The Executive Office: High Street Task Force, Call for Evidence
Response from the Royal Society of Ulster Architects

highstreet@communities-ni.gov.uk

Dear Sir/Madam,

RSUA is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to the call for evidence on The Executive
Office: High Street Task Force.

We are the professional body for architects based in Northern Ireland. With over eight hundred
Chartered members and in excess of 300 student members, we are the voice of the profession
in the region. We aim to promote the positive role of architecture in Northern Ireland and
support the delivery of great architecture.

Whilst this submission has been prepared by a small working group of RSUA members, the
full membership has had the opportunity to contribute.

The HSTF has identified the challenges and issues that our high streets face, and we are glad
to be able to outline our view on solutions to support our high streets and to contribute to the
development of thriving and sustainable city, town, and village centres.

Yours faithfully,

Ciaran Fox

Director

Royal Society of Ulster Architects
2 Mount Charles

Belfast

BT7 1INZ
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Introduction

RSUA believes that the High Street Task Force concept is important to bring focus to the
future of our high streets following economic turmoil and the impact of the pandemic. High
streets belong at the centre of our community, they encompass not just a retail centre point
or form a key meeting point, but they have the potential to become thriving areas of living
and connecting with the built environment. The ability to transform the high street and adapt
it to our changing working and purchasing habits as well as realising its potential as a living
space will be the test for the task force.

The rise of internet shopping has meant that many businesses have shed physical premises
in favour of a streamlined operation, or out of town retail facilities.

Partnerships

Partnerships are a key component in any successful inner city high street. Retailers,
developers, small businesses, and residents should come together to contribute to a thriving
space that is inviting, sustainable and adaptable.

The task force should note the outcome of the Bolder Vision for Belfast consultation and
seek to integrate that vision into any long-term work plan for the future of the high street in
Belfast.

It is beneficial to have one task force for the region as a whole, however RSUA would
recommend that in supporting the work of the task force, a single expert multidisciplinary
group be formed, led by a specialist in architecture and urban design - to inform its
deliberations through public presentations and the publication of guidelines on relevant
aspects of urbanism, the built environment and real estate.

If the potential of a reconfigured high street is to be realised it is essential that the space it
occupies is looked at in its entirety to include the height of buildings and their interrelated
disposition to each other, public realm works and open spaces. The future of the modern
high street must be multi-functional, responsive to concerns about the environment and bring
people back into its physical spaces to live and play, not just work.

Building use

The buildings that make up our high streets and their use has always been dictated by the
needs of the market which has in turn affected the occupancy of those buildings over time.

RSUA believes that legislation could be an option that would help evoke a healthy mix of
uses of buildings in the high street that could protect against challenges from investors or
developers who may wish to change the use or features of buildings in pursuance of the
market.

Active frontages play a key role in creating a lively, safe high street/city centre environment.
It is too often the case where upper retail floors lie derelict or are used for storage. Policy or
framework should promote and push for activity at all floors and that the building’s main
function is not restricted to the ground floor.



Fiscal Policy

It is reasonable to expect that funding will be required to facilitate a shift from a fully market-
led approach to the use of buildings in our high streets to one with a mix of open spaces,
business, and residential use. Urban development grants have proved useful tools towards
creating change in the past, though it is clear that in forming the right funding mix for the
future, this should be directed to uses in line with the vision for the area and ensure that an
interconnection between ground floor uses and the streetscape is created or maintained.

Planning

In relation to planning, there is a need to ensure that masterplans for urban areas that
include high streets are three dimensional to ensure that buildings can be inserted into
streetscapes to create places of quality and varied characteristics.

In also looking to the planning system, an evaluation of the impact of ‘out of town’
development on the high street must be taken into consideration. It is RSUA’s view that
these developments can hinder the recovery of the high street and are counterproductive in
securing the necessary lowering of carbon emissions required to tackle climate change.

It is also important that the task force in reviewing planning mechanisms, also understand
the nuances of smaller town and village high streets. Many of our smaller high streets have
successfully integrated themselves into the fabric of the community and the surrounding
area which have been lost in large urban centres.

In Hillsborough for example, people often come to enjoy the attractions of the village and in
doing so encounter a mix of smaller retail units and residential dwellings in the centre of the
town. This is often the opposite approach to urban settings where people travel to the high
street specifically to carry out certain business, and then travel home again.

The character and viability of this mix of use in village and town high streets is finely
balanced with residential housing which should be protected and indeed used as the anchor
for urban high street areas as opposed to changeable business outlets.

Public realm

Improvements to the public realm will be a key deliverable for the task force. Open spaces
can make urban city centre living not only cleaner and more vibrant, but attractive and safer.
Changing the face of the high street to make it viable for the future means ensuring that
spaces are people-focussed and not dictated by traffic routes and prioritisation.

Rates

RSUA does not believe that any fiscal mechanism in isolation can reinvigorate or transform
the high streets across the region but that a targeted package in line with local vision can
deliver real change.

The current Land and Property policy of applying 50% rates to vacant non-domestic
properties with a NAV of over £2,000 after three months has not had the desired effect of
bringing empty properties back into use.



As of 2020, 40% of all non-domestic properties remained empty with Belfast recording the
highest single figure at 33% reflecting the difficult trading environment since 2008.

Understanding the current occupancy versus the mix of high street offerings and space sizes
is key to developing a sustainable and viable environment for current and future markets.

Energy, Climate Change and Sustainability

It is clear from the emissions targets set by the UK Government and those being proposed
by the NI Assembly, that a fundamental change is required to how high streets, transport
and the entire built environment are planned, integrated, and constructed.

RSUA believes that lower fares on public transport alongside investment in the park and ride
infrastructure outside cities and large towns can contribute to lower emissions and decrease
in the use of cars in a congested urban environment. The integration of greenways into
urban areas and the proliferation of cycle lanes can also address the climate crisis.
Consideration of safe and secure bicycle storage should be considered as part of any cycle
network studies.

Innovative financial mechanisms will be required to bring buildings back into use that may be
listed, located in conservation areas or areas of designated townscape character.
Repurposing of older public buildings may also be required in areas where they feature
heavily in city centres but are no longer fit for purpose.

Any investment must be able to compensate for any reduction in financial returns caused by
repurposing. For example, repurposing a former retail unit to create residential dwellings
should take into consideration the financial impact of losing a retail unit.

Existing buildings, including our heritage assets, could play an enhanced role in transforming
the high street but many of such properties cannot in their current state meet current
required energy performance and other institutional and contemporary quality standards.

The Historic Environment Division within DAERA should therefore be encouraged to work
sympathetically with architects towards meeting those standards.

Tourism

As previously referred to, high streets must be transformed into places that the public do not
simply visit for one or two specific tasks and then leave. Making high streets ‘interesting’ with
a mix of units, amenities and open spaces can contribute to people spending more time in
and around the high street and our recommendation of an urban design expert group to
inform the task force can contribute to this outcome.

For example, Hillsborough Forest Park and Hillsborough Castle are two tourist venues which
have added to the overall appeal of a small-town centre and marketed as part of the overall
‘experience’ of visiting the area.



