an 

increasing aspect of North American night life for some time and is now evident in the UK.  In 2005 

18% of British 16 – 24-year-olds classed themselves as tea total.  By 2015, this figure had risen to 

29%.7.  This development again, is one that is here to stay.  Dublin like many other major cities is seeing 

the development of alcohol-free bars while evening and night time venues are planning their 

operations on the basis that there will be less alcohol consumed on their premises.  

                                                           
7 https://www.nhs.uk/news/lifestyle-and-exercise/young-people-turning-their-backs-alcohol/ 
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In our footfall monitoring through the city centre, we are seeing that footfall is decreasing pre-5pm 

while increasing post 5pm.  In surveys of people working within the city centre we have found that 

two-thirds would shop Monday to Friday to 9pm if shops stayed open while three quarters of this 

cohort would socialise as part of their shopping trip.  These responses provide further evidence of 

shopping being seen as a social activity.  Shopping is no longer about replacing worn out clothing, it is 

increasingly seen as a leisure activity in its own right and therefore, something that is increasingly 

undertaken in conjunction with other leisure pursuits.   

It is also interesting to note that a majority of office workers wish to shop after their working day is 

done.  On-line shopping peaks between 6 and 8pm each evening and is predominantly done with 

mobile devices.  We can safely assume that this on-line retail is undertaken by commuters on their 

way home from work.  It is clearly in the interests of traditional retailers to coincide their opening 

hours with their customers’ shopping intentions.  It is important that the opening hours of businesses 

within a district are co-ordinated and that a clear message is sent to the public.  A critical mass of 

shops must stay open for the public to take the time to stay in the town centre.  This points to the 

need to have a representative body to undertake this work.  A Business Improvement District (BID) is 

probably best placed to undertake this role.  

 

Where there is increased residential and evening & night time uses within town centres, there is a 

need to ensure noise and nuisance issues are addressed at the planning stage.  This entails appropriate 

sound insulation as well as accommodating sleeping quarters away from the street interface.  It also 

makes sense to include residential uses away from the prime retail and hospitality focused streets.  In 

all cases, it is vital that there are communication channels between the business and residential 

communities to enable dialogue and facilitate solutions to potential conflicts.  

 

Dublin Town believes that we will see an increasing social use of the city as retail declines.  We may 

have all the technology that we can imagine but at heart humans are a social creature.  We seek each 

other’s company.  This is in our DNA and will not change no matter how powerful our technology may 

become. 
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Changing demographics Millennials & Gen Z; a mindset of change 

 

Not all people of the same generation or background will think and act in the same way.  

However, there are trends in behaviour and attitudes that can be measured and considered.  

In this context, there is a body of evidence suggesting certain traits amongst Generation Z, 

the generation now coming to adulthood, that will shape our societies, political discourse and 

by implication the use of our towns and cities over the next 30 years.  Their thinking is 

different to that of their parents. They tend to take a much more holistic and outward 

perspective than their millennial siblings.  While millennials were criticised as self-centred, 

the opposite is the case for Gen Z.  In a survey of Irish Gen Z’s conducted by Amarach 

Consultants for Young Social Innovators it was found that for 2 in 5 Gen Z’s the greatest sign 

of a successful life was making a difference in the world8.  This 

is consistent with this generation’s ethical responses.  Gen Z is 

an ethically driven generation.  Their world view is informed by 

climate change and the fact that within their lifetimes tracts of 

the world will become uninhabitable and that we face 

ecological and environmental catastrophes.  It can be 

envisaged that as this generation reaches adulthood and their 

views come to dominate political discourse that societal 

choices and priorities will fundamentally alter. 

 

                                                           
8 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ieyuR1DZckvD51pbnD3HknY74WaNGJNH/view 
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Above all this generation will not needlessly burn carbon.  Therefore, we are likely to see a lot 

less private transport and increasing calls for investment in public transport, along with cycle 

and pedestrian infrastructure.  We can expect people to live closer to their place of work to 

enable them to walk or cycle between home and work.  This is likely to increase town centre 

living.  In this context units of accommodation 

are likely to be smaller.  Within the Irish context 

this is likely to see the demise of the 3 and 4 

bedroomed dwelling with front and back 

gardens in favour of better designed compact 

units.  This in itself is likely to lead to less retail 

purchases.  

 

Environmental awareness also encompasses a waste averse attitude.  Concerns over waste 

plastic will lead to a rejection of excessive packaging and a desire to see more ethically 

produced goods.  It has been speculated that this will lead to a desire for more quality 

products and making them last rather than acquiring more disposable items.  Again, this could 

lead to less but better-quality retail.  If realised this trend is likely to assist smaller 

independent retail outlets.  There is also evidence of Gen Z being more interested in 

experiences than material goods.  This is likely to see disposable income devoted to 

entertainment and cultural engagement.   

 

Sharing best practice – a need for a European town network 

 

Local towns will always know their own residents better than anyone else.  They will 

understand their thinking, their history and their culture.  These aspects of a local town are 

key in determining residents’ motivation and expectations.  However, in planning for the 

future, there is no doubt that individual towns can benefit from trend analysis and research 

more generally available.  

A considerable body of knowledge on how to create and sustain town centre vibrancy has 

built up over the past 40 to 50 years.  It is not surprising, given the growth of out of town 

development, that this this was first considered in North America.  The solution for many US 

and Canadian towns was to establish Business Improvement Districts (BID’s).  These were 

charged with addressing issues which were hindering city centre trade and to assist town 

centres in competing with the out of town mall.  In many instances this work started with a 

clean, green and safe agenda, but swiftly moved onto the more strategic issues of positioning 

and branding.  By the early 2000’s the BID model had been embraced by the UK, where many 

towns faced challenges similar to their US counterparts.  
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A common trait of many successful towns and cities is a genuine partnership and engagement 

between the public and private sectors.  This includes Local Government, Police, Destination 

Marketing Organisations, the business community and residents working in tandem to create 

and realise a common vision for their town centre.  This necessitates both formal and informal 

structures to facilitate dialogue between the various partners and mechanisms for addressing 

potential points of conflict.   There are many successful models that can be studied.  While 

attention is often drawn to examples like Times Square and the Fashion Districts of New York, 

there are a plenty of example of best practice to be found in Europe and most notably in the 

UK.  Such examples include issues such as the 

repurposing of former industrialised towns, the 

development of safe evening and night time 

economies, and the creation of more welcoming 

environments.  This good practice has been 

studied by practitioners in the emerging field of 

Place Management.  In the UK The Institute of 

Place Management (IPM) which is based in the 

Manchester Metropolitan University has applied 

an academic rigour to its research in the field.   

 

In North America the International Down Town Association (IDA) has developed a vibrant 

network of town centres, something mirrored in the UK by the Association of Town and City 

Management (ATCM).  These bodies have facilitated the sharing of best practice and the 

setting of standards.  For example, the ATCM’s Purple Flag programme has led the way in the 

creation of safe and vibrant evening and night time destinations while its summer school has 

addressed issues of concern for many town centres while also facilitating knowledge transfer.   

Above all these networks have allowed for interaction between towns of varying shapes, sizes 

and backgrounds to share data and experiences.   

 

Dublin Town believes that there is merit in the establishment of a European network of towns 

and cities to allow for the sharing of research, best practice and experiences at a time of 

uncertainty and change.  The ATCM has demonstrated how Local Government, BID’s 

(representing city centre business 

interests) and Town Partnerships can 

work together to develop solutions to 

common concerns.  We believe that 

there is considerable scope for a 

European Network to liaise with ATCM, 

despite Brexit, to share research and 

work collaboratively on projects and 

programmes of common interest.  

It is recommended that a Europe wide body be established under the auspices of DG Grow to 

facilitate networking and knowledge transfer.  This body should be small and focused.  Its role 
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would be to assist European Towns and cities to develop strategies to maintain vibrancy and 

viability in the coming decades, to facilitate knowledge transfer through commissioned 

research, conferences, publications and networking opportunities.   

Reflecting the multi-disciplinary nature of the emerging discipline of Place Management a 

small multi-disciplinary team would be required to run the European Town Centre 

Association.  The knowledge requirements for such a team would include commercial 

understanding, particularly in relation to retail, hospitality and tourism management as well 

as urban planning to including public domain enhancement, transport planning and ensuring 

public safety.  To be successful the body must be able to demonstrate credibility with both 

the public and private sectors.  It needs to show an understanding of public administration 

and also the realities of commercial life.  While it would be envisaged that such an office 

would be established with initial EU financial support, it is anticipated that this support would 

be replaced over a 5 to 10-year period with contributions from town centre members and 

corporate subscriptions from enterprises with an interest in future urban vibrancy.  

Membership of such a body would include Local Authorities, Business Improvements Districts 

and Chambers of Commerce including a close association with bodies such as Eurochambres.  

 

Dublin Town’s actions in response to a changing environment  

 

Dublin Town began operations in 2008 just as the economic crash hit Ireland.  Our work 

initially focused on marketing the city and working to sustain footfall at a time of economic 

crisis.  Our programme has since progressed to considering the future of the city’s commercial 

district and what is required to sustain it.  Key amongst these strategic projects is the Dublin 

One initiative.  This project was born of our concern that the city’s northern commercial 

district was vulnerable to the changes in retail 

attributable to e-commerce.  The project has focused on 

changing perceptions of the district, addressing barriers 

to its progress including perceptions of public safety and 

encouraging development and investment in a business 

mix that will ensure the district’s vibrancy in the 21st 

century.  The project won the Branding Laureate Award 

at the Place Marketing Forum 2019 which was 

organised by the Institut de Management Public et 

Gouvernance Terroriale and held in Lille in April 2019.  

You can read more about the Dublin One Project here: 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-

northern-core/ 

 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/12/dublin-one-project-future-proofing-citys-northern-core/


15 
 

Dublin Town believes that the Evening and Night 

Time Economy will grow in significance in the 

coming years.  With this in mind Dublin was the 

first location outside the UK to gain the coveted 

Purple Flag award in 2013.  We have continued 

to consider how we can enhance our Evening 

and Night Time Economy and since 2018 we 

have participated in the Responsible Hospitality 

Institute’s (RHI) Global City’s Project.  The San Francisco based RHI has been funded by Diageo 

to consider the structures and systems that are required to ensure safe and vibrant evening 

and night time destinations in the 21st century.  As part of this project the RHI selected 3 cities, 

Dublin, Toronto and Cancun as test beds for this development.  It has worked with these 

towns and cities to consider their current procedures and to make recommendations as to 

how these can be strengthened.  You can read more about this project here 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2019/04/dublin-sociable-city-report-published/ 

 

Conclusion 

 

We are living at a time of enormous change and uncertainty.  It can be expected that 

engagement with and use of town centres will change significantly as the 21st century 

progresses.  However, there is tremendous scope for us to consider our town centres and 

enhance them as places to live, work and socialise in.  Town centres promote sustainable 

living and work and are therefore well placed to realise their potential in the coming years.  

The hallmark of successful towns and cities is genuine and constructive engagement between 

the public and private sectors together with local residents.  The achieve this, formal 

structures need to be put in place and dialogue needs to be allowed flourish.  European towns 

can learn from experience abroad but there is now a need to establish a network of European 

towns and cities, where research data and best practice can be shared.  The EU commission 

has an obvious role is facilitating this, initially through the creation of a small and dedicated 

agency to promote best practice and share relevant research and experiences.  Any financial 

assistance provided by the EU for such a body should be time limited with a transfer to a 

membership-based income augmented through corporate subscriptions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2019/04/dublin-sociable-city-report-published/
https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2019/04/dublin-sociable-city-report-published/
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About Dublin Town 

 

Dublin Town is Dublin City Centre’s Business Improvement District.  It is a collective working 

on behalf of 2,500 businesses to promote vibrancy and sustain business within Dublin city’s 

core city commercial district.  60% of Dublin Town members are engaged in retail, while 25% 

are from the hospitality sector.  The remainder are office-based services within the district. 

Dublin Town is paid for by local businesses who elect 13 business representatives to represent 

their interests on its board.  The board also 

includes elected councillors and officials from 

Dublin City Council.  The Garda Assistant 

Commissioner with responsibility for the 

Dublin Metropolitan Area is an observer on 

the board.  The Company must renew its 

mandate every 5 years by way of a ballot of all 

commercial rate payers within the district.  It 

is now on its third term.   


