
 

 
 

Future of Dublin City: Matters for Consideration Post Covid 

Executive Summary 

Dublin, like many cities of its size has been greatly challenged by the Covid crisis.  Vacancy rates on 

prime and secondary city streets are rising and are expected to rise further.  A re-imagining of the 

city’s commercial core is essential, if it is to remain relevant to the needs of residents and visitors in 

the 2020’s and beyond. 

Covid has served to accelerate trends that were becoming evident pre-pandemic.  Retail has been in 

retreat for a number years as spending patterns change and people avail of on-line possibilities.  

Alternative uses will be required for core city streets.  This will challenge traditional planning 

designations such as Category 1 and 2 retail streets.  Residential, hospitality, leisure and 

entertainment uses can be expected to join retail requiring accommodation of new requirements 

within the commercial district.  For example, residential and burgeoning evening and night time uses 

can create conflict if not appropriately planned.  There is enormous scope to create residential 

opportunities above ground, basement and first floor levels and to re-purpose back lanes that are 

currently prone to anti-social behaviour as residential locations.  However, protected development 

rights in London has demonstrated that a balance must be drawn.  Excessive residential use, 

particularly at ground level or the wholesale replacement of office use with residential use can 

reduce urban vitality and risk the viability of cities as retail and hospitality hubs.   

The Covid crisis has brought into sharp relief the manner in which the various aspects of Dublin city 

centre fit together.  There is a symbiotic relationship between office workers and the retail and 

hospitality trades.  The maintenance of a vibrant city centre is essential to continue to attract 

Foreign Direct Investment and a tourist trade, while workers engaged in FDI businesses provide a 

core customer base for retail and hospitality businesses.  The long-term balance of uses and business 

mix must be struck.  

An evidence based approach is required to maintain city relevance for both residents and visitors.  

There is a clear need for an inclusive dialogue amongst all interested parties to consider a shared 

Dublin.  This may be externally moderated to facilitate the development and consideration of all 

relevant inputs.  Such an approach was tremendously successful at the outset of the Dublin One 

project. 

Phenomenon such as home working and on-line shopping have come to be associated with the 

pandemic and a time that has not been kind to many.  This association with negative experiences 

may lead to them being shunned in the future as people crave human contact and interaction again.  

Therefore, planning with an assumption of the inevitability of remote working and exponential 

growth in on-line retail may well prove mistaken. 

Cities will continue to be important, not least as cities offer the most sustainable economic and 

environmental opportunities. There will be a resolution to Covid.  However, climate change and 

environmental sustainability will remain prime considerations for the 21st century.  Investment in 

public transport, security of water supply, green infrastructure and efficient deliveries are likely to 

come to the fore soon again after the Covid crisis passes.  Ultimately, economic and environmental 

sustainability are intertwined. 

We have a number of practical examples of projects that we can look to in addressing current 

challenges.  These include the Dublin One and Creative Quarter projects which have looked to future 



 

 
 

proof a district in one case and recover from deep recession in another.  A summary of these 

projects can be found in Appendices 1 and 2. 
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Covid: Acceleration in spending pattern trends 

Covid has had significant impacts on both our society and economy. Some of these impacts may be 

long lasting.  We are likely to see changing attitudes and preferences that may in turn impact on how 

people use the city centre.  However, town centres have always been subject to challenge and 

change and the current circumstances, while difficult are not without precedented. 

We have experienced an acceleration of trends that had become discernible pre-Covid. 

• Retail has been in retreat for some years as people choose to spend more of their disposable 

income on leisure and hospitality experiences rather than on material goods. More people 

have dined than shopped in Dublin city since 2016 (See graph 01).   

o We experienced a 20% increase in restaurant numbers within the BID area between 

2016 and 2019.  Covid restrictions have challenged the survival of many within the 

hospitality sector, however, should they survive the crisis we can expect them to 

flourish in the 2020’s and beyond. 

• Internationally people are becoming increasingly waste averse.  As they reduce waste, and in 

particular plastic waste, we can expect further reductions in the purchase of material goods.   

• People can purchase on-line.  This trend has grown significantly since 2012.  However, in 

January 2020 research conducted by Red C on behalf of Dublin Town noted the intention of 

Dubliners to purchase less on line than in 2019, albeit that on-line purchases would increase 

their market share.  (See graph 02). 

• Research indicates that chain stores with large floor plates are most vulnerable to changing 

consumer patterns.  This has been borne out by the loss of stores such as Debenham’s, Links 

of London, Cath Kidston, Warehouse, Monsoon, Accessorise and other prominent high 

street names since the beginning of the pandemic.  The Dublin One Project (Appendix 01) 

anticipated this trend.  However, Covid has consolidated the time period for required 

interventions.   

These changes in spend and use patterns have implications for city planning and in particular the 

city’s business mix.  It would appear that designations such as Category 1 and 2 retail streets are no 

longer applicable.  We need an evidence based approach to maintain the relevance of the city’s 

offering for both residents and visitors and will have to work with property owners and traders to 

achieve this. 

Graph 1: Reasons for visiting Dublin city Graph 2: Spend intentions January 2020 



 

 
 

  

 

Our human motivations remain unchanged 

Hard decisions have been required in order to stall the progress of the virus.  However, we should 

guard against taking irreversible decisions with long term impacts based on shorter term needs.   

As we plan for the future we need to understand that we are still human and our overall motivations 

will remain unchanged.  As the Covid crisis is resolved, we are likely to see pre-existing preferences 

re-emerge.   

We may see some phenomenon such as on-line shopping and home working become associated 

with the pandemic and our troubled lives of 2020.  As a consequence they may be shunned post 

pandemic. 

Covid has spawned Localism whereby people are working from home and spending increased time 

and money within residential districts.  Commentary has suggested that that this will be the new 

normal.  This is to ignore the reasons why we have cities and why they have grown so rapidly in 

recent years.  As graph 03 demonstrates, Dublin in line with many city centres of its size has 

regained a share of the declining retail market in recent years.  This is due to the fact that people 

increasing shop and socialise on the same trip.  They also seek cultural engagement and 

entertainment, offerings most likely to be had in city centres.  There is also fact that town centres 

are more accessible through sustainable transport modes.  80% of customers visiting Dublin city 

used sustainable transport pre-Covid, 80% visiting out of town shopping centres arrived by car.  Post 

pandemic these factors will matter again and we can expect city centres to prevail. 

Graph 3: Retail destinations visited over past 3 years 



 

 
 

 

Similarly, there has been much discussion around homeworking.  Some commentators have opined 

that homeworking may become the norm with reduced use of city centre offices.  However, many 

managers are beginning to voice concerns with reduced productivity, difficulties training new staff, 

developing team bonding and progressing tenders and new assignments. These factors will count 

post pandemic. 

Home working was novel in the early spring and summer.  However, anecdotal evidence suggests 

people are finding the loneliness of home working increasingly challenging for their mental health.  

Humans are a social creature.  It is also a fact of life that people prefer to be close to the decision 

making process, which is likely to remain within the office environment.  While we can anticipate an 

increase in a hybrid model of remote and office working, it is fair to assume that a significant level of 

office working will remain.   

Economic eco-system 

The pandemic has thought us the significance of the city’s overall economic eco-system .  Retail, 

hospitality, leisure, hair & beauty and entertainment businesses rely heavily on the captive audience 

of the city’s 210,000 office workers.  In their absence footfall mid-week suffered to a far greater 

extent than at weekends (see graph 04).  Without office workers many city businesses will struggle 

to survive.  Similarly the vibrancy of the city centre created by retail and hospitality businesses adds 

to Dublin’s attractiveness for Foreign Direct Investment and Tourism.  The Irish economy relies 

heavily on these sectors and the employment and tax revenue generated by them.  For these 

reasons it is essential that we maintain the integrity of the city’s economic eco-system. 

Graph 4: Footfall patterns during the pandemic 



 

 
 

 

Changes in land use 

Consumer facing businesses are under pressure as they are prevented from trading.  Many business 

have failed and many more are likely to fail in the new year.  We will see increased vacancy in the 

city’s commercial core.  We need consider the most appropriate re-purposing of this space, which 

must consider measures to retain city vibrancy and vitality.  There is a strong case for increased 

residential use within the core city centre.  However, in order to maintain city vibrancy it will be 

important to retain commercial uses at ground, basement and first floor levels. Protected 

development rights as introduced in the UK, resulted in residential uses replacing office uses which 

in turn led to reductions in trade for retail and hospitality businesses, threatening their viability.  We 

should learn from this experience. 

Cities will grow: the juxtaposition of contagion containment and long term sustainability 

In 2019 the EU Commission published The Future of Cities Opportunities, Challenges and The Way 

Forward1.This publication confirmed what many people believe, that cities will continue to grow and 

that people will be enticed towards urban living.  While Covid may provide a temporary slowing of 

this trend, it is unlikely to reverse it permanently.  There is a conflict between contagion 

containment and longer term sustainability.  In the near term there is likely to be a medical 

resolution to Covid.  The need to address climate change and further environmental sustainability 

will remain. Ultimately we can expect the need to address climate change to take precedence. The 

Joint Research Centre report recognises that “the importance of cities in contributing towards a 

sustainable way of living for all is recognised in the Urban Agenda for the EU and in global agendas 

such as the New Urban Agenda.” 

We may find that Covid increases public awareness of the fragility of our way of life.  Climate change 

has the potential to be significantly more devastating than the virus. As this becomes more fully 

understood by the public at large, the greater will be desire to address it comprehensively leading to 

greater intensity of use within city cores. 

These report findings include: 

• Most European cities are expected to cover greater areas than in the past. Cities will 

increasingly recognise the importance of optimising how their public space is both designed 

and used. 

 
1 EUR 29725 Joint Research Centre 



 

 
 

• Cities will increasingly apply new technologies and innovation (thanks to the concentration 

of people, ideas and resources, cities are leading the way towards solutions to global 

challenges beyond their own boundaries). 

• The dominance of personal cars should be drastically reduced in favour of more efficient 

public transport, shared and active mobility and new working patterns 

• While cities are front runners in fighting climate change they are also where the effects of 

energy poverty and water scarcity …will be particularly evident. 

• Citizen engagement in policy processes is growing and should become more prevalent in the 

future. 

Economic and environmental sustainability are intertwined.  We cannot have one without the other.  

In the Dublin context, this will require reconsideration of city management and the co-ordination of 

efforts from stakeholders across both the public and private sectors. 

• Investment in public transport needs to be accelerated.  While many of the elements 

required for a sustainable transport network are contained in the NTA’s Transport Strategy 

for the Greater Dublin Area 2016-20352, the timescale for delivery is simply too long and 

must be condensed.  

o Given anticipated continued growth in the evening and night time economy, the 

provision of evening public transport for people who are working in the alternative 

9-5 and also patrons of evening venues must be fully considered. 

• While car access is required, we do not need cars on every street.  Consideration needs to be 

given to the creation of pedestrian zones, the use of on-street parking spaces for parklet 

development and for longer term use as outdoor seating areas by hospitality businesses.   

• We need to differentiate between commuter and customer cars.  The promotion of safe 

cycling on segregated lanes has a role in encouraging more active travel amongst 

commuters.  As evidenced in figures 05-09, consumer sentiment is strongly in favour of 

increased pedestrian zones within the city.  While it is still a very contentious issue amongst 

the business community, we are increasingly seeing a majority of business owners favouring 

the pedestrianisation of their districts.  This is particularly the case amongst business owners 

under the age of 40. 

• We need to invest in residential opportunities for sustainable communities in the city core.  

This includes families.  Dublin Town believes that there is significant scope to re-imagine of 

the Living Over the Shop scheme and also for the use of derelict and neglected back lanes.  

An example of such opportunities was developed by Sean Harrington Architects as part of 

the Dublin One process (see figure 10).  People wish to live closer to the city centre in order 

to walk or cycle to work and this needs to be planned for if Dublin is to remain relevant to its 

residents.  Creating a sustainable quality of life is also essential for the continued attraction 

of Foreign Direct Investment. 

o The LOTS schemes can be rendered more practical by reducing the conflicts 

between architectural conservation, safety requirements and practical use needs.  

There are thousands of square metres of non-used or under-utilised space in Dublin 

which can be brought into productive use, thereby addressing housing needs, 

 
2 https://www.nationaltransport.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2016/08/Transport_Strategy_for_the_Greater_Dublin_Area_2016-2035.pdf 



 

 
 

securing the future of our historic building stock and ensuring a more vibrant city 

centre. 

o The northside of the city fared better than the southside during the pandemic.  The 

fact that the northside is adjacent to local residential communities may well have 

been a factor in this performance. 

• We must invest in green infrastructure and planting in the city to mitigate against flooding 

and the overloading of our drainage and waste water facilities. 

• The city’s water and sewerage systems need to be overhauled to provide a reliable water 

supply to the city and meet the challenges of increased rainfall brought about through 

climate change. 

• Efficient last mile delivery services can assist in reducing unnecessary emissions and reduce 

traffic volumes in the core city centre, thus facilitating better use of public space.  Similarly, 

shared delivery systems from premises would reduce the need for vehicles in the city, while 

allowing city traders compete with out of town facilities.   

• We need to consider energy supply and consumption within the core city together with 

carbon emission targets and the promotion of sustainable energy options. 

• We can invest in and support hydroponics to support local vegetable cultivation for local 

restaurant use..  

Graph 5: Public support for Pedestrianising College Green 

Graph 6: Public support for pedestrianizing Liffey Street 

Graph 7: Public support for pedestrianizing South William & Drury Streets 

Graph 8: Public support for pedestrianizing Stephen’s Green 

Graph 9: Impact on car drivers of increased pedestrianisation in city’s commercial core 

 

 



 

 
 

 

  

Graph 10: Better use of lanes: Jervis Lane 

 

Stakeholder Engagement 

We are at a critical juncture in the city’s development.  We need to have an open and inclusive 

conversation about the city’s future uses.  The conversation needs to be inclusive and channelled, 

focusing on what can be achieved and creating objectives for short term recovery and longer term 

development.  

The initial conversations are likely to concentrate on short term recovery of the city post Covid.  We 
have already seen vacancy levels rise. A further prolonging of the crisis is likely to lead to increased 
vacancy perhaps beyond the psychologically significant rate of 25%, when streets and districts 
become unattractive rendering viable businesses vulnerable.  It would be naïve to believe that there 
is a queue of new businesses wishing to take space within the city.  Therefore, we will require 
imagination and co-ordinated responses to re-activate the city centre.  The Creative Quarter 
experience (see Appendix 2) may provide some guidance as to how this can be achieved. However, 
addressing this challenge will require understanding and buy in from stakeholders including the 
Local Authority, property owners and city traders. 



 

 
 

The conversation will undoubtedly come to focus on the future of the city and steps required to 
ensure a viable and vibrant core city that meets the needs of residents and serves as an attraction to 
visitors.  The topics for consideration in this discussion can be grouped under the following headings:  

• Living 

• Working,  

• Sustainability  

• Recreation and use of public spaces. 

We must tease out issues such as future land uses including the integration of commercial and 
residential activations. 

At a time of change we need to determine the appropriate business mix which in turn will determine 
the city’s commercial identity and appropriate district brands. 

Ultimately communication is a two-way process.  It is important that professional research is 
continuously undertaken to gain a wide spectrum of public views.  We must include people who 
have ceased using the city in this dialogue and also make space for people who are less vocal.   

The city needs to speak clearly and coherently with the public.  Such clear communication was heard 
and adhered to by the public on the re-emergence from lockdown, when they reacted positively to 
the “Easing as a Sunday morning” message.  

We must avoid mixed messages and those that are perceived as unwelcoming by the public. 

Relevant stakeholders are likely to include: 

• National & Local Government 

• Business Community: Property owners & Traders 

• Residential Community 

• National Transport Authority 

• Gardaí 

• Failte Ireland 

• Third sector bodies and agencies with an interest in the city’s development 

 

Evening & Night Time Commercial Use & Increased Residential Use 

Pre-Covid Dublin, like many cities, experienced an increase in its evening and night time footfall but 
a decrease in day time activity as people opted for more leisure and less retail pursuits.  It is 
anticipated that this trend will re-emerge post Covid.  Dublin can learn from other jurisdictions in 
managing potential conflicts between a burgeoning evening and night time economy and a growing 
residential population.  Issues such as the positioning of residential units, sound proofing, use of 
upper floors etc., are all relevant in this discussion. 

The process will no doubt provide valuable insights for the work of the Night Time Economy Task 
Force which has been established by Government and also the Town Centre First Strategy that is 
being adopted. 

Street Management 



 

 
 

In an environment where leisure, entertainment and residential uses become increasingly 
significant, we can expect the allocation of space within the public domain to become hotly 
contested. 

The data collected from various trials undertaken during 2020 including the allocation of 
space for outside seating by hospitality businesses and trail pedestrianisation of streets will 
be of value in determining the future nature of the public domain.  Both initiatives received 
broad support from both the public and the business community.  In addition we are seeing 
private developments proposing the creation of welcoming public recreational spaces.  We 
have also seen during the pandemic that we can provide safe public toilets. This again, is 
something that we need to bring into our longer term considerations. 

Ultimately we need to develop a welcoming and legible public domain, one which 
encourages people to visit and spend time in the city. 

 

Perceptions of Public and Personal Safety 

Dublin has consistently suffered from poor perceptions of public safety. (See Graph 11) This must be 
addressed in order for the city to develop successfully.  In this context, we can build upon the 
findings of the Better City For All report from 2012.3 

The most constructive way to address anti-social behaviour is by replacing it with pro-social 
behaviour.  This can be achieved by the constructive use of laneways which are consistently prone to 
anti-social behaviour.  The Dublin One project contains numerous examples of how this can be done 
from re-imagining lanes for residential use, creating child friendly areas, turning cul de sacs into 
routes connecting districts and facilitating outdoor dining along currently under-utilised spaces.  
These opportunities are likely to attract private sector investment4.  The same rational can be 
applied to other locations within the city that have been under-utilised and have become prone to 
anti-social behaviour.   

 

 

 

Graph 11: Perceptions of safety 

 
3 https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2012/06/a-better-city-for-all-srg-report/ 
4 https://www.wearedublintown.ie/2018/10/dublin-one-laneways-report/ 



 

 
 

  

We must also consider how the city manages its homeless crisis.  There is no reason why wrap 
around supports cannot be provided to those in need in discrete locations that respects the dignity 
of the service user.  Supports provided should be licensed based on the need of recipients and 
consistent with pre-determined standards.   

Engagement with the public as Ireland lifted its restrictions in June 2020 highlighted the importance 
of personal safety.  This was manifest in calls for cleaner, better managed and better policed streets. 
This re-enforces the connection between cleanliness and perceptions of safety in the minds of many.  
In this context, we must develop systems of waste collection that work for both the public and the 
business community.  Where we anticipate increased evening use of the city for both retail and 
hospitality, we cannot afford to have uncollected waste littering the streets until mid-night on a 
regular basis.  This basic issue of street management must be addressed. 

Brexit 

At this time we are still uncertain what final form Brexit will take.  However, we do know that Brexit 
may determine the level of success for certain retail models and will also have implications for 
deliveries.  These factors need to be taken into account in considering land uses within the city and 
the logistical channels required by businesses operating within it. 

Role of Tourism 

Tourism is an essential industry in Ireland.  It supports thousands of indigenous jobs in Dublin and 
across the country.  However, tourism facing businesses have been particularly hard hit by Covid.  
The question is how will tourism recover.   

Pre-Covid a number of well visited international destinations experienced public scorning of visitors.  
In contrast Dublin remains a largely welcoming city.  However, it would be naïve not to consider 
some of the headwinds that will impact on our ability to attract visitors in the coming years: 

• People lost money on holidays booked for 2020.  They may remain nervous about booking 
holidays in the short term.   

• Post Covid, lingering nervousness about international travel may remain. 

• Climate awareness may impact on public willingness to travel by air and sea.  

• Restrictions on the use of residential accommodation for tourism purposes is likely to grow 
as housing shortages are addressed. 

• It is probable that some tourism facing businesses may cease trading as a result of Covid 19 
restrictions.  

Dublin is not over-touristed, particularly when compared to other European capital cities.  Dublin 
has a very strong and unique offering given its access to sea, mountains, nightlife and culture.  



 

 
 

However, we will have to work hard to rebuild the momentum lost in 2020.  This will require clear, 
coherent and consistent approaches from all stakeholders.  Enhancements in the public domain and 
transport options will not only improve the quality of life for Dublin residents but will also make the 
city more attractive for visitors.  The inclusive approach adopted by Failte Ireland to the marketing 
and promotion of the city’s tourism offering will take on increased importance as we exit the current 
crisis. 

Learning from experience 

In charting our future course we can draw on previous experience.  From a Dublin Town perspective 

two projects have resonance in the current circumstances.   

Appendix One: Dublin One Project  Dublin City Council and DublinTown have worked closely on 

strategic projects and have engaged with stakeholders to consider how we position the city for the 

future. An example of this co-operation was the Dublin One project which sought to future proof the 

city’s northern core based on emerging 

trends and research findings.  This 

research suggested that the Dublin 

One district was most vulnerable to 

changes in retail and in particular the 

migration to on-line retail and a move 

away from large floor plate stores.  The 

project benefited significantly from the 

support of the American Institute of 

Architects (AIA).  The AIA organised a 

team of prominent architects to visit 

Dublin where they engaged with local 

participants to consider land use within 

the district, the role of the public 

domain together with potential 

enhancements, use of derelict sites and the development of district identity.  You can read more 

about this project here https://www.wearedublintown.ie/reimagine-dublin-one/project-overview/. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.wearedublintown.ie/reimagine-dublin-one/project-overview/


 

 
 

 

Appendix Two Creative Quarter - Regenerating district through branding and promotion  

During the recession of 2008 to 2012, an area of the city’s southside suffered significant reductions 

in footfall and increased vacancy.  Working with local businesses, the Creative Quarter brand was 

developed.  The district’s independent retail and 

hospitality offering was promoted to young adults 

using burgeoning social media platforms.  The district 

soon developed a following.  Footfall increased as 

young entrepreneurs took advantage of low rents and 

short leases offered by the state receiver, the National 

Assets Management Agency.  These new entrants 

further developed the district’s brand identity. Footfall 

grew by double digit levels year on year and many of 

the entrants that began as pop up stores put down 

roots and are now seen as key city attractions.  In 2019 

the Institute of Urbanism named South William Street, 

at the heart of the district, its International Street of 

the Year recognising the application of historic 

buildings for new and vibrant uses.  Indeed, this use of 

historic buildings for new purposes was a large part of 

the district’s appeal for its target audience. 

You can read more about the Creative Quarter here https://www.dublintown.ie/creativequarter/. 

 

 

https://www.dublintown.ie/creativequarter/

