STRATEGIC PLANNING AWARD 

Introduction 

In May 2012, the Government decided to wind-up the DDDA, but with a simultaneous commitment to ensure the continued regeneration of the Docklands. Dublin City Council made a compelling case for the designation of the Docklands as a Strategic Development Zone (SDZ), and the Government then designated some 66 Ha of the North Lotts & Grand Canal Docks as an SDZ and specified the City Council as the Development Agency (December 2012). The scene was set for an extremely intensive plan-making period. 

The plan-making process was particularly challenging given the backdrop of economic decline and a turbulent property market, and especially so with the general paralysis in the construction sector and diminished investor confidence. Nonetheless, the City Council set about re-igniting the regeneration of the Docklands and the Planning Scheme was prepared and adopted in a record timeframe of 18 months from initial Government designation to final approval by An Bord Pleanála in May 2014. 

Docklands as an Outstanding Project 

Vibrant City Quarter

The SDZ’s overarching objective is to provide for the economic and social regeneration of the Docklands. Integral to this is the development of 22 Ha of underutilised and vacant land, which will deliver an overall 50:50 use mix of residential and commercial development to ensure the emergence of a vibrant city-quarter attractive to corporate occupiers, the emerging tech sector, start-up communities, creative industries, as well as a residential community.

Innovative Strategies 

The Scheme through its emphasis on an appropriate land-use mix-use and active frontage strategy seeks to create a vibrant city quarter in docklands. The economic strategy fosters the emergence of spatial clusters and also promotes an ecosystem of different scale commercial entities, reflecting the growing trend for synergies, spin-offs and talent exchange between companies of different sizes and across different sectors. The cultural strategy recognises cultture as key mechanism in social regeneration and promotes a co-ordinated approach to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). The retail strategy repesents a niche approach having regard to the retail hierarchy for the city and region and the proximity of the north and south city retail cores. 

Inspiration Leading to Internal Consistency

The Scheme is sufficiently robust to provide certainty for both investors and inhabitants, yet sufficiently flexible to promote urban intrigue and be fairly future proof. A small delegation went to HafenCity, to see a German model of Dockland Regeneration. Eventually a scheme evolved which had a simple internal consistency based on the following principles;
· The Urban Structure would follow an orthogonal layout, as an evolution of the Georgian City and the Lotts. The East West Streets/ Campshires would provide the structural links back to the City, while the north-south streets would lead to the water bodies, enhancing the maritime identity.
· The orthogonal/grid pattern sets up the City Blocks (area 150mx150m) which can be easily divided into 4 Urban Blocks, typically with a central local civic space irrigated by a series of internal streets.
· The 66 Ha should not be homogenous in urban form, use or function, but would have ‘hubs’ of activity surrounded by quieter residential areas, reflecting the urban villages of Dublin or the emerging hubs at NCI and Grand Canal. The 5 Hubs are Spencer, Point, Grand Canal, Britain Quay and Boland Mills.

· A differentiated height character, with a tall landmark element in each of the hubs, up to 22 storeys commercial (88m approx). Elsewhere the height regime, which was tested in a “block” shadow analysis, is simplified into 3 categories;

- Outer crust of City Blocks – 6 Com/7 Res

- Streets within City Blocks – 5 Com/6 Res

- City Quays – 8 Com/10 Res

· Land Use Mix: Experience elsewhere and in Docklands indicated that a 50 res/50 com provides a sustainable, vibrant ‘urban’ use mix in each of 5 hub areas. Plan provides for up to 70% commercial in each core of each Hub area, counterbalanced by 70% residential in interstitial areas.

· Open Space and the public realm is fixed in the Scheme, in order to curtail recurring slippage to later phases, which occurred in earlier Docklands schemes.
· Protected Structures and heritage buildings e.g. Boland Mills are part of the identity of the Docklands and are to be integrated into site developments. Heritage buildings also provide start-up and quick accommodation for certain niche sectors.
· The 22 Ha could deliver up to 2,600 residential units and between 305-366,000m2 of commercial units over the next number of years, equivalent to the quantum generated in the first and second phases of the Docklands Regeneration. 
City Block Roll-Out Agreement (CBRA)

From the outset, implementation was a key consideration for the Scheme. Unlike other SDZ’s, which have less than a handful of stakeholders, the SDZ had dozens of stakeholders and landowners, albeit NAMA had an interest in many of the sites.

In order to provide for collaboration, the Scheme provides for City Block Rollout Agreements (CBRAs), whereby a number of landowners together with the Development Agency may agree ways of delivery on the scheme objectives over a City Block. The distribution of commercial / residential elements, the design and layout of the internal streets, lanes and civic spaces, apportionment of infrastructure provision and the provision of social housing must be included in the Rollout Agreement, to be submitted as part of individual applications. This mechanism secures key public good elements and infrastructure on a city block basis.

The provision of infrastructure is the key to the success of the SDZ. Throughout the process the Planning Department engaged with the OPW Irish Water and the NTA to ensure that there would be no infrastructural constraints as the scheme rolls out. An Infrastructure Schedule was also devised as part of the Scheme, identifying key infrastructure components on a regional, city-wide and city block basis. 

Grounded in Reality

An outstanding factor of the scheme is that its vision and ambition is grounded in reality, as evidenced by the fact that one of the City Blocks has already started construction, two others are due to commence construction imminently, the construction of a new public park is scheduled for 2016, as well as the fact that detailed design has already commenced on the Forbes Street Pedestrian & Cycling Bridge over the River Liffey. Meanwhile, a series of planning applications have been lodged for major developments in the North Lotts Area.

The Input of the Planner

The Planning Department was the lead or sponsoring department for SDZ Scheme. Given the urgency of the task and the need to quickly drill down to core issues, a multi-disciplinary team was set-up at the outset of the project and two full day multi-disciplinary workshops were held at this stage (October 2012). 

The workshops identified a number of high-level, cross-cutting themes. In order to translate these HLT’s into the Planning Scheme a Core Working Group comprising of planners was set up with responsibility for researching and drafting each of the key chapters, including innovative strategies, such as the economic, cultural and retail strategies, an active frontage strategy to animate the extensive public realm, and a land use mix strategy to ensure a vibrant city quarter reflecting the guiding principle of ‘livelihood’ and livability. 

In addition to formulating the high level themes and strategies, the planners, working closing with city architects, analysed and synthesised the urban structure, density, public realm, height and land use components of the scheme. 

There was a similar focus on implementation and infrastructure delivery, with particular attention to new and innovation mechanisms to secure delivery of the public ‘good elements’ such as civic spaces, community infrastructure, as well co-ordination across the multiplicity of landowners. In this regard, the core working group of planners, devised the concept of ‘Fixed’ and ‘Flexible Elements’ as well as the ‘City Block Roll-Out Agreement’ and an Infrastructure Schedule. These innovation measures upheld the rigor of the oral hearing process and have proved very effective in delivering the appropriate use-mixes, infrastructure, civic spaces and new streets, under the planning applications submitted to date.

The Benefits of the Project

The preparation of the scheme in a record time-frame and a dedicated Development Agency, have signalled a strong commitment from the City Council Planners to support and drive the implementation of the SDZ. This has instilled a renewed sense of confidence in the property market, as exemplified by the submission of nine very significant planning applications to date, which collectively will provide for circa 150,000 sq. metres of commercial office space, 6 new public open spaces and approximately 600 residential units. The  average spend on the delivery of each of these blocks equates to €250m, resulting in €1.5bn worth of capital investment, a significant positive impact on the Dublin economy as well as that of the City and Region. This reaffirms the outstanding nature of the project, as it has had an immediate impact, with construction already commenced on the City Block 17 (Boland’s Mills).  

Allied to this, several other significant development proposals have been the subject of intensive pre-planning discussions and are now at an advanced stage, a series of other high profile planning applications within the SDZ are imminent, which will trigger similar capital investment. The SDZ is likely to generate a contribution levy return of circa €20m over its lifetime, which will be re-invested in the area to provide supporting infrastructure such as bridges, public transport initiatives, parks and public realm enhancement schemes

A further key benefit is that the scheme requires developers to build in a sustainable manner. The project is well on the way to achieving this, with each of the planning applications granted to date, proposing near zero energy building status. 

Public Participation  

Politically, the Docklands SDZ proved very contentious with the local community with regard to ‘community gain’, whilst the representational structures under the Dublin Docklands Development Authority (DDDA) added a further layer of complexity in addition to the role of the Elected Members and the City Council’s Area Committees. These factors necessitated a high degree of consultation throughout the process, which was underpinned by the preparation of an overall consultation strategy at the very outset and the convening of a Docklands Regeneration Conference. The consultation strategy led to a successful outcome in terms of developing a good rapport with the community representatives which will be essential for the on-going implementation of the planning scheme. 

Due to the extremely short-timescale, the planners initiated the consultative programme even prior to designation of the SDZ (October-December 2012). This included weekly face-to-face drop in sessions in the Docklands Offices. In addition to the numerous meetings with the Docklands Board, the Docklands Council and the Community Liaison Council, 5 workshops were conducted with participation from a wide range of local businesses, residents, academics, community representatives, and elected members. These extremely fruitful workshops covered Infrastructure, Urban Design, Economic Renewal and Social Regeneration.

Innovative mechanisms were also utilised so as to reach out to the maximum number of people. Street Conversations (537) were carried out by the ‘The Studio’ in eight different locations around the SDZ. This was an informal and flexible process that encouraged inclusive participation, with the information gleaned feeding back into the draft scheme. 

The Docklands Regeneration Conference was also held during the public display of the draft scheme. Over 100 stakeholders gathered to exchange views on the future of Docklands and over the course of the two days animated discussions were interspersed with robust exchanges, where delegates debated themes ranging from the economy, education, to housing, arts, culture and recreation, the maritime environment, health and sustainable living. 
The Council then invited all those who made written submissions on the draft scheme to meet members of the core project team to engage and discuss their submission. 

The Scheme was subject to over 40 appeals, which were considered at an Oral Hearing over 7 days in February / March 2014. The final scheme represents a robust planning framework that was reflects public engagement and upheld the rigour of the appeal process. 

The 11th European Urban and Regional Planning Awards 2015-2016 Submission Form 
- 1 - 

