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Preface

EYOND PEBBLEDASH is both a book and a wider design initiative whose creative aim is to promote a critical conversation on the future of Dublin urbanism.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH was published in the autumn of
2014 in conjunction with the temporary installation of a public sculpture in Clarke Square, National Museum of Ireland,
Collins Barracks, Dublin. BEYOND PEBBLEDASH has also
created a local schools-engagement programme designed to
facilitate the empowerment of young people in expressing
their voice on the central theme of city-living. The installation, also titled BEYOND PEBBLEDASH, involved the erection of a ‘typical’ Dublin pebble-dash house (scale 1:1) to
include a reconstructed pebble-dash façade and steel skeletal
frame construction of its walls, stairs, doors, rear fenestration, ceilings and roof.
The BEYOND PEBBLEDASH sculpture has echoes
of a ghost home in an Irish ghost estate, a shell or skeletal
frame of an empty, uninhabitable house. The static frame becomes a kind of interactive three-dimensional animated line
drawing, revealing a distorted and confusing reality. The erection of the BEYOND PEBBLEDASH installation is intended
to provoke questions in the mind of the viewer. What have
we built? And, critically, why have we built it here? We literally reimagine or redraw the house by tracing visually the
skeletal frame, to playfully rework the familiar question
‘when is a house a home?’, and instead ask, ‘when is a home
not a house?’

B
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BEYOND PEBBLEDASH, an installation and book,
endeavours to encourage us to look beyond the surface meaning of any built landscape, to peel back the façade, to enter a
different, engaging and challenging realm of questioning.
How do we read the built environment? What can we see beyond the literal structure or structures standing before us?
The traditional local authority pebble-dash house is
a hugely familiar, yet peculiarly overlooked icon of Irish residential architecture. This typology is home to tens of thousands of Dubliners. Thus, BEYOND PEBBLEDASH, as a
piece of public sculpture, is recognisable yet potentially dislocating. It is intended as a visually accessible introduction
to a city-wide conversation on the very nature of ‘house’ and
‘home’. Where do we live and why? What type of homes do
we desire? What informs our choice to forsake a city life for
the suburbs? Do we understand how that housing choice has
been shaped by public policy or how that same public policy
is shaped by policy-makers, who bring their own assumptions and belief systems into play? Why should it even interest us at all?
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH is about democratising and
popularising an inclusive discussion about our future urban
development. At the heart of this concept we pose the question: what do we really see? What are the real but often hidden urban messages behind an Irish rural landscape littered
with so called ‘ghost estates’? How do we interpret or make
sense of the blended fusion of suburban sprawl?
This is a particularly challenging time for both Irish
architecture and related design professional disciplines. It is
also a challenging time for tens of thousands of home-owners
trapped in negative equity in isolated communities of halfbuilt housing estates. It is a considerable challenge to engage
the imagination of the public at a time of profound national
and personal economic crises as to the possibilities of better
design in compact, sustainable domestic living.
For architects and urban planners, there is an oppor8

tunity (arguably, a responsibility) to advance a rigorous discussion on our built environment. We need to proffer more
than media sound bites and extend the debate beyond the language and culture of ‘property bubbles’, ‘ghost estates’, ‘reckless lending’, and ‘rogue developers’. Critically we need to
weave a positive critical narrative that links architecture, built
spatial chaos and the individual’s decision of where and how
we choose our home. The conversation to date is, unfortunately, largely devoid of any rigorous discussion on the future
of our towns and cities, and is instead dominated by economic journalists, housing statisticians and estate agents.
We appear to know all the facts on the ground, but
are we asking the right questions for our future. Specifically,
what are the spatial and design questions we need to be asking? And, critically, can we reposition our conversation on
economic recovery around a coherent housing strategy to
support and sustain the heart of our cities and towns? Before
we do so, we must first confront a simple but challenging
question: why do most Irish people choose not to live in the
heart of their towns and cities?
Much has been written on how and why we built an
oversupply of houses in the ‘wrong place’ – isolated rural
areas with minimal community services. Little attention has
been devoted to the corollary – why people have ‘chosen’ not
to live in the ‘right place’, the ‘right place’ being the heart of
our towns and cities. Put simply, what if the Celtic Tiger
boom had not resulted in an oversupply of homes in rural
Leitrim, Mayo or Longford, but instead had provided a plentiful supply of high-density, well-designed spacious apartments at the heart of the country’s towns and cities. Might
this not be seen as an asset rather than a waste? Seven years
after the property price crash, with an acute housing shortage
in Dublin, this may seem somewhat obvious. But in 2007 and
2008 there was a consensus that we had built, to varying excess, an oversupply of property everywhere.
Have any important lessons been learnt? We appear
9

to understand it is neither economically nor environmentally
sustainable to build ‘desirable’ homes in the ‘wrong place’.
We have, unfortunately, yet to seriously address our failure to
deliver desirable homes in heart of the city, in particular the
centre of Dublin city. The questions are simple, the answers
perhaps uncomfortable. Why do Dubliners not wish to live
in Dublin’s inner city and why do they not wish to live in
apartments? Instead of addressing either, we seem to be
hastily admitting defeat. The typology of apartment living
in Dublin has become almost toxic. Instead of aspiring to
build more, but better, apartment homes, as policy-makers
we have collectively decided to simply build fewer. We are told
everyone wants a three- or four-bedroom semi-detached
home in the suburbs.
Ironically, despite 15 years of a building boom, Dublin’s
inner city continues to be scarred by a significant number of
inner-city vacant and derelict sites. Collectively, they amount
to a significant land bank which could be used for future
high-density residential development. The reality is that the
housing typology for these future homes will remain the apparently now abandoned and discredited apartment.
There are many losers in this sorry housing tale – a
physical environment degraded by sprawl and traffic congestion, and the loss of real housing choice for tens of thousands
of potential residents. Perhaps least understood is the lost opportunity to consolidate a quality, high-density apartment urbanism for Dublin city. Just why have those with the greatest
housing choice, those on above-average income, chosen not
to live in the centre of our capital city?
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH argues for the need to
query the received wisdom or narrative that cultural choice –
an innate love of a house and a garden – is the predominate
factor informing where we chose to live and what we choose
to live in. It is considered such a given that it is rarely questioned. The profession of architecture and urban planning
should be fronting a discourse that imagines and communi10

cates a vision of urban possibility. Can we imagine or design
spacious, more desirable, beautiful high-density homes?
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH is interested in exploring Irish definitions of family house and home, and, critically, investigates
our apparent collective resistance or desire to live in high-density homes at the heart of our towns and cities.
The modest and predominantly suburban terraced
and semi-detached pebble-dash house, typical of the working
class housing estates of Ballyfermot, Finglas or Crumlin in
Dublin, and found in cities and towns across Ireland, is probably the most iconic, if uncelebrated style in a period of
transformative Irish home-building. The pebble-dash home
is ubiquitous in our towns and cities, and yet practically invisible in the literature of housing. BEYOND PEBBLEDASH,
however, is neither a nostalgic celebration of a housing typology nor a critique of a suburban life, but rather an invitation to question, to strip away the layers and peel back the
exterior. BEYOND PEBBLEDASH is concerned with critical
enquiry, a quest to look beyond façades to excavate the surface image or material for meaning.
Two-storey low-density ‘pebble-dash housing’ built
some seventy years ago would perhaps seem a very unlikely
place to search for adaptive or relevant lessons for any ambitious plan for Dublin’s urban future. But therein lays the
clue – ambition. The construction of tens of thousands of
‘pebble-dash homes’ represents one of the most visionary,
ambitious and successfully enduring legacies of the then relatively young, and relatively impoverished, Irish state. At its
most obvious, this was a response to an acute housing crisis,
a response to overcrowding in inner-city tenements. Perhaps
what is less appreciated is that the construction of these
homes at the time had a transformative impact in not only
positively expanding housing choice for Dubliners, but it literally imagined and, critically, delivered, new (largely unseen)
living possibilities. This wasn’t a simple story of building
‘more’, more of what then existed; the ‘pebble-dash suburbs’
11

required a new way of thinking. The construction of these
homes was preceded by a vision. Something new for Dublin
was imagined and successfully acted upon.
The challenge today is perhaps not so different. A
Dublin housing crises is gathering pace; there is an urgent
shortage of desirable homes. As city policy-makers, we require bold and imaginative solutions. The answer, tempting
as it is, is not simply to build more suburban homes, but to
imagine something different. It requires an appropriate response to the challenges and opportunities of 21st-century
Dublin.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH, both as a sculptural installation, educational programme and book, should be viewed
as a continuation of the interrogation in our previous book,
REDRAWING DUBLIN. Since its publication in 2010, the
authors of REDRAWING DUBLIN, in collaboration with
the Irish Architecture Foundation, amongst others, have
sought to popularise and democratise the discourse on the
built environment. Over the past few years we have invited
Dubliners to participate in a number of city-living themed
public events, such as THE URBAN PARTY,1 BLOOMING
ATTITUDE 2 and THE DEAD CITY.3 In BEYOND PEBBLEDASH we extend this invitation to interrogate our built environment. We present the pebble-dash house as the archetypal
Irish home, but in so doing are asking that people look beyond the obvious or the literal, the house as home, the home
as house. We are encouraging the viewer to question what
they see, to imagine what is possible, to literally think outside
the box.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH does not concern itself
merely with the local. It communicates an international and
universal message – the necessity to look beyond the physicality of built landscapes, be they urban, suburban or exurban, to better understand the interaction of the economic,
social and cultural forces that ‘produce’ our built environment, our homes, our towns and cities. Every city or land12

scape has its own story and its own peculiar secrets, as yet
unrevealed. Just as historical landscapes obscure or cloak past
lives, contemporary geographies camouflage current value
systems. Peeling back the layers, deconstructing, revealing
sometimes hidden ‘truths’ is a critical objective of BEYOND
PEBBLEDASH.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH seeks to engage both a domestic and international audience, be they architects or the
consumers of architecture, on the value and necessity of the
interrogation of everyday space and place. What do we really
see? And can we see or imagine something better?
PAUL KEARNS + MOTTI RUIMY
August 2014
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Helen Beaumont, James Byrne, Eoin Collins, Oonagh Collins, Lorraine
Comer, Nicola Dearey, Charles Duggan, Ali Grehan, Bridgid Kearns,
William Kearns, Greg Kelly, Brendan Kenny, Jim Keogan, Maxim
Laroussi, Lynne McGrane, Aidan Mannion, Paul O’Connell, Ruairí
Ó Cuív, John O’Regan, Nessa O’Shea Brady, Kieran Rose, November
Wanderin, Nathalie Weadick, Mick Wilson
13

14

The Beyond Pebbledash project

Architecture Undone

Mick Wilson

ebble-dash (also known as ‘roughcast’) is a coarse surface used on outside walls consisting of lime, sometimes
cement, mixed with sand, small gravel, and/or pebbles,
or even shells on occasion. The materials are combined to
form pliable slurry, which is then thrown at the working surface with a trowel. The skill is to achieve an even distribution
of the material without lumps, ridges or runs, and without
any of the underlying surface being revealed. There is a distinction made in the trade between roughcasting (incorporating the stones directly into the material slung carefully at the
surfaces to be covered) and pebble-dashing (adding the stones
on top of the immediately prepared surface).
The slum-clearance and ambitious social-housing
schemes of the mid-20th-century created large stretches of
pebble-dash suburbs in Dublin. The spread of the city beyond
the canals in new labyrinthine housing schemes in
Ballyfermot, Crumlin and Finglas created a particular urban
landscape of garden cities, with the ubiquitous pebble-dashed
surfaces – solid public hopes for a better life than that on
offer in the notorious tenements of the inner city.
For the project BEYOND PEBBLEDASH, an expanded installation-cum-discursive platform, Paul Kearns
and Motti Ruimy have erected in Clarke Square at Collins
Barracks (home of the National Museum of Ireland’s
Decorative Arts & History collection]) a simulacrum of one
of these ‘typical’ Dublin local authority pebble-dash houses
(scale 1:1) incorporating a pebble-dash façade and metalframe skeletal body. This artwork is a provocation to critical
reflection and public dialogue, building upon the artists’ earlier research project REDRAWING DUBLIN, and responding
to the deficit in public debates on housing in Ireland. They
propose that we can move past a reductive and underanalysed rhetoric of ‘property bubbles’, ‘ghost estates’, ‘reckless lending’ and ‘rogue developers’ to address the question
of contemporary urbanism as a fundamental dimension of
our cultural and social imaginaries.

P
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While, for the artists, Ballyfermot is the exemplary
instance of the mid-20th century Dublin social housing expansion, for this writer, Crumlin is the most familiar example, having grown up there in an end-of-terrace house (the
end-of-terrace house being much coveted for the side entrance
to the back garden, enabling a multiplicity of domestic possibilities that mid-terrace dwellers could only speculate
upon). Mostly designed in the 1930s, but built over several
decades, this basic house unit has been described as having
‘an almost classical elegance’ and as being ‘quite modernist
in style: streamlined, clean-cut lines, stripped of virtually any
decoration, with the aesthetic relying on the bold structure
of the buildings, the paint colour used, and the simplest of
render detail in the form of a distinctive band running across
the middle of every house, and around doors and windows.’1
While known prosaically as the ‘two-up-two-down’, there are
several variants within this typology, including three-bedroom versions. One persistent feature of these was the ubiquitous pebble-dashed surface, an external insulator, a
decorative mask and a unifying surface treatment that has
often been reworked in subsequent generations to break the
integrated surface with the assertion of individual propertied
identities. It is now very familiar to see the even-tempered
pebble-dashed surfaces of the 1930s, ’40s and ’50s displaced
by various forms of black-lined ‘heritage’ stone-facing and
faux granite and sandstone surface treatments of later
decades. While some may baulk at these ersatz interruptions
of the once integrated surface, there is of course something
terrifically social and anti-architectural in the refusal of ‘an
almost classical (quite modernist) elegance’ by the punkish
faux grandeur, one-upmanship and longing for visible ‘home’
signalled by these redressed surfaces.
In discussion with the artists, they identify their intentions in constructing a 1:1 literal three-dimensional drawing of this classic house type with the desire to examine a
range of themes that include the delimitation of architectural
16

practice, the status of the ‘model’ within architectural practice and the transitioning back and forward between moments of representation and moments of construction in
architecture, and the rethinking of the life cycle of architecture by attending to the phase of ‘post-construction’ that potentially rewrites earlier moments in the architectural process.
These themes are elaborated by the artists through a
series of questions: What is architecture? Where does it begin
and end? Is it in the line drawing, the blueprint itself? Is it
where the architect conceptualises and expresses ideas, or is
it in the manifestation of the three-dimensional structure
which people inhabit? Given that architecture modelling is
usually employed to illustrate an idea or concept of a building, normally at a smaller scale to facilitate probing the concept of the building in a simulated environment, what
happens when one reverses this movement and constructs a
1:1 model after the fact of the building’s construction? In
what way might this reversal and rescaling of the ‘model’
allow one to probe the wider conceptions of the built environment and the professional ‘habitus’ of those who generate
habitats?
While ‘architecture’ is usually processed in a linear
form – i.e. concept, drawing, construction, inhabitable
space – the BEYOND PEBBLEDASH installation is a stage
in ‘architecture’ that deals with ‘post-construction’. In explicating ‘post-construction’, the artists reference the work of
Rachel Whiteread, Bruce Nauman, Dan Graham, Gordon
Matta-Clark and Christo, among others, and the response to
a particular building after it has being built and inhabited.
The artists wish to ask to what degree can the meanings and
the overarching narratives of the particular building examined be contested and reordered by this post-construction intervention? Furthermore, the artists wish to insert this 1:1
model, referencing an earlier moment of urban expansion in
Dublin, as a contribution to the current debate on urban futures and the address to spatial legacies of the boom years.
17

In this way, BEYOND PEBBLEDASH is not simply a
matter of surfaces or the reclamation of urban imaginaries
obscured by the accumulation of historical layers of the abandonments of city life by the managers of the city. It is a raised
discursive volume, a clamouring frame, asserting the demand
for public debate on urban futures, a demand for more critical analysis of the recent past, and a refusal of the closure of
potentials in our multi-urban (urban, ex-urban, sub-urban,
extra-urban...) futures.
In one register, this work continues a tradition of artworks that extemporise on the ur-form of the house, with
precedents in Michael Landy’s Semi-detached (2004), Rachel
Whiteread’s House (1993), Gregor Schneider’s Death Haus U
R (since 1985) and Gordon Matta-Clark’s Splitting (1974). In
a way similar to Landy’s and Whiteread’s projects, BEYOND
PEBBLEDASH, looks at the public meaning of domesticity
and the nature of social being through simulacral architectural form and displacements of form.2 The work also connects to a North American tradition of conceptual art and
architectural critique, as in the work of Matta-Clark and others such as Dan Graham.
There is, of course, a persistent dialogue between art
and architecture, whereby both insulated practices often
speak past each other to declaim the blurring of their respective boundaries. The restatement of the house form, the
restaging of the scenography of the house, is perhaps a symptomatic trope of this dialogue. However, it is notable that in
this instance the artists have a very particular reading of the
1:1 ratio model house as a kind of architectural practice in
reverse. The artists note that the architectural process usually
starts with a concept that is expressed in a line drawing and
ends with the erection of the building itself. With BEYOND
PEBBLEDASH, the process in contrasts starts with an existing building, an actually existing house – No. 5 Loch Conn
Drive, Ballyfermot – and finishes with the 3D line and façade
installation. The result is uninhabitable except in some imag18

inary projection of life; one moves into this house by
metaphorical transports and takes up residence in the contested site of our urban imaginaries. This is architecture undone so as to do constructive work on architecture.
There is another tradition of art practice oriented by
the form of the house and by the substantive questions of
urban housing and planning practices, among which, Jeanne
Van Heeswijk’s Het Blauwe Huis (The Blue House, 2005-10)
is an exemplary moment.3 Van Heeswijk’s project was to create a space for the unplanned in an urban extension of
Amsterdam – Ijburg – through an artwork that created a ‘residents association of the mind’ in a private house, challenging
the domination of space by the master-planners of a new
urban area. Within this tradition, the house becomes a volume through which discursive production and all manner of
social practices are mobilised in the attempt to catalyse a
space for the unplanned within an oppressively over-determined master-planned urban landscape. While Ireland’s spatial catastrophe may be described in many hyperbolic terms,
the Dutch artist’s analytics of over-planning and the repression of spaces of the un-planned do not seem appropriate in
the Irish case. However, the need for a space of radical questioning and of public debate is, of course, evident in both
these contexts.
In the most privatised of urban spaces (Dublin is a peculiarly ‘owned’ city with a dearth of authentically public
space hidden by the faux public zones of shopping precincts
and cultural quarters), we desperately need spaces of public
dialogue. In a way that is different, but cognate, with Het
Blauwe Huis, BEYOND PEBBLEDASH seeks to activate an
agonistic public sphere where there will be a contestation of
meaning, value, purpose and questions of the public good.
The discursive space engendered by the artwork is a central
dimension of these art practices, something that moves the
work far beyond the sometimes rarefied terms of art criticism
into questions of everyday living and our wish for participa19

tion in the remaking and reclaiming of our cities.
Of course, this talk of ‘our’ cities and this collective
‘we’ that is invoked by the artists in framing their project is
not unproblematic. It is recognised as precisely the problem
of who will be constituted as the owners of the city’s future,
and who can claim the right to speak of the city, for the city,
and through the city. The artists here have secured a path to
the public hearing their claims and counter-claims using the
public space of the museum to foment a debate. The question
is open as to whether the conversation that they are constructing will open out beyond mere repetitions of the well-worn
rhetorical formulae that pebble-dash over the cracked surfaces of our public life, or whether they can throw some welljudged stones, inserting some gritty resistances, into the thick
slurry of contemporary Irish journalism and political commentary.
The artists have designed an edifice for discourse. It
needs others to come and inhabit this house and give to it the
form of life by taking possession once more of a paradigm
of public architecture. Move into this house. Extend this
house. Redraw this house. Resettle this house. Reanimate this
house. Call this house to order and open into urgent debate
the contest for the public good and the commonweal against
unbridled and unthinking private interests.

–––––
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Beyond Pebbledash

Introduction

Introduction

n 2010 the authors of BEYOND PEBBLEDASH published
the book REDRAWING DUBLIN.1 REDRAWING
DUBLIN has generated many positive, indeed some intriguingly critical reviews.

I

“This is a multidimensional Thom’s Directory on ‘speed’,
which critically, imaginatively, and unapologetically presents
a ‘warts and all’ picture of our capital. The book needs to be
seen as a contributor to a radical action plan and change
agenda, and not consigned to an aide memoire as to how
Dublin was, and Dubliners were – no more bullshit…” 2
“A grounded and questioning work ... a significant and
thoughtful contribution to the debate about the city...” 3
“It is rare that a book about urban planning and urban design
in Ireland receives such a level of attention ... this book will
have some form of influence on Dublin’s future development.
Yet, I find it hard to accept that this would be a positive outcome.” 4
In BEYOND PEBBLEDASH we have reproduced and reworked a number of articles from REDRAWING DUBLIN,
updating them where relevant from the 2011 Census. In this
sense, BEYOND PEBBLEDASH can be read as an updated
and pocket-book version of REDRAWING DUBLIN. Stripped
naked of its supporting and playful visuals, BEYOND
PEBBLEDASH lies somewhat stark in its exposition or analy47

sis of the challenges – indeed, prejudices – that we believe inhibit the possibility of creating a truly liveable urbanism at
the heart of Dublin city.
A number of additional articles have been added.
They include, amongst others, ‘It’s Safety Stupid’, ‘The Dead
City?’ and ‘The Missing Children’. In ‘It’s Safety Stupid’ we
talk about the challenges of antisocial behaviour on the
streets of Dublin’s inner city and city centre. In the ‘The Dead
City?’ we query the reluctance of the Dublin wealthy elite or
trendsetters to choose the pleasures of an urban life on
Fitzwilliam Square over suburban life in Foxrock or Dalkey?
In ‘The Missing Children’ we explore why children, and, in
particular, the children of middle- and higher-income parents
are noticeably absent from our inner city and city centre.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH is ultimately a polemical
text on Dublin’s urban ‘condition’, the liveability of its city
centre and inner city and a passionate advocate for its urban
future. It is an invitation for discussion, intended to popularise a debate, to inform and challenge. Like its predecessor,
the book explores the city’s urban psyche and identity, prods
and probes suburban assumptions and urban prejudices. It
seeks to challenge policy-makers and citizens alike to confront Dublin’s urban contradictions, to see and tell it as it is,
not as it is imagined or often believed to be. This is an urban
and suburban story that asks some uncomfortable questions.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH believes it has identified a
particular and peculiar local Dublin urban condition, a diagnosis of sorts, an invisible ‘liveable-city glass ceiling’ that
may prevent us from taking the next great necessary leap forward in successful (inner) city-making. This liveable-city glass
ceiling can be summarised as a kind of bigotry of low expectation that Dublin’s inner city (and city centre) can never really be a desirable place for middle-income families with
children to live.
The liveable-city glass ceiling, if unaddressed, becomes a frustratingly self-fulfilling reality. If we don’t believe
48

it is possible that Dublin’s inner city can ever be a desirable
place to live for middle-income families with children, we are
guaranteed to repeat our mistakes in ‘city-making’. Low ambition achieves low outcomes. In effect, we become permanently trapped under the liveable-city glass ceiling. Like any
other invisible condition or glass ceiling, Dublin’s liveablecity glass ceiling can be hard to detect. It is certainly easy to
deny, and possible to ignore. To ignore it, however, would be
a mistake.
The liveable-city glass ceiling has revealed and continues to reveal itself in all sorts of ways, some more visible
than others. We have endeavoured to openly connect the dots,
stitch together the apparent random clues, to suggest that a
hitherto disconnected list of disappointments, underperformance, oddities, or downright local frustrations point to this
underlying Dublin urban condition.
Whether it is the construction of small apartments,
the ‘tolerance’ of antisocial behaviour on city-centre streets,
the fracturing of inner-urban neighbourhoods by national
Regional routes, the failure to co-ordinate traffic and pedestrian traffic lights, or the concentration of challenging and
marginal land uses in the inner city, the list is as diverse as it
is lengthy. Most of all, it’s the inability to see through the fog
of inner-city prejudice to appreciate the wondrous potential
of its parks, its museums, the river and quays, the Georgian
architecture, streets and squares, and imagine a city centre
that could potentially be truly delightfully to live in. This is
a call for a visibly safer, socially just, and, yes, more beautiful
inner city.
A simple, perhaps telling, question reveals a lot. Has
the perception of Dublin’s inner city meaningfully changed
after 15 years of record economic growth? Outside the Docklands area, do Dubliners perceive their inner city as a desirable place to live? It is worth remembering that during the
unprecedented period of wealth creation, Ireland experienced
national growth rates in GDP averaging 6.8% for a full 15
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years (1993-2007).5 It would be churlish not to recognise the
level of change that took place in Dublin’s inner city during
that time. The population of the inner city has significantly
increased in the past 15 to 20 years. Extensive areas of
Dublin’s inner city, ravished by decades of poverty, neglect
and decline, have of course witnessed considerable transformation. The commercial and cultural heart of the city centre
has experienced a physical and cultural renaissance.
Paradoxically, we would argue it is those very visible
successes that have actually ‘blinded’ us to the underlying liveable-city glass ceiling condition. Look a little closer, outside
a relatively small, albeit buzzing, city-centre core, beyond the
flagship projects, and one is left with a lingering sense of
being somewhat underwhelmed by the quality of much of the
new development in the historically disadvantaged parts of
the city. Much of what was actually built during this boom
period is, by common consensus, rather mediocre. More importantly, many of the tax-driven new apartment schemes
dating from the early and mid-1990s are small in size, have
awkward layouts and poor-quality finishes. These new homes
have, arguably, contributed to a further sense of the social
marginalisation of gritty and deprived inner-urban areas.
Many of these new residential blocks are severed by
busy Regional Roads, fragmenting already existing vulnerable
communities. Some 71% of all households in the inner city
do not own a car and 46% walk to work or school.6 Walking
around much of the inner city, it is hard not to conclude that
the comfort of the local residential pedestrian population is
sacrificed to the ‘demands’ of suburban vehicular traffic.
Many of these inner-city Regional Roads are engineered or
designed to ensure the ‘free flow’ of peak (largely suburban)
traffic during very short periods of the day. This has real social and economic costs. The carrying capacity of these roads
outside peak traffic flows is surplus to requirements for 20 to
22 hours of the 24-hour cycle. In plainer language, and it’s
quite simple to observe, these roads are largely devoid of
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meaningful traffic, practically empty for long periods of the
day. Pedestrian comfort, street-greening, a more beautiful,
liveable inner city is inevitably sacrificed. Many roads could
be easily narrowed (calmed and greened) without the lost of
vehicular laneways. The costs to the economy of Dublin of a
pedestrian-unfriendly inner city are simply not calculated.
They should be.
In addition, many parts of Dublin 1, 7 and 8, outside
the city-centre core but often very close to it, continue to remain home to a large number of derelict or vacant sites. The
lack of street greenery is also striking compared to Dublin 2
or 4. As city decision-makers, we don’t make it easy for people to want to choose to live there.
Those heady growth rates also mask an inner-city underperformance. Had the ‘city’, or its citizens, for that matter,
been told in 1992 that they faced a decade-and-a-half of national growth rates averaging 6.8%, culminating in almost
full employment in 2007, might they have expected a better,
greener, more beautiful and liveable inner city?
We would also argue that the ‘metrics’, the measurements with which we tend to gauge urban success are, in
themselves, somewhat flawed, or limited at best. The number
of new homes built or the increase in the local population
are, of course, important measures of success. They are also
easy to quantify. The quality of those homes, the attractiveness of the newly populated inner-city streets, and the desirability of living in these ‘new neighbourhoods’ is altogether
much harder to quantify.
It may be hard, but it is not impossible. As a city, however, we simply do not do it; we don’t even try. As decisionmakers we need to appropriately evaluate our work. In the
absence of identifying or constructing appropriate qualitative
proxy indicators of successful urban liveable regeneration,
we are left with the only reliable and objective indicator of
the attractiveness of a neighbourhood – the ‘market’.
The ‘market’, for all its flaws, tends not lie in the rel51

ative assessment of residential desirability. Important metrics,
such as population increase and the number of new homes
constructed, can themselves mask significant failures in citymaking. Relatively high densities are a perquisite for successful urban living. Paris or Barcelona comes to mind, cities with
densities more than twice the density of population to be
found inside Dublin’s ‘Canal Ring’.7 Higher densities, however, can also simply reflect the reality that many people are
living in relatively overcrowded conditions in small homes.
In the heart of Dublin’s north inner city, in an area
extending from the North Circular Road to the River Liffey
and from Amiens Street to Dorset Street, over 46% of all
homes have just one bedroom or less. Half of these homes
were built over the past twenty years.8 The combined population of this small urban area is just over 20,000 people, a
population greater than Athlone.9 It is not unreasonable to
conclude that the construction of thousands of poorly designed,single-aspect one-bedroom apartments blocks have actually undermined rather than assisted successful urban
regeneration. Perhaps it is not surprising that despite the massive amount of home construction, this area remains, relatively speaking, one of the most deprived areas in the city.10
We can only speculate as to the cause or origin that
explains and sustains Dublin’s liveable-city glass ceiling condition. We do, however, suggest how this condition can be
cured. We offer a hopeful solution. Before doing so, we briefly
suggest four separate, inevitably interlinked, reasons that may
explain Dublin’s liveable-city glass ceiling. There may potentially be many more.
Firstly, we have perhaps broken our link to the historical desire to be urban. The ‘upper classes’ have long since
abandoned Dublin’s most fashionable squares. Today the
Dublin wealthy elite and trendsetters have simply chosen not
to live in our city centre. Living in the very centre of our city
no longer communicates social status; it has not done so for
more than a hundred years. In 1900, 70 of the 93 properties
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on Merrion Square were in residential use; by 1997 this had
fallen to 13 houses; in 2013, it numbered just three houses. In
1900 all but three of the town-house properties on
Fitzwilliam Square were in residential use. By 1994 that had
completely reversed, with only three properties remaining in
residential use. The residential abandonment of St Stephen’s
Green is even more dramatic: in 1850 more than half of all
properties (46 houses) were residential; by 2009 that had
fallen to zero.11 It is perhaps not unrelated that we struggle
today to recreate a truly liveable city centre, struggle to put
the jigsaw pieces together, to understand the necessary minimum requirements such as traffic calmed, safe and green
urban streets, spacious apartments and good schools.
A second reason informing and sustaining Dublin’s
liveable-city glass ceiling is the fact that so few senior decision-makers in Dublin city live in the centre of their city, its
inner city or city centre. As suburban decision-makers, we
simply don’t understand or take seriously the possibility of
child-friendly, desirable city-centre living. We are neither convinced it is possible nor believe it is necessarily desirable. The
delivery for a decade-and-a-half of so many small, poorly designed, child-unfriendly apartments is powerful evidence of
that. There is also, we would argue, a tendency as decisionmakers to conflate the observed ‘lessons’ from abroad –
things we see or temporarily ‘consume’ when on holidays or
at conferences, and bring home – with a more substantive understanding of city living. We become enthralled by the latest
grandiose or gimmicky landscape plan or pseudo ‘green’
high-tech-façade innovation, but fail to understand the importance of delivering those same safe, traffic-calmed and
green urban streets, spacious apartments and good schools.
Perhaps we simply take for granted the existence
abroad of ordinary, unremarkable, but truly desirable, highly
urban liveable neighbourhoods. We believe they either somehow just simply exist or have magically evolved ‘organically’.
They however cannot be ‘man made’ here. Somehow, Dublin
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is different. Despite our capacity to wax lyrically about
Barcelona or Copenhagen, we are somehow destined, as decision-makers at least, not to desire to be urban.
A third reason sustaining the liveable-city glass ceiling
is that urban regeneration in Dublin has, for far too long, prioritised a city-centre retail economy over a liveable city centre
or inner city. We have failed to adequately understand the
complex synergy between the two. Attracting the suburban
shopper has become an almost singular totem of ‘urban’ success. Retail thinking has, for too long, prioritised trying to
entice high-spending shoppers to temporarily visit the city centre as opposed to encouraging the same high-spending shoppers (through appropriate policy) to permanently live there.
As a city (in the widest sense), we tend to view any
(meaningful) proposal for traffic-calming in the inner city
through the prism of suburban commuting needs. Meaningful
traffic-calming, the greening of superfluous road space, is at
best viewed as unwarranted, perhaps undeliverable, or, worse,
potentially undermining of the economy of the city centre itself. The impact of inner-urban tangent routes (Regional
routes), by dissecting, virtually chopping-up, inner-urban
neighbourhoods to supposedly serve a city-centre economy,
is rarely questioned.
Do we really understand that competitive, global citycentre economies today depend on, thrive upon, their liveability – their restaurants, cafés, leisure amenities, walkability,
safety, beauty even – and not on whether suburban commuters can access a shopping-centre car park easily? Yet the
City Council has increasingly attracted controversy and criticism in refusing planning permission for restaurants and coffee shops in the city centre. “The attitude of the planners is
clear. ‘Restaurants are intended to be complimentary’, they
say, adding, rather dogmatically, that such uses ‘should be located at basement and first-floor levels’. But they intend to
hold the line, saying ‘non-retail units should not dominate
key shopping streets’.” 12 An Bord Pleanála (the planning ap54

peals board) has overturned many of the City Council’s decisions to refuse restaurants and coffee shops in the city centre. The proximity and density of a thriving local residential
purchasing economy matters far more to the health of the
city-centre economy than whether an individual can drive
into the city from a distant suburb to purchase a bed or sofa.
Yet our city’s regional retail-strategy guidelines continue to
artificially and hierarchically segregate our shopping habits
into ‘higher order’ and ‘lower order’ goods. We apparently
buy our higher-order goods (a sofa or a bed, for example) in
the city centre, and our lower-order goods (food) in a local
supermarket.13 Our retail habits are rapidly changing, however; we are as likely today to buy the sofa in an out-of-town
suburban retail park (or online) and the specialised food
shopping in the city centre, not the other way round.
Do we understand that genuinely traffic-calmed,
green, safe inner-urban and beautiful streets sustain not only
a local residential city-centre purchasing economy, but are
also critical to sustaining Dublin’s overseas city-visitor tourist
economy? And that this fiercely competitive international
city-visitor tourist economy is highly sensitive to how pedestrian-friendly a city is? If we are to put in place appropriate
policies for the city centre, we need to better understand the
economy underpinning the city centre.
Finally, there is an unspoken opinion that continues
to exercise a negative and powerful hold over the minds of
many Dubliners. It is a taboo that may be commonly acknowledged in private but is rarely admitted in public. Put
simply, it is the opinion that Dublin’s inner city can never be
a truly desirable area to live.
So what is the solution to Dublin’s liveable-city glass
ceiling? The solution to any problem is to first acknowledge
the existence of the problem at hand, to properly diagnose it.
Dublin’s liveable-city glass ceiling is not genetic, it’s not inbuilt. We are not hardwired to resist either successful urban
living nor are we incapable of transforming the city centre
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and inner city as a desirable place not just to visit, shop or
work, but a really desirable place to live and raise children.
More economic growth is certainly necessary, but that
is an insufficient ingredient in itself. If we cannot ‘translate’
a decade-and-a-half of annual growth rates averaging 6.7%
a year to deliver a liveable, desirable inner city, it is unlikely
that ‘normal’ and, hopefully, healthy growths of 2% over the
next decade or so will provide either a sufficient push or necessary catalyst.
Paradoxically, what is required is nothing short of a
revolution in thinking to deliver something very ordinary. It
is the real belief that the inner city, indeed the city centre, can
attract and retain a whole new generation of mixed-income
families, and that these areas will become genuinely desirable
places to live. It requires a passion to eradicate a suffocating
prejudice, so that some day it may be possible to use the term
‘Dublin’s inner city’ without provoking or invoking either an
implied pejorative or a jaded badge of romanticised underperformance. It requires the conviction that in Dublin we can
deliver a liveable, desirable inner city, the type of city living
that many Dubliners enjoy, if only fleetingly, when visiting
their favorite cities in continental Europe and elsewhere. It
requires that all City Council policy be ‘tested’ and ‘interrogated’ on whether each and every one of those policies either
contributes to or distracts from that ambition. We would recommend that the policies of all relevant public authorities responsible for the built environment in Dublin – the Office of
Public Works, NAMA, the National Transportation Agency,
the Housing Agency, amongst others – should equally be interrogated. Finally, it requires honesty as to the real challenges
facing the inner city. The opportunities are there; they have
always been there. To take full advantage of these opportunities, to realise those possibilities simply requires the will
and, most importantly, the confidence that we can do it.
–––––
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Housing Sprawl Revisited

chapter 1

2014: the local context

even years after its peak construction year in 2006, the
housing industry had, by 2013, almost come to an
shuddering halt. Combined with double-digit houseprice rises in Dublin and an alarming house-shortage warning for the capital city, an near-palpable panic has taken hold
among both first-time buyers and certain policy-makers. Into
this heady mix, a strong ‘anti-apartment’ mood has taken a
firm hold. For too many builders and potential home-owners,
building or buying an apartment is now increasingly viewed
as undesirable, if not a downright risky investment.
Meanwhile, the City Council revealed that, despite 15
years of a building boom, some 63 hectares (seven times the
area of St Stephen’s Green) of prime urban land continues to
lie vacant in the centre of our city.

S

THE HOUSING FACTS
House prices in prime areas of Dublin’s residential market
were reported to have risen by 17.5% in 2013.1 Six years after
a property-price crash, Dublin prices are rapidly rising, apparently coming only second to Jakarta in a global index of
hot property spots.2 Residential rents in Dublin city centre
have risen by 14% in 2014 alone, with a rise of 22% in Dublin
as a whole for the past three years.3
The Housing Agency, in a report in April 2014,
warned of an imminent housing shortage crises in Dublin
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city, which, they estimated, will need to build some 40,000
new homes over the next five years to meet its housing needs.4
Yet the decline in house-building continues. In 2013, the lowest number of homes was completed nationally since the
onset of the construction crash. New housing units are now
just a third of what they were 40 years ago, in 1973, when the
State’s population was just two-thirds what it is today.5 In
2013, the four Dublin local authorities saw the construction
of 1,360 housing units, with Dublin City Council accounting
for just 502 new housing starts. In 2006, some 7,746 units
were built in Dublin City Council alone.6
From building boom to building bust (national housebuilding starts fell from a peak of 93,019 in 2006 to 8,301 in
2013, a drop of 91%), a housing glut has now become a housing shortage (in Dublin, at least) in the space of seven years.7
Lost among the sometimes bewildering and dramatic swing
in trends and number-crunching is a little-discussed, yet
alarming housing statistic. Despite increasing recognition
that Dublin, relative to rest of the country, needs more homes,
housing completions in Dublin city as a proportion of national house completions fell from 10.4% in 2008 to 6.0% in
2013. In 1995 Dublin city alone accounted for 14.4% of all
housing completions; in the last four years, from 2010 to
2013, it has fallen on average to just 5.9%.8 The four local
authorities in Dublin accounted for 21% of all housing construction in the peak boom year of 2006.9 In 1995 the comparable Dublin figure was over 29%; by 2012 that had fallen
to just 14.8%.10 In other words, despite the massive fall in
housing construction, we would appear to be accelerating,
not reversing an underlying trend, that Dublin, relative to the
rest of the country, is falling further behind in house completions.
The recently approved Dublin City Docklands Master
Plan (22 hectares) makes provision for the construction of
2,300 new homes over the entire lifetime of the plan. This will
house an estimated 5,800 residents. To put this in context,
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the Housing Agency stated that 5,663 new homes are required in Dublin this year alone; that’s 15 new homes a day.
The Agency has estimated that annual housing demand in
the capital will reach 8,970 by 2018. The ‘city’ as a whole thus
requires the construction of almost four times the residential
quantum envisaged in the Dockland Plan to be built every
year in Dublin by 2018. Assuming the Docklands builds all
its planned 2,300 homes, the Docklands Development Plan
will provide just 6% of the housing needs of Dublin over the
next five years. This is not a criticism of the density of the
Dockland Plan; it simply points to the Dublin housing challenge ahead.11

AN ANTI-APARTMENT MOOD ?
A strong ‘anti-apartment’ attitude, perhaps always subliminal
in Dublin, had, by 2014, begun to muddy the clarity of thinking in housing policy. A cacophony of diverse ‘expert’ voices
were warning that both investors and home-buyers alike had
lost faith in apartments, a legacy (in part) no doubt arising
from the tragedy of Priory Hall and the inevitable unfolding
anxiety surrounding the self-certification of building-controls
standards.12
Prior to the Priory Hall debacle, a number of high
street banks had already announced that they were introducing severe lending restrictions on mortgage approval for
apartments.13 Leading members of the estate agent profession, many of whom opposed the City Councils increased
apartment size standards in 2007, were now engaged in notso-subtle high-density apartment-bashing. Their anti-apartment thinking is neatly encapsulated in the following: “there’s
no point putting up blocks of apartments if people want family homes” – an implicit and rarely challenged assumption
that there can’t actually be both.14 Others, perhaps unwittingly, added to befuddled distinction in writing: “there is a
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shortage of family homes and decent sized apartments” in
the city – an implicit underlying assumption, once again, that
somehow a family home and a decent-sized apartment couldn’t be the same thing.15 A senior government minister spoke
of restrictive mortgage-lending for “people ... that nails them
into an apartment that isn’t suitable” and the need to give
them the “opportunity to buy any kind of three-bedroom
house that they aspire to”.16
Mainstream media, by mid-2014, was also awash
with rumours that the Department of the Environment intended to facilitate local authorities and developers to abandon already permitted high-density apartment development
in favour of lower-density, two-storey, semi-detached housing.
The Government duly announced “that greater flexibility
may be warranted in the early stages of new larger-scale developments ... in order to kick start a valuable project – for
example to change the number of apartments vis-à-vis ‘own
door’ houses in a given residential scheme.” 17
Somehow, apartments themselves, a singular typology, irrespective of size, quality or location, had, by peculiar
collective consensus, morphed into a threatening ‘bricks and
monster’ that is intrinsically alien to the natural Irish family
desire to own a home with a front and back garden. One
would be forgiven for not concluding that by 2014, apartments, increasingly viewed as undesirable and unsuitable as
family homes, had quite simply become toxic for Irish firsttime buyers, developers, policy-makers and estate agents.
Despite this almost debilitating local mood, foreign investors,
perhaps oblivious to local estate agent advice, were buying
up some of large, better-built apartment blocks close to the
city. The rental prices of apartments in the Docklands continues to soar ever upwards.
No-one, of course, is suggesting we build two-storey,
semi-detached housing on valuable inner-urban land at the
city core (at least not yet). And in the interest of housing diversity, there is a good case to be made for some own-door,
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high-density schemes in existing large apartment-block developments in the outer suburbs. But in our rush to abandon
apartments as a potential desirable family home alternative
to a semi-detached house, we are tacitly admitting we have
come to two rather depressing conclusions. The first admission is that we haven’t the design imagination or capability
of resolving why these apartments are not desirable as family
homes in the first place. We are admitting that as policy-makers, planners, architects, we can’t actually provide ‘design solutions’ – in the broadest sense of that that word – to entice
Dublin families to want to live in apartments.
The second depressing conclusion is that having ‘collectively’ agreed that apartment-style developments are currently unattractive to family living, whilst simultaneously
accepting that apartments will remain a necessary housing
solution for particular parts of the city core, we are communicating a strongly negative message about the future desirability of family-living in the centre of our capital city. Taken
together, this is a potentially damning if not deeply pessimistic prognosis for what’s possible for Dublin’s urban future. It is a failure of imagination (both architecturally and
politically), and a not-so-subtle vote of no-confidence in the
future of the desirability of middle-income families to want
to live in Dublin’s inner city. As the economy recovers, this
bigotry of low expectation, a kind of glass ceiling of urban
ambition, is potentially very damaging to the economy of
Dublin city.
And just what is or was it about these already permitted apartment developments that we are abandoning that
makes them so undesirable as family homes in the first place?
Are they simply not big enough? Are there inherent design
flaws in their layouts? Do prospective buyers fear inadequate
management in dealing with potential antisocial behavior of
close neighbours? Are the walls too thin? Perhaps the ceilings
are too low or the balconies too small. Perhaps the neighbourhoods where they predominate are undesirable places to
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live in. What exactly are the apparently inherent, inbuilt problems of apartment design that we are we refusing to acknowledge in our hasty desire to abandon apartment living? For
some reason, a serious and honest discussion of this subject
has not interested a sufficient number of relevant policy-makers. Instead, it seems sufficient to eschew an entire housing
option that is not only common to, but intrinsic for successful
city-making in other liveable cities in continental Europe and
elsewhere. It is as if a shortlived and much-maligned, and
uniquely Celtic Tiger, housing experiment unleashed on an
unwilling Irish housing consumer market is now thankfully
over. We have moved on. We have collectively returned to our
domestic senses. Apartments are not for us.

THE ‘NEW SPRAWL’?
To move on, however, we would also need to move further
out. The abandonment of high-density apartment housing
to an emerging housing crises has real implications. There is
no fudging the consequences. No amount of mathematical
sophistry, planning wizardry or diversionary discussion on
the variety of own-door housing typologies can disguise the
consequences of building two- or three-storey housing with
front and back gardens. We either build fewer of these type
of homes close to or in the city or more homes further out.
A decision to revert to building lower-density homes either
exacerbates sprawl or exacerbates the housing crises (by
being ‘forced’ to build less on a given plot of land).
But perhaps if we are honest, we are not really that
serious about suburban sprawl. Suburban sprawl is one of
those elastic, almost abstract, phrases that have increasingly
lost its meaning or power to interest. The term itself has become somewhat jaded. Concern for suburban sprawl is the
preserve of policy junkies, environmental activists or planning geeks. Opposition to sprawl is of course an obligatory
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tenet of the ‘faith’ of those professing an interest or knowledge of sustainable land-use planning. To assuage their conscience, and that of a minority of others, the occasional
journalistic article on the environmental cost of suburban
sprawl gets taken out, dusted down and given a fresh airing.
The arguments against sprawl are invariably couched
in the negative. It’s all about stopping something. The arguments too often can get infused and confused with an antideveloper, anti-construction, anti-development ideology. The
real and very often hidden social and economic costs of
sprawl are commonly masked by wrapping the discussion up
in a vaguely unpalatable ‘green guilt’. Too often, the language
finds sustenance in an unhelpful moralising tone, implying
the sinful consumption of virgin green land.
Celebrating or advocating the positive alternatives,
the potentially delightful choice of spacious new apartment
homes in a liveable, desirable urban or city neighbourhood
somehow gets lost. Some may argue that a beautiful, liveable,
inevitably high-density inner city simply doesn’t interest middle-income families as a housing choice. This is a somewhat
hollow argument for the simple reason that, as a city, we have
yet to substantially offer (deliver) that housing choice. Perhaps
as decision makers, too many of us don’t believe it is really
possible?
Condemning sprawl is also to unwittingly condemn
the housing ‘choice’ of tens of thousands of Dublin commuters. For those with less housing choice, a lecture on sustainable planning can appear faintly distasteful, especially
when they come from those who lecture from the comfort of
their desirable spacious homes in leafy green parts of Dublin’s
inner suburbs. For many ‘forced’ to commute from the outer
suburbs, the response to sprawl can often come with an indifferent shrug. An increasingly impressive greater Dublin
motorway network mitigates the personal cost. An early
morning 20-minute drive gets you from these same outer distance suburbs to the city centre. Is it so bad?
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The reality is that suburban sprawl seems to have
mattered little when times were good – more homes, bigger
mortgages, plentiful jobs, a nice car or two in the driveway.
If suburban sprawl mattered little during the boom times,
sprawl now apparently seems to matter less when confronted
with a real shortage of desirable homes. And therein lies the
nub of the issue – the provision of desirable family homes.
A desirable family home may mean many things to
many people, but usually it has two very important and selfevident characteristics: it is relatively spacious and well designed, and it is located in places where people want to live –
in safe, clean, green neighbourhoods with accessible enjoyable local facilities and amenities. Affordability also helps.
Few of us want small, badly designed homes in unattractive
locations, but this is not an uncommon choice facing those
who may seek an apartment in inner-city Dublin.
Which brings us back to the question: why, exactly,
have apartments been increasingly viewed as undesirable and
unsuitable as family homes? Why is it that by 2014 they have
become so unappealing to first-time buyers, developers, policy- makers and estate agents?
The answer is disarmingly simple. For the most part,
and for too long, what the city has built are largely undesirable apartment homes that are too small, ill-configured or
poorly designed. Too many of these homes are to be found
in neighbourhoods in the city centre which, for many
Dubliners, despite a decade-and-a-half of regeneration, remain undesirable places to live. Many others are built in farflung suburbs where a sense of entitlement to a front and
back garden seems entirely reasonable.
And despite the opportunity afforded by the continued presence of extensive tracts of vacant land, it would appear that an insufficient number of influential
decision-makers believe that living in Dublin’s inner city can
ever be presented with any sense of conviction as a potentially desirable living choice for middle- or higher-income
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families with children.
Sadly, having looked around with their own propertyacquiring eyes, too many prospective home-owners are likely
to have concurred with that very same low ambition. If this
– the state of our inner city – is the planning legacy after an
unprecedented 15-year building boom, perhaps this is as good
as it gets, and frankly it’s just not good enough.

NEW ‘INNER CITY’ OPPORTUNITIES
Meanwhile, perhaps coincidentally (certainly the timing is
fortuitous), a belated, but entirely welcome, public debate has
engulfed the City Council, the planning and real estate profession as to the merits, or otherwise, of a city levy on vacant
or empty land. The proposed Vacant Land Levy championed
by the then Lord Mayor, Oisín Quinn in 2013, has been given,
indirectly, substantive weight by the City Council’s own survey findings into both the geographic extent and quantum of
vacant sites in the city centre.18
The City Council initially identified some 600 ‘vacant’ sites within the Canal Ring. These were sites that were
entirely or substantially devoid of buildings, dilapidated or
otherwise. This figure has recently been revised downward to
300 sites. The total land area of these sites has been conservatively estimated at approximately 63 hectares – the equivalent of seven St Stephen’s Greens. This 63ha land-use survey
is considered an underestimate as it excluded in its calculation extensive (vacant) specifically designated mixed-use
housing regeneration sites.19
The Government has subsequently announced its
support for the vacant land levy. Its ‘Construction 2020: A
Strategy for a Renewed Construction Sector’ (May 2014)
stated that there “is a shared public interest in ensuring the
most efficient use of land, as a scarce resource, especially in
urban areas. We will also examine approaches to ensure the
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best economic use of properties and sites in urban areas.’ The
strategy report went on to state: ‘in the context of encouraging economic development, a strong case has been made for
enabling local authorities to impose a levy on vacant sites in
Dublin.”
Seven years after the building crash, we appear to face
(depending on one’s perspective) either a lethal cocktail of disparate city-making challenges or a challenging but ideal mix
of ingredients that collectively appear to be an almost perfect
‘fit’ in assisting to resolve each other – an apparent Dublin
housing crises, a Celtic Tiger legacy of suburban two-storey
housing sprawl, an anti-apartment backlash, a belated realisation of the potential of an untapped inner-urban land bank,
and an inner city (despite a significant increase in population)
that remains, for the most part, an undesirable place to live
for many families. A commitment to build desirable, highquality, high-density homes on inner-city urban sites represents a unique opportunity which would significantly resolve
the Dublin housing crises, while simultaneously mitigating
sprawl. It is also a huge opportunity to consolidate and improve the attractiveness and quality of inner-city living.
The irony is that enormous progress has been made
in advancing both qualitative and quantitative apartment
standards. Much of this, however, was only translated into
‘hard’ policy in 2007.20 The timing was somewhat unfortunate. The property crash, including the collapse in ‘house’
building, has prevented us from seeing the fruits of this policy
translate into new larger and better-designed apartment
homes. Now is not the time to lose confidence in our ability
to build upon this policy progress, and actually begin to build
these new homes.
The building of new quality and spacious homes in
the inner city is necessary, but it is not in itself sufficient.
There is an urgent need to boldly reimagine how we experience Dublin’s inner city. We need to make the inner city a
more desirable place to live. To make it more liveable, walk67

able, safe, green and, yes, beautiful is an important and necessary objective in itself, particularly for those who already
live there. It would also critically assist in increasing the financial return of building (costlier) truly spacious desirable
homes on inner-city vacant land.
The introduction of the local property tax affords
great opportunities to rebalance in a transparent and equitable manner City Council investment in public goods in
Dublin’s disadvantaged inner city. The Government in a statement of its priorities for 2014-2016 stated that they “will
strengthen local government funding, accountability and effectiveness. Local authorities will retain 80% of the proceeds
the local property tax from 2015, with the option to vary the
rate by up to 15%.” 21
There has been much discussion in the media on the
relative merits or otherwise of the issue of ‘equalisation’ between high-yielding-property-tax local authorities in Dublin
and lower-yielding authorities in rural Ireland. There has
been little discussion, however, on the wide variation in the
generation of property-tax revenues between areas within the
capital city itself. Dublin’s inner city has some of the highest
densities of population in the State. The density of population in some areas exceeds 18,000 people per km2.22 In such
areas it is not uncommon to find the density of city blocks
exceeding 180 housing units to the hectare. The current annual revenue stream of such a residential density, assuming
average property values at €175,000 would amount to €56,900
per hectare.23 Assuming a density of 30 units per hectare for
lower-density suburban areas with average property values at
€340,000, the same hectare would generate just €17,550 in
property-tax revenue.24 So, even allowing for the relative
lower property prices in the inner city (smaller apartment
homes), the tax income generated in the inner city is substantially higher (per hectare). It is therefore not unreasonable
that inner-city communities be afforded the same level of residential amenity as greener suburban neighbourhoods. Whilst
68

the tax take per hectare is relatively small, the estimated local
property tax revenue for the City Council in 2014 given average city house prices would be approximately €65 million.
Small and visible ‘environmental’ interventions in a neighbourhood can transform general community well-being.
In the interest of social justice, there are reasonable
arguments for the redistribution of local tax property from
wealthier neighbourhoods to poor ones. It would seem particularly perverse if disadvantaged inner-city residential
neighbourhoods, that now generate some of the highest levels
of property-tax revenue per hectare, and who are home to an
already-existing poor-quality public domain (fewer tree-lined
streets, pocket parks, etc) should subsidise wealthier (suburban) neighbourhoods. In the interest of social justice, tax
fairness and simple economic commonsense, there are strong
arguments that property-tax revenues raised in the inner city
should be ring-fenced and ‘reinvested’ in the inner city.
Why is inner-urban Dublin so important? Because
after 15 tumultuous years of an economic boom and six years
of economic stagnation and fiscal austerity, Dublin’s inner
city and city centre continue to remain both the city’s and,
perhaps, the State’s greatest economic opportunity and most
significant social and civic challenge. That challenge is the
realisation of a simple but powerful ambition to make
Dublin, particularly inner-city Dublin, a world-class city for
all its citizens. A world-class city may have become a jaded
term for the cynics, the doubters, the naysayers; ambition for
some will always remain hubris for others.
–––––
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How the East was Done

he Celtic Tiger boom period (1991-2006)1 unlocked or
unleashed (depending on one’s perspective) an unprecedented transformation of the urban and suburban landscape of the greater metropolitan Dublin region. Some
185,000 new homes were built in the Eastern Region (the four
local authorities of Dublin, and the counties of Wicklow,
Meath and Kildare) during this 15-year period.2 This unprecedented level of construction amounted to a staggering
47% increase in the number of homes built since 1990. Put
another way, by 2006 one in three (32%) of all existing homes
to be found in the counties of Dublin, Wicklow, Kildare and
Meath had been constructed during this relatively short
boom period. The ‘exurb’ local authority areas all experienced more than a 90% increase in new homes built.3
By 2006 almost half of all homes across these counties was a ‘Celtic Tiger home’. Few of these exurb homes
were built in high-density consolidated village or town-centre
developments. By 2006 some 40% of all homes in Kildare and
55% of all homes in Meath were detached. Less than 5% of
Dublin city homes are detached.4 By 2006, in part because of
the consolidation of high-density apartment-building in
Dublin city centre, almost one in four homes in the Dublin
City Council area were purpose-built apartments or flats.
This figure falls to 12.5% in Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown and
11.7% in Fingal.5 Just 5.7% and 4.3% of all households in
Kildare and Meath reside in purpose-built apartments.6 The
counties of Kildare, Meath and Wicklow have firmly estab-
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lished themselves as the lands of detached houses, with almost half (47.5%) of all homes standing proudly alone. A
further third (32%) of all homes are semi-detached. Just one
in nine homes (11%) are terraced. Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown,
Fingal and South Dublin, on the other hand, are the lands of
the semi-detached house (47.7%); 17.7% of homes are detached, and a fifth of homes (20.8%) form part of a terrace.7
Dublin City Council is the only metropolitan authority area
where a plurality of all homes are terraced (37%). In fact, less
than 30% of all homes in the Dublin City Council area are
detached or semi-detached, compared to more than 80% in
Meath and Kildare.8 The environmental sustainability of
these new low-density exurb homes is largely dependent upon
the extent to which their residents are reliant on the private
car (low-density public transport is also environmentally unsustainable, and costly). The willingness to fairly ‘economically price’ and thus pay for this lifestyle through appropriate
carbon-tax measures is also an important factor in determining their overall sustainability. Exurban Kildare, Meath,
Wicklow and Fingal are all likely to fare poorly relative to
city-centre Dublin on all these sustainable criteria. It is undeniable that the extent both geographically and quantitatively
of the spread of ‘exurban suburban’ metropolitan Dublin
represents significant environmental challenges for ‘Dublin’s’
future. So what has changed since the post-construction peak
of 2006? It would appear that a number of mixed messages
and hidden facts have confusingly emerged or been ignored.
As recently as 2010, the National Institute for
Regional and Spatial Analysis (NIRSA), in a study of the
oversupply of national housing stock, lent gentle praise to
“the local authorities surrounding Dublin City (Fingal,
Kildare, Meath, South Dublin, Wicklow) [for having] constructed housing approximately in line with demand”.9 With
an excess housing supply of 7.4%, Dublin City Council, by
implication, is deemed to have erroneously assessed demand
in constructing far too many homes (16,489 to be precise).10
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Yet a cursory look at the 1999 Strategic Planning Guidelines
for the Greater Dublin Area reveal an altogether more intriguing spatial picture. These Government-issued sustainable
strategic guidelines predicted that the respective population
for each local authority for 2006 would be as follows: Dublin
City Council, 509,655; Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown, 201,648;
South Dublin, 235,992; Fingal, 187,213; Wicklow, 109,337;
Meath, 116,192; Kildare, 150,772.11 The reality that emerged
was somewhat different. The percentage difference between
the population forecast in 1999 and what actually materialised in 2006 varied significantly between the six Greater
Dublin Area local authorities.12 The population of both the
Dublin City Council area (-0.7%) and Dun LaoghaireRathdown (-3.9%) actually lagged behind anticipated
growth. South Dublin (4.1%) grew marginally more than expected, with Fingal (22%), Wicklow (13.2%), Meath (28.3%)
and Kildare (18.9%) all substantially ‘overshooting’ their
trend forecast.13 Combining all this competing and overlapping information suggests that the ‘sprawl counties’ of
Fingal, Meath and Kildare would appear to have been building what people wanted – typical, and reasonably large suburban homes – in vastly greater numbers than the experts
expected, a case of market-driven but unsustainable unplanned sprawl. Simultaneously, Dublin City Council, with
an excess supply of housing more than seven times that of
Co Meath, was clearly building what people didn’t want,
smaller than average apartment-style homes,14 albeit in more
sustainable urban locations – vastly different housing strategies, yet both could lay a reasonable claim to Greater Dublin
Area unsustainable development.
All had changed, however, by 2014. The suggested
NIRSA oversupply in Dublin in 2010 had all but evaporated.
The Housing Agency in 2014 warned of an imminent housing
shortage crises in Dublin city. Dublin city, they estimated, will
need to build some 40,000 new homes over the next five years
to meet its housing needs.15 It is worth restating the alarming
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fact that house completions in Dublin city as a proportion of
national housing units have actually fallen, almost continuously, since 2008. The four local authorities in Dublin accounted for 21% all housing constructions in the peak boom
year of 2006.16 In 1995 the comparable Dublin figure was over
29%; by 2012 that had fallen to just 14.8%.17 In contrast, the
largely exurban Co Kildare has seen its share of housing completions rise almost continuously since 2008 (3.8%) to 2013
(5.4%).18 For every one home we built in the largely suburban-exurban surrounding counties of Kildare, Meath and
Wicklow at the peak of the housing boom in 2006 to 2008,
we were building 2.1 homes in Dublin (entire Dublin county).
By 2014 that had actually fallen to just 1.4 homes in Dublin.
Put another way, Dublin accounted for 76% of all house completions in the counties of Dublin, Wicklow, Kildare and
Meath combined between 2006 and 2008. This has fallen to
just 58% in 2014.
Thus, despite having digested the apparent lessons of
Celtic Tiger sprawl, since 2008 we continue to build less, not
more (relatively speaking), new homes in Dublin county than
the surrounding counties of Meath, Kildare and Wicklow. It
would appear suburban sprawl marches, almost silently, on.
–––––
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City Expansion
or City Eclipse?
The rise and sprawl of the population of exurb counties

n 1991, on the cusp of the Celtic Tiger boom, the city of
Dublin, as defined by the functional boundary of Dublin
City Council (then part of Dublin County Council), had a
population almost exactly equal to that of the combined surrounding exurban counties of Wicklow, Meath, Kildare and
Fingal County Council (then part of the Dublin Corporation
area), some 478,000 people each.1
By 1996 that balance had begun to shift, with Dublin
city registering a negligible rise of just 7,000, or a 1.5% increase. The exurb counties, on the other hand, absorbed a
7% increase in their population.2 By 2002 the divergence in
population increase had begun to accelerate. Dublin once
again witnessed a marginal increase (2.1%), with the city’s
population hitting 495,000. The exurb counties over the same
period saw their populations soar by 18.5%. Co Meath experienced the largest increase at 23%.3 By 2006 the population of the exurb counties had reached 715,000, a 17%
increase on 2002. The population of the city of Dublin rose
by a modest 11,000 to reach 506,000.4 Between 1991 and 2006
– the Celtic Tiger boom years – the combined population of
the ‘exurban’ counties had increased by 49%, with Fingal
alone adding an additional 87,000 people (57% increase).
Over the same period, the population of Dublin city in-
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creased by just 5%. This small increase masked considerable
local variations, with the inner city witnessing a significant
gain in population and older established suburbs a continuing
loss.5 By 2011 the population of the exurb counties had
reached 805,000. The population of the city of Dublin, whilst
rising a further 21,000 to reach 527,000, had now fallen to
just 65% of the population of these exurban counties. 6
Has the star pulling power of Dublin city now being
eclipsed by an exurban rewriting of the urban and suburban
geography of the metropolitan region? In just 15 years,
‘Dublin city’ has shrunk from a level of parity in 1991 to just
65% the size of its orbital exurban satellite counties in 2011.
Was this ‘city eclipse’ inevitable? We believe not. Dublin city,
despite considerable popular perceptions to the contrary, is
capable of accommodating a far greater increase in its population. Dublin City Council estimates that there is approximately 480 hectares of zoned land in the city that could be
developed for residential use.7 This calculation excludes vast
industrial lands at Dublin port, and extensive areas of underperforming or derelict sites in the inner-city areas of Dublin
1, 7 and 8. Even this conservative estimate, with densities of
100 residential units to the hectare and occupancy rates comparable to the rest of Dublin (currently 2.5 persons per
dwelling), would potentially add a further 120,000 people to
the city.8 A more ambitious, sustainable urban-settlement policy might see three times that area (1,200 hectares) come into
play.9 Higher densities (140 homes per hectare) would potentially generate space for an additional 420,000 people.10
Despite the recent economic crises and substantial
emigration accelerating in 2008 and 2009, the Central
Statistics Office predicted in 2013 that the overall population
of Ireland will increase by a further 684,000 by the year
2031.11 Might doubling Dublin over the next twenty years
prove to be a sustainable, ecologically friendly alternative
urban solution to continued exurban sprawl?
–––––
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What’s up with Apartments?

chapter 2

Size Does Matter

ublin city boasts, by contemporary western European
housing standards, a considerable number of very
small single-storey cottages at the centre of its urban
area. They are visible almost everywhere across the inner city.
These dwellings have, until recently, fetched extraordinarily
high prices for properties with little or no private open space,
many with purpose-built floor areas of less than 40m2. The
paucity of a reasonable supply of large, affordable, well-designed city-centre urban alternatives was not an insignificant
factor in this price-inflated cottage-housing market.
The failure over the Celtic Tiger 15-year building
boom to deliver centrally located high-density homes of
100m2 or 150m2 (real alternatives to suburban living) led to a
scenario whereby, at the height of the boom, the real housing
choice for a young Dublin family was either a spacious but
distant house in suburban Meath, Kildare or Fingal, or a centrally located but absurdly priced single-storey cottage, with
a footprint of 40m2 or 50m2 (this despite the continued presence of vast underperforming sites in Dublin’s inner city).
How did this happen? What were the forces that led to a
housing scenario whereby a 40m2 or 50m2 red-brick singlestorey cottage with no garden and poor aspect had become
the fashionable default ‘choice’ for the young middle class
seeking a spacious urban townhouse? This is the urban story
of apartment building in Dublin – specifically, the story of
apartment sizes. Dublin city, throughout the 1990s and beyond, was simply not building enough spacious, attractive,
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well-designed, high-density apartment homes close to the
centre of the city to provide a real alternative housing choice
to the urban ‘cottage’ or the suburban house. Why was generously sized, airy, spacious apartment-living so unattainable
for so many for so long? The generously sized, airy spaciousness and delightful light-filled volumes of any home are generally and unremarkably considered important factors in
their attractiveness. It’s an instinctive recognition; one doesn’t
need an architect or a planner to tell you so, to interpret
mathematical rules or deconstruct delightful space. It is remarkable, then, that a Dublin City Council policy initiative
to increase the minimum size of apartments in 2007, a policy
that was eventually adopted, should have elicited such opposition, not from developers or builders, but from a not insignificant proportion of the building design profession,
including planners and architects.1
What was it about championing quality spacious
apartments that many design professionals found so challenging? The motivation to oppose, delay or complicate the delivery of sustainable, spacious, high-density living is difficult
to comprehend. We suspect it probably had a lot less to do
with an understanding of housing economics, future citymaking or city-living than it had with professional institutional control, individual personal housing choices, or a
desire on the part of many urban professionals to distance
themselves from past architectural designs or planning decisions. Whatever the motivation, in ‘The Ten Commandments
of “Thou Shalt Not Increase Apartment Size”’, we endeavour
to summarise and debunk the ten strongest ‘arguments’
against increasing the size of apartments in Dublin city. These
arguments are well rehearsed. They are familiar to those close
to the discussion. They may surprise those who are interested
in city-making but are not privy to municipal or academic
debate on home sizes.
The urban tale of evolving apartment sizes in Dublin
is a peculiarly fascinating one. Between 1999 and 2004, the
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city of Dublin continued to permit apartments of 38m2 in developments where 50% of all the proposed apartments had
just one bedroom. These were probably the smallest new
homes mass-built since the foundation of the State.2 By 2005
the city had increased those minimums. The minimum size
for one-bedroom apartment homes was increased from 38m2
to 45m2, two-bedroom apartment homes from 55m2 to 65m2,
and three-bedroom homes from 70m2 to 80m2.3 By 2007 many
of the more forward-thinking and astute developers had
begun to understand that the market was beginning to outgrow the aspirations of the policy-makers. A more sophisticated Dublin consumer expected more. A small but growing
number of inhabitants of the city had grown comfortable
with the possibility of city-living as the city centre was rapidly
undergoing a physical and cultural renaissance. Many
Dubliners, including newly arrived immigrants, had firsthand experience of apartment-living abroad, and were tiring
and increasingly critical of what was on offer in Dublin city.
In hindsight, it is neither unreasonable nor unfair to
say many urban decision-makers for too long, with a few notable exceptions, were failing to lead. It’s not that apartment
design was not the constant subject of discussion, but rather
that it was narrowly focussed. Much of that discussion, including earlier ‘architectural’ criticism of apartment-building,
tended to be framed around apartment façades as opposed
to the experience or substance of real apartment-living.
Criticism had become increasingly reduced to commenting
on pastiche designs, jarring fenestration patterns, poor brick
detailing, or the inappropriate use of white PVC and reconstituted stone. Planning assessments tended to focus on the impact these high-density developments had on adjoining
residents, the height of proposed blocks and the application
of various mathematical abstractions, including applying
minimum suburban distances between opposing block windows. Interesting and important as some of these issues were,
and are, the actual size and airiness of apartment homes,
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their internal configuration, and the experience of actually
living in them appeared to generate less interest for many
planners.
There are many possible and varied explanations for
this disinterest in apartment design, some more convincing
than others. They can, however, perhaps be reduced to a very
simple one, a kind of Occam’s razor urban law, which states
that of several acceptable explanations for a phenomenon,
the simplest is preferable provided that it takes all circumstances into account. Our explanation as to why the city permitted the mass-construction of small apartments for so long
is a rather simple but perhaps provocative one. As decisionmakers, we simply didn’t live in apartments. Understanding
the challenges of storage, the importance of cross-ventilation,
the attractiveness of workable layouts, the height of ceilings,
or the charmlessness of windowless micro-kitchens were all
somehow abstract and detached. Rules and guidelines were
minimal, but apparently sufficient, for most of those entrusted with the power to enforce them. Spaciousness, or the
lack of it, was rarely questioned. Wider urban or civic interest
in the quality-control or output of high-density apartment
schemes was similarly delayed.
It is one of biggest ironies of the Celtic Tiger boom
that some of the most ‘objectionable’ apartment developments built in the 1990s generated the least number of planning objections from the public. This is perhaps because the
significant majority of these developments were four or five
stories or less, and thus generated little or no interest from
the conservation lobby, whose primary interest had moved
from inappropriate demolition to ‘inappropriate’ height.
Inner-city communities were also ill-equipped at the time to
engage in an informed debate about the quality of new highdensity homes. Perhaps ill-advised, their efforts in engaging
with the planning process tended to focus on trying to stop
development as opposed to seeking to extract the maximum
amount in development levies for ring-fenced, publicly
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funded local projects for their community. A consensus has
since emerged that the fault of this inappropriate development was foisted upon an unwitting city by greedy or unprincipled developers, facilitated by indifferent administrators
and compliant politicians, conveniently abdicating all responsibility from the city-making design professions. The reality
is that most developers did what they legally could (the early
apartment trailblazers undertook significant investment risks
in a largely derelict city) and most regulators and planners
did what they readily understood. That level of understanding was, as many blocks across the city testify, clearly insufficient. The result was tax-subsidised regeneration that
permitted the construction of relatively poor-quality but policy-compliant apartment developments. An even more peculiar, if not perverse, strand of thinking has since emerged,
brought about in part by the collapse of house prices since
2008, that the whole exercise in apartment-building was a
faddish novelty that somehow went awry, and that it can all
be tossed aside in favour of a reinvention or reworking of
high-density, back-to-back, artisan, own-door cottages. This
growing anti-apartment sentiment is fed, ironically, by the
very failure of many in the urban-design professions to take
responsibility for the delivery of quality and spacious apartments in the first place.
Yet despite the extensive presence of exceptionally
small homes in inner-city Dublin, there remains concerted
pressure on the city, partly under the guise of diversity and
flexibility, to introduce studio bedsits of 25m2 or less. In the
interest of housing choice and diversity, there may be a case
for allowing, but strictly geographically ring-fencing, studios
of 25m2 in Ballsbridge or other affluent suburbs with a substantial number of larger homes. Dublin’s inner city critically
requires a variety of diverse investments, but an additional
supply of small homes is not one of them. Today in many
parts of Dublin’s inner city, more than half of all homes have
two rooms or less – in effect, one-bedroom apartments. In an
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area extending from the North Circular Road to the River
Liffey, and from Amiens Street to Dorset Street, over 46% of
all homes have just one bedroom or less. Half of these homes
were built over the past twenty years. The combined population of this small urban area is just over 20,000 people, a population greater than Athlone.4 In the highly densely
populated Mountjoy Square area (bordered by Summer Hill,
North Circular Road and Gardiner Street), 15% of all homes
are bedsits.5 Most of these homes are 38m2 in size (the statutory minimum standard for a one-bedroom apartment according to the Dublin City Development Plan 1999-2005).
The recently approved Dublin City Docklands Master
Plan states that “in order to achieve quality family living”, a
minimum of 15% of all new homes should have three bedrooms (100m2).6 Viewed through the prism of ‘Dublin apartment expectations’ and having regard to what was built in
the city in 1990s, this (superficially, at least) sounds quite reasonable. But as a city, have we ever built or would we consider
building a substantial new suburban housing estate where
85% of all proposed new homes had two bedrooms or less?
If we can’t deliver desirable family-friendly (high-density)
city-living here, providing a genuine alternative housing
choice to suburban sprawl, where can we do it? The unavailability of quality, spacious, family-friendly, high-density
homes in inner-urban Dublin has significantly reduced housing choice for many potential, but ultimately ‘lost’, urban residents.
Choice isn’t simply choosing between what’s available; it is the art of making possible real but unimagined possibilities. If people ‘choose’ small back-to-back homes in
cluster developments, is it because they really want them or
because they haven’t been offered the choice of light-filled,
airy, 120m2 apartment homes with cityscape views? It is entirely reasonable to conclude this reduced urban-housing
choice is likely to have been a significant factor in suburban
sprawl. What is perhaps less understood or accepted is the
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impact arising from the construction of extensive blocks of
one-bedroom homes in disadvantaged area in the inner city.
That failure to deliver affordable, spacious homes attractive
to middle-and higher income families massively increases the
risks of permanently consolidating Dublin’s inner-urban
‘neighbourhoods’ as a housing trap for the poor, shutting out
the possibility of real mixed-income urban neighbourhoods.
It also risks permanently damaging the broader image or
brand of apartment-living for Dubliners. Reimagining what
Dublin’s inner city could have become rather than trying to
‘fix’ it, ‘stitching’ in some curtain-wall infill, performing a
kind of urban dentistry in the missing gaps, was probably the
biggest lost planning opportunity of the Celtic Tiger building
boom.
Despite these setbacks, one of the greatest challenges
for Dublin city in 2014 and beyond is the not-too-dissimilar
challenge it faced twenty years ago to broaden the housing
choice for middle- and working-class families by providing
high-density attractive apartment-style homes close to the
heart of the city.
–––––
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The Ten Commandments of
‘Thou Shalt Not Increase
Apartment Size’
Debunking the arguments that delayed the delivery
of quality apartment homes in Dublin city.

Single people need or want only small one-bedroom apartments
The argument here confuses affordability and the entry point
to the housing market with the actual size of an apartment.
The former is a critically important issue for those starting
out on the housing ladder. The factors affecting the price or
affordability (distinctly different) of apartments are as complex as they are multifaceted, and include issues as diverse as
density and design, interest rates and mortgage-lending,
salary and employment levels, population growth and family
sizes, land values and labour costs, city and national planning
policy, immigration and emigration, speculation and expectation. The list is endless. It is, ultimately, an interaction between those critical factors determining supply and demand.
Apartments, however, can be both spacious and affordable.
What’s more, they can be spacious and affordable and environmentally sustainable. Such apartments are to be found
elsewhere in the world, so why not in Dublin? There is also
an assumption here that single people automatically implies
reduced income power. Why would single people earning a
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middle or high income want – never mind, need – a 25m2 or
35m2 one-bedroom apartment? People, including single people, usually seek to buy the largest home they can afford in
the area they wish or choose to live in.
It’s all about design. It is possible to design bespoke beautiful small apartments.
Yes, of course it is possible to design bespoke beautiful small
apartments. But this argument misses the point entirely. It is
also possible to design bespoke beautiful spacious apartments. This baffling and intriguing obsession with the design
challenges of miniaturised apartment-living we term ‘nanoapartment architecture’. Greater size and better design are
not mutually exclusive.

2

The neighbourhood and immediate street environment
are more important than the size of your home.
The neighbourhood and immediate street environment are
critically important to quality of life. However, providing
spacious, attractive and well-designed homes is a critical factor in attracting middle-income earners to any area. Mixedincome neighbourhoods thrive best. They generate diversity,
support local businesses through increased spending power,
and provide political capital to effect positive change, including a bigger tax base to deliver public goods. Spacious, welldesigned apartments and quality neighbourhoods are not
mutually exclusive. They are, in fact, very often inextricably
linked. It is somewhat ironic, but not uncommon, that those
who argue that the design of your urban neighbourhood is
more important than the size of your urban home are very
often the least interested in the challenges of managing clean
and safe streets in urban neighbourhoods. Investing in the
quality of inner-city neighbourhoods, making them cleaner,
greener and safer, would also increase the economic return
on apartment building for investors. We often hear the
mantra ‘it is uneconomic to build X-sized apartment if it is
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only going to sell for Y price in the inner city’ as an assumed
rationale for opposing increased size standards, X being
larger apartments. How about asking instead how to improve
the liveability and desirability of our inner city to ensure that
X-sized apartments are viable to build?

4

It will collapse the housing construction market.

As stated in °1 above, the factors affecting the price or affordability of apartments are complex. There is little, if any, economic evidence, all things being equal, that an increase of
10m2 or 15m2 in the floor area of an apartment materially impacts on deliverability of housing supply. The price of homes
and land has risen some 300% and fallen 60% over the boom
and bust of the Celtic Tiger rollercoaster housing cycle. At
every stage the same arguments were put forward – we simply
can’t do it.

Household sizes continue to fall so families need smaller,
not larger, urban homes.
This is a variation of °1. A great many working-class Dublin
families, families of seven, eight or more, grew up in purposebuilt social housing estates with average floor areas of 60m2
or 70m2. Most of these homes had three bedrooms; a significant minority had just two. That often worked out at less
than 10m2 per person. It is entirely reasonable that the children of the children who grew up in Ballyfermot or Marino,
Crumlin or Cabra, or the family of four who may have moved
in to these areas, might have greatly increased housing expectations in a wealthier society in the 21st century. Why shouldn’t they aspire to larger and more spacious homes? In
addition, Dublin suburban houses, whatever their size, can
be and usually are extended. Apartments, on the other hand,
almost universally cannot. The assumption that falling
household sizes should automatically result in falling home
size is rather simplistic. How many of those advocating
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smaller homes actually propose to live in them?
The ‘market’ doesn’t want them. There is no demand for
three-bedroom apartments.
The ‘market’ is simply the interaction of supply and demand,
and its sets a price. People do not ‘not want’ larger, spacious,
well-designed homes. They usually desire the best homes they
can afford, and pay a price accordingly. The assertion that
people don’t want large apartments is often confused with a
very different phenomena entirely, namely a weak demand
for over-priced, poorly designed or ill-configured large apartments in cheaply built blocks in areas where antisocial behaviour is threatening, locals schools are underperforming, and
there is a perception, rightly or wrongly, that the local quality
of life is challenging.

6

It’s not the business of planning or planners to involve
themselves directly in the complex workings of the apartment ‘market’, a market they don’t understand.
This is a code for ‘it’s not the business of planners or public
officials to involve themselves in the design, layout, attractiveness and functionality of high-density housing supply.’
We would ask that if it is not the responsibility of public policy or the city planner, then whose responsibility is it?
Furthermore, we would argue, as evidenced by too many
poor-quality apartments in many parts of Dublin 1, 7 and 8,
it was a responsibility that perhaps was given insufficient attention in the past.

7

Families don’t want to live in apartments. You are imposing unwanted ‘cultural tastes’.
This is a peculiar form of ‘it is because it is’ logic. What is
accepted and experienced as attractive in cities as diverse and
far apart as Stockholm or Auckland somehow wouldn’t work
in Dublin for apparently no other reason then we haven’t actually built it. It is not an unreasonable assumption that be-
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cause in the recent past the city permitted the construction
of thousands of small, ill-configured, poorly ventilated apartments in socially marginal areas that we may have suppressed
a demand for what quickly became perceived as a tainted
product. How many Dublin families would reject a Parisian
Haussmann-style apartment or a spacious, airy, Bauhaussdesigned apartment?

9

Regulation inhibits innovation.

The relationship between regulation and innovation is complex and not a one-way street. Appropriate or environmentally smart regulation can stimulate innovation, and is
generally accepted as an important factor in driving forward
design and technology. Sensible rules governing generous
space are more likely to stimulate, not inhibit, a diversity of
delightful design solutions. It is also interesting, if not somewhat peculiar, that those least keen on ‘regulation’ of the size
of apartments are generally, without exception, the most ardent supporters of the regulation of their height.

The city doesn’t need larger apartments. There exists
an underutilisation of existing larger-sized ‘empty
nester’ housing stock in the suburbs.
This argument is flawed on two counts. Firstly, it is not possible to simply displace people from their homes, to transfer
larger families to large homes, or aging couples to smaller
ones. It is politically and economically impractical, and may
not even be socially desirable. People generally prefer to stay
in their own communities when they ‘downsize’ or ‘trade-up’.
Secondly, perhaps more interestingly, it exposes an implicit
suburban assumption. A large five-bedroom, outer-suburban
house is not necessarily the first preference of all; for the real
urbanist, it rarely is. The provision of quality spacious homes
in the city is a reasonable and sustainable housing objective
for any city. Why should Dublin be so different?
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Despite the resistance to increasing minimum mandatory
standards for apartments, enormous progress has been made
over the past decade or so in Dublin city. As late as 2004 it
was legally possible and politically acceptable for a developer
to build an apartment development in Dublin city whereby
50% of all the new homes proposed had just one bedroom.
The City Council required that these one-bedroom homes
should have a minimum floor area of just 38m2.1 These minimum-size standards and bedroom-mix requirements (oneversus two- or three-bedroom units – a proxy for size)
changed substantially three years later. In 2007 the minimum
permissible floor area of one-bedroom units was increased to
55m2, and the maximum number of one-bedroom homes in
any development was reduced to 20%. It is possible, therefore, to calculate the change over time of the legally permissible, overall average minimum floor area of the homes in an
apartment development. This has risen from 50.25m2 in 19992004 to 59.75m2 in 2005 and 81.25m2 in 2007.2
Nevertheless, what is taken for granted in a typical
newly built Dublin house (and in many foreign city apartments) – a naturally ventilated bathroom, a decent-sized
kitchen, a dedicated dining area or a third or fourth bedroom
– generally continues to remain elusive in most Dublin apartments. Few Dubliners aspire to living long-term in an apartment. Apartments are generally viewed as either starter
homes or airily dismissed as a housing choice more appropriate for ‘others’, others being ‘renters’, students, single people or retirees. A civic understanding and an urban belief in
the importance of the provision of quality, spacious, well-designed apartment homes is the necessary first step in convincing a sceptical public of the desirability of high-density
apartment-living.
Dublin City Council’s apartment guidelines are increasingly under attack from some powerful voices in the construction sector and estate agency profession. The Council’s
apartment standards (introduced in 2007) are criticised as
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being too onerous. Many in the construction and development sector argue these standards represent an obstacle to
development. It is not possible, they say, to build two-bedroom high-density homes of 80m2 to 90m2, while the construction of a three-bedroom apartment family home of
100m2 we are now told is also impossible. Building spacious
and desirable apartments in the centre of our capital apparently can’t be done.
What is taken for granted in cities across Europe and
elsewhere – the construction of large, spacious apartment
homes in desirable city-centre locations – is not possible in
Dublin. Dublin is somehow unique. The Irish housing market
is special. We simply can’t do it here. Boom or bust, it would
appear at no point in the economic cycle is it possible to build
large desirable spacious apartment homes in Dublin. When
property values in Dublin were at their peak, we were told
that exorbitant land values meant it was simply prohibitive
to build large spacious apartment homes. When property values plunged and land values halved, the same arguments continued to apply: it is simply not economically viable for
developers to build spacious apartments homes and sell them
on for a profit. In addition, high labour costs in Dublin, despite the recession, have proved ‘sticky’ (they haven’t fallen
much) and add significant local construction costs.
Relative to local house prices and average incomes,
the same voices say that land prices in Dublin are significantly
higher than many other north-western European cities. The
price of land is an obvious and critical input into the viability
of a housing building project. Given the cost of land, it is argued that the deliverability of a 100m2 apartment is prohibitive. Even if we built them, they would simply prove
unaffordable to prospective homeowners on average salaries.
We are also told that Dublin apartment minimum-size standards are excessive relative to many European cities. The conclusion is, therefore, apparent. The input costs are too high.
Something ‘has to give’. Apartment standard sizes need to be
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reduced. If we are to build more apartment homes, we need
to build smaller apartment homes.
There are many unspoken, often hidden or unquestioned assumptions (taboos even) in this housing analysis.
The housing market is obviously complex and diverse. Noone would suggest however that an own-door, two-bedroom
town-house in Santry competes in the same (consumer) market as a four- or five-bedroom detached or semi-detached
home in Blackrock. The affordability of homes is of course
a critically important objective in the housing market. But
there are few if any voices calling for the construction of
smaller houses, let alone abandoning the construction of
four- or five-bedroom 150m2 homes in Blackrock because
these homes may not be affordable to all.
Minimum standards are just that – minimum standards. Average newly built home sizes in Denmark are 137m2,
in the Netherlands 116m2.3 The quality and livability of a
local neighbourhood is obviously a critical factor in the desirability of any home. A comparative discussion on apartment sizes between Dublin and other European cities devoid
of serious consideration of the relative quality of our respective inner-urban areas is somewhat meaningless. A 60m2
apartment home in the centre of Copenhagen or Paris is not
the same as a 60m2 apartment in Dublin’s Summerhill or
Cork Street.
In the interest of housing diversity, there may be a case
for constructing 30m2 or 35m2 studio apartment homes in the
centre of Ballsbridge. Dublin’s inner city centre, however, has
a sufficient number of small ‘affordable’ entry homes.4
Almost 31% of all homes in Ballsbridge have six rooms or
more. The figure for the inner city is just 3.6%.5 The proportion of homes in the inner city that have just one room is
10.8%. The inner city is home to 48,000 people.
In the interest of sustainability and diversity of housing choice, there are strong arguments that we should increase
(not reduce) permissible building heights near coastal areas
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and parkland, which would significantly increase the viability
of building spacious apartment (sea-view or park-view)
homes. Windfall land-zoning taxes would of course be necessary to prevent inevitable soaring land prices that would inhibit the viability of their construction.
Perhaps we need to flip the entire discussion around.
If we accept that the delivery of spacious family-friendly
homes is a desirable (indeed central) housing objective, we
should be asking what the barriers to their delivery are. There
are strong economic arguments for improving the quality and
livability of Dublin’s inner city to assist the viability of constructing apartment homes there. An ambitious plan to radically improve the quality of the living environment of
Dublin’s inner city is not only profoundly socially progressive,
it is also economically sensible.
Finally, the entire discussion of apartment sizes and
construction costs is, for the most part, wholly divorced from
the factors (other than house prices) that determine land values. If land values are too high, how do we reduce them in
order to lower construction costs? A rigorous discussion on
introducing the concept of ‘development air rights’, alternative land-tax regimes (a land-value tax or site-valuation tax),
windfall taxes on zoning changes or a vacant-land levy would
be welcome. But to simply lump all apartment homes together and call for reduced apartment sizes, irrespective of
size or location and devoid of any wider fiscal analysis, is
economically and spatially simplistic.
Of course for any ‘given’ unit price of land, local construction costs and property prices, it will almost always remain more profitable for a developer to build more but
smaller homes on any plot of land. In the interest of housing
quality, social inclusiveness, consumer choice and a livable
city, we should resist this, however tempting for some, as a
solution to our housing crises.
–––––
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Apartment Prejudice
– No Transients

partment prejudice’ is the sometimes obvious, sometimes hidden discrimination of apartment-dwellers
in inner-city Dublin. Like most discrimination, it is
quite subtle and often denied. ‘Gated communities, ‘transients’ and ‘gentrification’ are just some of the terms that are
often used, and indeed misused, to criticise an emerging
urban lifestyle in inner-city Dublin.
The term ‘gated community’, if commonly misunderstood by many, is widely used to describe inner-urban apartment blocks in Dublin city that surround a communal private
open space, perhaps visible to, but secured from the public
street. What is understood is that when the term ‘gated community’ is used, it is used as a pejorative. A more common
and meaningful understanding of the term ‘gated communities’ is generally that of a neighbourhood or group of neighbourhoods surrounded by walls or fences, restricting access
through the use of a manned guard station or electronically
operated gate. Gated communities are almost entirely suburban, not urban. They usually restrict access to a road network, however small or large. Few, if any, of the so-called
‘gated communities’ in inner-city Dublin restrict access to a
vehicle road network. They merely restrict public access to
private communal space. This private communal space is the
equivalent of the front and back garden of the suburban
home. It is often where the kitchen or bedroom windows of
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homes open directly onto a shared garden or courtyard accessible to all the residents who live there. How many suburban Dublin homes allow their neighbours, let alone strangers,
to wander pass their bedroom or kitchen windows?
‘Transients’ is another peculiar label that is pejoratively invoked when talking about city apartment-dwellers.
The term ‘transient’ has gained increasing traction in housing
or city-making jargon in Dublin. It slips out in the most innocuous of conversations. What is entirely natural in all cities
– the coming and going of people, the natural recycling (renting or subletting) of homes, the vitality and energy of people
visiting, studying, creating new urban lives, however temporary – is, for some peculiar reason, a threat to some observers
of inner-city Dublin. Let’s be clear – so-called ‘transients’ are
not considered a good thing. Transients, the argument goes,
do not connect to others in the local community, invariably
the ‘indigenous community’. They are ‘unstable’ elements
who do not put down roots in that community. Transients are
criticised for failing to behave or act out their urban lives according to the rules of others. Those others, almost without
exception, have never ‘chosen’ to live (beyond, perhaps, a
short-lived student life) in inner-city or urban Dublin. They
may have been born there or may have chosen to work or socialise there, but few have actually chosen to live there. Those
who actually choose to live in urban Dublin rarely, if ever,
label their urban neighbours as ‘transients’. They use many
other adjectives – friendly, unfriendly, noisy perhaps, anything
but transient. One third, or 32%, of all households in Dublin
city rent their homes from a private landlord. This rises to
one in two in Ballsbridge, where so called ‘transient’ households account for 49% of all households.1
Transient is artificial, it’s detached, it’s not convincing
to the real experience of urban life. These so-called transients
are city-dwellers. They choose to be city-dwellers. They are
Irish or foreign-born, who may live for short periods of time
in a particular apartment in a particular part of a city. They
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choose their own friends and acquaintances like anybody
else. They have multiple identities and move within multiple
communities – family, friends, work, college, the gym, whatever. This peculiar Dublin judgement of transients tends to
confuse local roots and obligatory connections with proximity, density, tolerance and respect as the critical ingredients of
successful and dynamic urban communities. It’s a peculiar
confusion of what differentiates the village from the city.
Cities are not exploded or magnified villages. Villages are
places where one knows one’s place, where hierarchies and
behaviour are generally known to all. Cities are fluid, relationships and behaviour potentially anonymous. Transients
are of the city. Criticism of them is nothing more than a criticism for urbanism itself.
Another common criticism on inner-urban apartment-dwellers in Dublin is accusations that their arrival has
lead to ‘gentrification’. Gentrification can be defined as a
process of renewal and rebuilding which accompanies the influx of middle-income or affluent people into disadvantaged
areas that may displace earlier, usually poorer residents. The
potential displacement of economically disadvantaged communities as a result of a local rising property market is a genuine and legitimate concern when areas undergo a period of
rapid regeneration. There is, however, little evidence of gentrification having taken place in inner-city Dublin.
Considerable areas of the inner city remain disadvantaged,
with extensive dereliction. Few areas of Dublin 1, 7 or 8 have
witnessed local house-price inflation over and above average
city increases. The local long-term resident population of
inner-city social housing complexes may have witnessed the
arrival of thousands of new apartment dwellers, but they
themselves have not been displaced.
The fear or dislike of gentrification in inner-city
Dublin is fed less by any evidence of social displacement having occurred than by a dislike of social dilution or social
change. It stems from a fear of the other, of newcomers, a
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fear of the dilution of the ideals or values of some pre-existing or endangered, perhaps romanticised, indigenous community. This fear is sometimes rational – a fear of losing
political control over that local ‘indigenous’ community, and
thus a monopoly on the authenticity of the voice of that community.
As a City Council we often struggle to understand the
complexity of urban residential social structures in our inner
city. The ‘community’ is commonly understood as the original long-term residents of the local flat complexes.
Apartment-dwellers are rarely engaged as citizens, let alone
as a resource for the inner city. They are not understood as
forming a ‘natural’ part of the local inner-city community.
They are viewed as an ephemeral by-product of tax-designated infill development, albeit a grudgingly welcome one.
Apartment-dwellers (alongside all other residents) until the
very recent past did not pay domestic rates or a property tax
to the local authority, a fact that perhaps reflected the ambivalent attitude of civic authorities to their net contribution
to the city’s economy. Perhaps this ambivalence may change
in the future as the City Council assumes responsibility for
the collection (the ratable charge) and spending of the newly
introduced local residential property tax.
There is a multiplicity of new and diverse communities living in the inner city and city centre. Some 46% of the
inner-city population is foreign-born.2 It is not unreasonable
that newly arrived immigrants to any city have no desire to
participate in community-consultation workshops in
draughty halls with well-meaning local authority officials. As
a City Council, perhaps we fail to understand that these
newly arrived residents from abroad are, for understandable
reasons, unlikely to wish to complain to faceless, nameless
officials.
They are also disproportionately likely to be in private rented accommodation (55.5%).3 In fact, you are eleven
times more likely in the inner city (relative to the city as a
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whole) to live in private rented accommodation than own
your own home.4 It is not unreasonable to assume that those
who rent are also less likely to complain to local councillors
or city officials about the quality of local parks or the safety
of local streets. This is not a criticism or a judgment of people’s desire to engage with their local authority, but a simple
recognition of the social dynamic of how cities ‘work’. We
need to make better use of social media to make it easier for
citizens of the city to communicate their voices to decisionmakers in city hall.
In addition, as senior decision-makers we need to get
out, look around more, and not wait for the phone calls or
complaints. What is required is better observation, analysis,
and 24-hour understanding of how our city works (or doesn’t). We need to walk our streets, look at why some streets
seem to fail, why people walk ‘here’ and not ‘there’, why certain parks are closed or empty.
Apartment-dwellers, unlike the residents of houses on
the same street, are not afforded equal City Council access
to on-street car-parking. If an apartment scheme is greater
than four units (most high-density schemes invariably are),
the apartment-dweller cannot avail of the same entitlement
to an on-street car-parking space. What seems entirely reasonable in Dublin – in effect, the discrimination in the delivery of municipal services based on housing typology – would
be viewed as simply odd in other cities. Apartment prejudice
manifests itself in numerous other small ways, sometimes
subtle, sometimes not, some more significant than others.
Apartment-dwellers are often berated for visibly drip-drying
their clothes on balconies. This is not an uncommon criticism
from planners and architects, who seem oblivious to their role
in ensuring simple design solutions such as naturally ventilated drying rooms partially hidden by louvered screens.
Is the continuation of apartment prejudice inevitable?
No. Dublin city has witnessed a transformation of its innerurban areas over the past 20 years. The inner-city population
97

has doubled. This doubling of population has injected a vitality and dynamism into its street life, culture and city economy. If Dublin city is to retain these new urban pioneers (they
can opt to leave just as quickly as they choose to move there;
many homeowners bought their apartment homes more than
a decade-and-a-half ago), they need to be engaged and valued, their contribution to consolidating a vital and sustainable urban economy acknowledged and understood. If
potential new urban-dwellers are to be attracted to the city
and not ‘lost’ to distant towns and suburbs in Kildare, Meath
or north county Dublin, a radical overhaul of the ambition
and vision of what is possible in city-centre living needs to be
communicated. Most important of all we need greater and
speedier evidence that, as a city, we are delivering a more liveable, green, safer, pedestrian-friendly inner city.
–––––
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Can’t see Inside of it
– Urban Façadism
What is ‘urban façadism’, who are its advocates and
what’s the connection with apartment liveability?

rban façadism’ is a peculiar form of Dublin urbanism that professes an understanding, a love even,
of cities, yet is almost entirely devoid of any interest in either the design or delivery of high-density urban
homes. Urban façadism occupies a kind of city limbo space
between real urbanism – an urbanism in all its varied complexity and possibilities – and a faux-urbanism or narrow
suburban view of what makes cities work. At its simplest, the
advocates and followers of urban façadism believe that urbanism begins and ends with how things look, not how they
function. Urban façadism is a close relative of architectural
façadism; the former, however, potentially has a much greater
negative impact on city-living. It generally professes an interest in the appearance of new buildings, including high-density
residential apartment-style developments, whilst it is generally disinterested in the quality of the homes behind the appearance of those buildings. It is not an uncommon affliction
in Dublin.
For the adherents of urban façadism, taller residential
buildings are generally only assessed as three-dimensional
forms to be viewed from the outside, usually the street below.
Apartment sizes and layouts, being invisible from the street,
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are of marginal interest, and thus an irrelevance to the practitioners of urban façadism. Urban façadism adherents’ dislike of taller residential buildings, in Dublin at least, is
inherently linked to and inseparable from a past indifference
to high-density apartment-living. Because the adherent of
urban façadism cannot see inside the six-storey apartment
block, its interior (layout and size of apartments) is of no importance. Because they choose only to see the tower as a
tower, they can’t imagine the housing possibilities it affords,
so it’s just a tower. The possibility of living in a 200m2 apartment on the 20th floor overlooking the city or the sea is
unimaginable to the adherent of urban façadism. It is perhaps
not unrelated that the adherents of urban façadism tend to
have a view from their own ground-floor living room of a garden, a parked car, and perhaps another ground-floor living
room 20 or 30 metres away.
Collectively, these shortsighted views of the importance and potential of quality housing in city-making are essentially informed by a particular understanding of
urbanism. It’s an urbanism that values, above all else, what
can be seen (from the outside), as opposed to the hidden possibilities of what can be imagined, understood, or, most importantly, enjoyed and lived (inside). In the world of urban
façadism, urban grain, scale and permeability are exalted and
elevated to the status of a triumphant trinity of urban theology. Housing choice and spacious living is either an abstraction or just, well, boring. Urban housing quality simply does
not exist beyond a narrow interest in block height, block
massing, external fenestration patterns and material finishes.
In this way, urban façadism unwittingly both confuses and
perverts urban design as the overarching discipline in citymaking. This is a place of three-dimensional façades and
stage sets, where ‘negative space’ – the spaces between and,
critically, above buildings – rules supreme over the life-affirming possibilities of ‘positive space’, the delightful volumetric
interiors or the captivating and stunning panoramic city
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views from the living rooms of those who might live there.
Urban façadism is a city of boxes masquerading as a
belief system in urbanism. In this ‘box city’, buildings are primarily to be viewed from the outside, not experienced from
the inside. Physical architectural models become all-important in interpreting that unlived experience. The models
themselves become apt metaphors for the extent of the detached observer, an observer hovering giant-like and unreal
from above, a suburban Gulliver in an urban Lilliputian
world of Legoland architecture of varying blocks and shapes.
If urban façadism is indifferent to the importance of highdensity quality housing design, it is inevitably blind to the potential transformative impact quality housing has on urban
regeneration. In a city with extensive inner-urban underperforming and derelict areas, a housing shortage, and a crisis
of confidence in apartment-living, this is a significant lost opportunity for visionary city-making. Indifference to high-density quality housing inevitably means an indifference to past
mistakes. In failing to acknowledge the delivery of poor-quality and small apartments in the last 15 years, Dublin is potentially blind not only to its city-making of the past, but also
to the possibilities of its urban future.
–––––
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Can’t see the Scale of it

f urban façadism, as discussed in the previous article, is a
kind of visual disconnect between what can be seen from
the outside and what can be imagined or experienced inside, ‘can’t see the scale of it’ is a not-so-distant related affliction. Those who suffer from urban façadism and can’t see
the scale of it tend to limit their imagination of housing
(high-density apartment) possibilities. In a city on the cusp
of a housing shortage crisis, extensive vacant inner-city sites
(particularly in the Docklands) and a not-so-subliminal and
growing hostility to apartment living, this is potentially catastrophic for Dublin’s urban future.
Architects, urban designers and planners increasingly
talk about ‘scale’, or, more importantly, ‘appropriate scale’
in city-making. Understanding what is an appropriate scale
for a development on your street, your block or your city is
apparently a magic formula for unearthing a critical component in successful city-making. Get the scale right and you’re
more than half-way to best practise in the design and management of successful and attractive urban spaces. Scale is
important in city-making. It is the building blocks of form,
determining positive and negative space, the places we inhabit
and the places we walk through. Pinning down what constitutes appropriate scale is altogether more difficult.
Definitions are somewhat elusive. Appropriate scale seems
just that, obviously appropriate. Can imaginative, transformative, altered, or daring scales ever be ‘appropriate’, delightful, inspiring even? Who decides?
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The experts or arbiters of appropriate scale seem to
find this pretty instinctive. While one city obviously differs
from the next, the appropriate scale for each city, and each
district in that city, seems somehow intuitive or unconsciously
understood for the arbiters of appropriate scale. Appropriate
scale, in the context discussed above, is instinctively understood to mean the height or massing of a single building or
group of buildings relative to another building or group of
buildings in a city block, and its relationship to the width and
length of the adjoining patterns of streets and public spaces.
We suspect, however, that the insightful invocation of appropriate scale is fed less by an astute understanding of mathematical volumetric relations, or an innate aesthetic sense or
insight into universal laws of geometrical beauty, but by the
rather simple but acute awareness of what we call the ‘reality
of the now’ – in other words, a knowledge of what currently
exists on or near the site in question.
Is it possible that the staunch advocates of appropriate scale tend to confuse bad architecture with radical change
of scale? For many they are simply one and the same thing.
Perhaps that is understandable. There is a lot of average architecture around, and increased scale only magnifies its
mediocrity. There is, however, nothing more disturbing or dislocating to the mind of those who fastidiously adhere to the
received wisdom of appropriate scale than the fact there may
be a multiplicity of answers to what is appropriate scale. It’s
simply disturbing to accept that an infinite spectrum of possibilities exists, a kind of ‘relativism of scale’, informed by
and dependent upon excellence in design and execution, each
with a terrifyingly different but equally aesthetically and
functionally satisfying answer to the question of ‘what is the
appropriate scale?’
If appropriate scale is to be reduced to a kind of architectural moral relativism, then all sorts of delightful urban
architectural designs are, in theory at least, imaginable. For
the adherents or proponents of appropriate scale, however,
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this is nothing short of a vision of urban dystopia, a potential
uncontrollable Pandora’s box of built possibilities, a form of
perverse abnormal urban expression that is uncensorable or
uncontrollable. It is somewhat intriguing that many of those
who most eloquently dissect the language and extol the
virtues of the importance of appropriate scale in city-making
(in Dublin, at least) rarely extend their use of the word beyond a narrow range of certain urban scales. It is interesting
that the passionate interest and defence of the appropriate
scale of individual buildings rarely extends to a discussion of
either the macro, urban city scale (how big our city should
be) or the micro, liveable urban scale (how big our apartment
home should be). Somehow, the importance of the appropriate scale of a building is instinctively understood in designing
attractive sustainable urbanism, whilst the scale of the city
itself or the scale of the homes within it are either of marginal
interest or somebody else’s responsibility.
We suspect the reason for this is rather simple. Just as
the wisdom of appropriate scale is dependent on the pedestrian observation of the now, the size of somebody else’s
apartment (it is invariably somebody else’s) or the size of the
city is not as easily imagined or visually consumed, and thus
is of little interest. Yet designers of real urbanism require an
understanding, or at least an informed opinion, of the very
large and very small scales at which effective city-making
takes place. City-makers need to ask the intriguingly and increasingly important question: how big should our city be?
Should we plan to double the population or keep it stable?
Reduce it or half it? Would doubling the population of
Dublin city over the next 20 years significantly reduce
Ireland’s CO2 output if, over that same period, the overall
population of the State only marginally increased? Similarly,
there is an urgent need for a robust debate on the role the provision of spacious apartments would play in consolidating
urban living and a compact city. Would providing high-density, family-friendly apartment homes, akin to suburban
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houses in counties Meath or Kildare, affect consumer housing choice and potentially CO2 output?
Understanding the diversity of the hidden opportunities, costs and constraints of scale is important in city-making. Sometimes they can be hard to see or difficult to imagine.
Opportunities, costs or constraints of appropriate scale in
housing are very often ‘invisible’ for the simple reason that
they don’t exist in the landscape. This is not simply a case of
the number homes not built, not seen, but the potential diversity of homes not imagined, and thus not built.
Appropriate scale in housing design, invariably understood as maintaining existing adjoining scale(s), has potential real costs. With rising house-prices and an accelerating
housing shortage, ‘translating’ appropriate scale in Dublin
can, at times, become indistinguishable from protecting the
existing scale (for existing home-owners). Protecting existing
scale for existing home-owners can and does impose housing
costs on others. Protective land-zoning policies, including restrictions on building heights, can restrict desirable housing
supply. Increasing housing supply, all things being equal, increases affordability for all. Restricting housing supply transfers wealth from the non-property-owning social groups in
society (the poor, the young) to existing house-owners, particularly those living in low-density, highly desirable residential neighbourhoods.
The general maximum height permitted for development outside the city centre beyond Canal Ring is just four
storeys. Four-storey office buildings are permissible if 16m or
below, four-storey residential buildings permissible if just
13m. There is a provision for higher buildings at rail and
DART stations but curiously not at Luas stops or along quality bus corridors. Land outside the Canal Ring accounts for
89% of the total land area of Dublin City Council.1
The existing height of a typical Georgian building on
Fitzwilliam Square, from street pavement to roof ridge, is
18.5m. If the chimney top is included, it rises to 21.5m. It is
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perhaps fortunate for Dublin that the Georgian engineers, architects, residential developers and property speculators of
the 18th and 19th centuries were building 200 to 250 years
ago and not today.
If Dublin is to understand the importance of scale in
designing for its future, if scale is not to be interpreted as narrowly as how many floors are acceptable in a particular building, the city needs to broaden its understanding of the
importance of scale, a scale that is both really experienced
and economically and environmentally understood, and not
just one that is simply casually observed looking up from the
street below.
–––––
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Let’s talk about the Inner City

chapter 3

The Arc of Disadvantage
or Arc of Opportunity?

ublin’s ‘Arc of Disadvantage’ is a real place with flexible and moveable boundaries. It is currently home to
48,000 people, but could, if boldly reimagined, be
home to 40,000 more.1 The Arc of Disadvantage is also an
imaginary space or a state of mind. While its geography is
fixed, its boundaries and character are fluid, expanding and
contracting to the alternatively pulsating beat of struggling
ambition and jaded underperforming prejudice. The Arc of
Disadvantage is located at the heart of Dublin’s city, but sits
just outside, directly abutting its city centre.
The Arc of Disadvantage is, if nothing else, entirely
urban. It accommodates some of the poorest social housing
flat complexes in the State, and is dotted with some of the
worst-designed new apartment blocks in the city. Despite a
15-year building boom, the Arc of Disadvantage is dotted
with dozens of derelict and vacant sites. Despite its centrality,
it remains somewhat disconnected, generally served by a poor
public domain, and severed by busy (Regional) roads. The
Arc of Disadvantage is fractured and edgy, home to too many
broken streets and marred by common acts of antisocial behaviour. Small and ill-configured one-bedroom apartments
dominate the housing profile of the area.2 The Arc of
Disadvantage has less publicly accessible open green space
and fewer tree-lined streets than either the rest of the city centre or the majority of the city’s suburbs,3 and despite an un-
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precedented 15-year building boom, remains a challenging
place to live. Much has been written about the level of social
deprivation in the Arc of Disadvantage or Dublin’s inner city,
the percentage of residents who are long-term unemployed,
the proportion of lone teenage parents and early schoolleavers. All are generally accepted as critical indices of social
disadvantage. Few studies measure indices of environmental
deprivation or disadvantage. Issues as diverse and important
as the size, design or the quality of homes, the cleanliness of
streets, the density of trees or accessibility to clean local parks
are, for the most part, noticeably absent from an analysis of
social disadvantage.
There are many possible reasons for this. Firstly, what
gets measured gets valued, and vice versa. One reason why
environmental measures of disadvantage are underplayed is
that it is viewed as challenging to measure or benchmark the
visual performance of a neighbourhood. It is not easy to objectively evaluate the quality of neighbourhood architecture,
to quantify whether public spaces are safe or well designed,
or to measure the extent and impact of antisocial behaviour
in public spaces. True, these indices are harder to quantify
than a desktop analysis of local unemployment rates, harder
but not particularly hard. It can be done. The number of children’s playgrounds, the presence (or absence) of tree-planting,
the extent of derelict-site street frontage or the proximity to
green space are all easily quantifiable. The lack of environmental data may also reflect an opinion that these issues don’t
really matter to the lives of poorer people, or that somehow
they are seen as a luxury or peripheral to more pressing and
immediate concerns. It is an opinion, we imagine, that is not
shared by poorer citizens in more disadvantaged parts of the
city. Perhaps the lack of academic or political interest in
quantifying data in this field reflects another kind of prejudice, a kind of bigotry of low expectation for the areas themselves – in effect, a bigotry of place.
That lack of interest in quality of life or city-living
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environmental issues may also reveal an underlying antiurban bias, a bias that fails to comprehend the challenge and
importance of these issues in the making of successful highdensity residential neighbourhoods. This is all the more peculiar in that urban ‘benchmarking’ is currently in vogue
across a wide variety of social, economic and spatial-design
professions. The Arc of Disadvantage is, after all, fundamentally urban. As an extensive residential urban area it is also
diverse. It is not surprising that if indices of urban environmental disadvantage are underplayed, other measures of
urban complexity are often misunderstood. The Arc of
Disadvantage is, after all, not a self-contained homogeneous
community. Its challenges and opportunities are urban, not
suburban. It has a social structure and tenure typology that
conventional suburbia struggles to understand.
The high percentage of residents who rent as opposed
to own their homes presents its own challenges, perhaps not
the ones often imagined. Many of these people are foreignborn, many others are Irish, who, for whatever reason, have
decided to live in the city centre and choose to rent, not to
buy.4 A significant proportion of both tend to have short-term
leases. This is an unremarkable characteristic of residential
living in urban areas. In Dublin, however, renting is viewed
through the prism of the Irish fixation with home-ownership.
Those who rent are frequently and somewhat disparagingly
called ‘transient’. They are commonly faulted for having very
weak connections to either the long-term existing residents
and or the history of the local area. What is often misunderstood is that these so-called transients often have a complex
and engaging relationship with the city. They choose to be
urban. They are also the first to choose to leave if local urban
life and opportunity disappoints. If these heterogeneous
urban dwellers don’t complain as loudly as their suburban
cousins about dereliction, street cleaning or the lack of treelined streets, it is not because they are not interested; it is because they just don’t see their relationship to city hall and the
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city in quite the same way. As residents of a dense inner-urban
neighbourhood, a city-centre location of potential national
economic (tourist) importance, they don’t view it as their role
as individuals to remind the city of its job.
Environmental indices may also be underplayed for a
variety of other reasons. There may be a fear that a deprivation index acknowledging and quantifying antisocial behaviour, such as public drunkenness or drug-induced harassment,
is getting it back to front so to speak – a case of ‘blaming the
victim’. This is one of the strongest prejudices against disadvantaged areas. The biggest victims of antisocial behaviour
are often the law-abiding poor and very often the most vulnerable in that community – the very young and the very old.
There may also be a tendency amongst others that undue
concern or interest in clean and safe streets, the delivery of
quality homes and affordable local shopping doesn’t quite fit
well with any grand ‘structural model’ or academic theory.
To put it more bluntly, an analysis of disadvantage that focuses on such issues might be seen as susceptible to criticism
of being politically naïve.
Mainstream economists in Ireland, until very recently,
have also tended not to interest themselves in urban placemaking. They don’t see themselves as having any particular
or meaningful role in city-planning. Instead, they tend to see
its delivery as the natural, if not messy, outcome of the planning system and constrained local government bureaucracy.
Perhaps the economic opportunities of transforming the
physical character of regeneration areas are not fully appreciated. Neither the local urban professional nor the national
economist is really genuinely comfortable with the relatively
‘new’ (some might argue, slightly fashionable) idea that the
making of great urban spaces, spacious apartments, worldclass city parks, tolerant clean and safe streets, efficient offices
and great architecture actually generate real economic
growth. Despite a new-found interest in the rhetoric about
competing global cities, urban regeneration, the knowledge
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economy and mobile creative workforces, most mainstream
economists probably continue to believe that it is actually the
other way round, that it is successful economies that deliver
the real resources to make truly great cities.
The Arc of Disadvantage is, after all, also an Arc of
Regeneration or Arc of Opportunity. It has enormous economic and urban potential, possessing, almost uniquely in a
greater Dublin context, historic inbuilt advantages and
largely untapped resources. It boasts great geography, located
immediately adjacent to, and in many places forming part of
the core of the city. It is possible to walk to College Green in
fifteen minutes from almost everywhere in the Arc of
Opportunity. It has the city’s greatest public space, the River
Liffey, running through it, the country’s greatest and largest
walled urban park on its doorstep, and the two largest train
stations in the State at its boundaries, with a recently extended light-rail system connecting the area to the Docklands
and western edges of the city. The Arc of Opportunity is
home to a rich architectural heritage and some of the city’s
greatest historic set pieces, including the Four Courts,
Henrietta Street, the GPO, Parnell Square and the Liffey
quays and bridges. It houses some of the State’s biggest
tourist attractions and the city’s most important cultural institutions – Collins Barracks, Guinness Brewery, the Abbey
and Gate theatres, and the Hugh Lane Gallery. It is also home
to the most diverse and cosmopolitan population in the entire
State. Over 46% of its residents – two in five people – are foreign-born. This compares to just over than one in five for the
city as a whole.5
The Arc of Opportunity, despite a 15-year boom, remains home to a large number of vacant sites. These derelict
or underperforming sites are probably the biggest opportunity for the city moving forward over the next five or ten
years. The Arc of Opportunity land bank has the potential
to transform Dublin into a truly great urban city. It can provide a model for high-density, quality urban living, a labora112

tory for 21st-century Dublin urbanism.
We say potential. It is not inevitable. It requires bold
imagination and public commitment, an honest appraisal of
its problems and an astute understanding of its needs as a
heterogeneous urban area. It requires an acute understanding
of high-density housing design, the need to deliver great public schools and the attentive management of public space. It
also requires tackling out-of-date and sometimes paralysing
community participation structures. Most of all, it requires
both public and private investment and ambition, an ambition that inner-city areas accustomed to generational poverty
and disadvantage can attract and retain a whole new generation of mixed-income families, and that these areas will become genuinely desirable places to live. It requires nothing
short of an ambition to eradicate a suffocating prejudice, so
that some day it may be possible to use the term ‘Dublin’s
inner city’ without provoking or invoking either an implied
pejorative or a jaded badge of romanticised underperformance.
–––––
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The Regeneration Paradox

ollowing the property bubble burst and onset of severe
economic contraction in late 2007, it became somewhat
de rigueur in populist economic and social discourse to
dismiss the phenomena of the entire Celtic Tiger boom period. A smug, almost self-satisfied glee could be detected in
those who felt a lot more comfortable in a Dublin where the
possibility of rapid social change didn’t challenge either the
status quo or personal choices. There was, and continues to
be, an almost ghoulish delight in the flagellation of developers, and a hollow celebration at the empty or half-completed
housing estates. Four years on from the Troika bailout (by
the European Union, International Monetary Fund and
European Central Bank), a peculiar post-Celtic Tiger mob
analysis continues to hold sway in certain circles that 15 years
of unparalleled growth was all a mirage, a comical joke, an
exercise in ‘binge economics’, a kind of economics of bloated
housing overindulgence. We didn’t and don’t deserve wealth
and full employment.
This collective giddy, but ultimately debilitating mood
has given the broad church of the anti-development lobby
enormous sustenance and thin ideological cover for wholesale
attack on development of almost any kind. This is damaging
for any city, but in Dublin it is potentially devastating for
inner-city areas still in need of regeneration. Instead of less
development and fewer developers, Dublin’s inner city actually requires much more – more discerning perhaps, but a lot
more. It is worth remembering that during the unprecedented
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period of wealth creation, Ireland experienced national
growth rates in GDP averaging 6.8% for a full 15 years (19932007). In the years 1995 to 2000, widely accepted as predating
wreckless bank-lending and the property bubble, growth averaged 9.3%.1 Some 497,000 new homes were built in the Irish
state during the Celtic Tiger period (1991-2006). This remarkable figure means that a third of existing Irish dwellings
were built during the Celtic Tiger boom.2 Dublin city experienced a more modest increase in its housing stock, but nevertheless added an additional 35,000 new homes during this
period. Celtic Tiger homes thus account for a fifth of all
Dublin city homes.3 Extensive areas of Dublin’s inner city,
ravished by decades of poverty, neglect and decline, witnessed
considerable transformation. The city centre has experienced
a physical and cultural renaissance. Recent years has seen the
construction of the O2 arena, the Samuel Beckett Bridge, the
Bord Gáis Theatre, the Convention Centre Dublin, two
world-class sports stadia – the Aviva and Croke Park – a new
city courts complex, and significantly improved commuter
and mainline rail and Luas transportation infrastructure.
There is a lingering sense of being somewhat underwhelmed
by the extent of the new development, visually at least, in the
historically disadvantaged parts of the city.
One is forced to ask, with national growth levels averaging 6.8% for 15 years, why more development did not
take place in Dublin’s disadvantaged inner city. Had national
growth rates been a healthy and internationally respectable
2.8% instead of a heady 6.8%, would these areas have
changed at all? Where exactly did all the growth go? Our
housing analysis in ‘How the East was Done?’ demonstrate
that a lot of development was ‘diverted’ to the exurb counties
of Kildare, Fingal and Wicklow. During this period, entire
towns and townlands outside, but within commuting distance of Dublin have being totally transformed. From Swords
to Leixlip, from Naas to Greystones, the story is the same.
The suburban, indeed rural, landscape has been radically
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changed by new motorways, flyovers, spanking new industrial
estates and shopping centres, marinas, multiplex cinemas,
and more and more new tree-lined, manicured-lawn Celtic
Tiger suburban town-house-style housing estates. Walking
along the Luas line in the heart of Dublin’s north inner city,
driving through Summerhill or Seán McDermott Street, or
meandering through the back streets of The Liberties in the
South Inner City around Marrowbone Lane, one could be
forgiven for thinking that the city and the State’s economy
had actually contracted in the last 15 years, let alone grown
at unparalleled international or historic growth rates. The
fact that these inner-city areas may have looked a lot worse
in 1988 both misses the point and betrays a somewhat unconvincing defensiveness in the context of a national economy
that almost doubled in size between 1990 and 2007. Yes, the
inner-city population doubled, and, yes, extensive areas of
dereliction were developed, but after 15 years of a property
boom, one cannot help concluding this was an opportunity
lost, a failure to deliver quality urbanism.
A perhaps more troubling question, given the quantum of development that actually did take place in places like
Cork Street and Queen Street, or on city blocks adjacent to
the Liffey quays – Ushers Island, Blackhall Place – is why the
public domain in so many of these same or adjoining streets
continues to look so impoverished. Why, after 15 years of a
building boom, do so many of our inner-city streets continue
to look so grim, mean (pinched or narrow pavements),
unloved, or devoid of greenery? After all, these same ‘streets’,
many in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, ‘generated’ a substantial proportion of the City Council development levies.
Beauty is important in cities. It attracts investment,
supports tourism, sustains residential communities, and
nourishes our personal mental and physical well-being.
Many, if not most of our inner-city streets cannot be described as beautiful.
There is, of course, an assumption here that the phys116

ical appearance, quality of public space or general underperformance of the inner city doesn’t matter much to many
Dubliners who don’t live there. This indifference to the inner
city is not to be confused with a desire to visit or shop in the
city centre. Dublin’s inner city and Dublin’s city centre are of
course fundamentally different worlds. To the unfamiliar visitor, the city centre and the inner city may seem, superficially
at least, linguistically close cousins; they are, however, for
Dubliners, immediately understood as very distant, albeit
neighbourly relatives. The second assumption is that civic
leaders have a genuine ambition or vision that high-density,
mixed-income, quality urban living (with the possible exception of the Docklands area) is really possible or desirable in
Dublin’s inner city. Everybody believes in regeneration; the
ambition, however, to actually transform places into genuinely thriving mixed-income communities that would attract middle- or high-income families somehow continues to
elicit lukewarm enthusiasm. Regeneration has itself become
a jaded term, and has increasingly lost its edge, its hopeful
or radical intent. Today, regeneration for many means nothing more than ‘stitching’ in a few missing blocks, refurbishment of social flat complexes, and maybe hoping for the best.
This unspoken bias is rarely openly acknowledged or
discussed, and harder to prove. It can, however, reveal itself
by asking a simple and singular question to key decisionmakers: what would it take for you to live in the inner city?
The reaction to this question tends to range from the startled
to the perplexed and the defensive. The question strangely
intimidates. The questioner and question become oddly accusatory. In how many other European cities would such a
simple question about city-centre living provoke such verbal
gymnastics and emotional hand-wringing from the very people empowered to deliver quality urbanism? This bigotry of
place is driven not by some sort of defeatist social pragmatism – a recognition that we will always have the poor, they
will always be with us – but rather by a much more reac117

tionary belief that we will always have poorer disadvantaged
areas, and that those poor areas are destined, no matter how
much they are marginally improved, to remain that way.
The fact that these inner-urban socially deprived
areas enjoy enormous advantages of geography, are close to
the city centre, within walking distance to major city or State
transport hubs, are close to some of city’s best urban parks
and are peppered with national city tourist attractions and
great museums makes the underperformance of these areas
all the more perplexing and acute. These prejudices, nevertheless, exert a powerful force, one that betrays not just an
acquiescence of challenging generational poverty, but rather
an unconscious mistrust or suspicion of the value or possibilities of quality urban living – at least of quality urban living in Dublin’s inner city.
–––––
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Regeneration:
Seven Deadly Risks

here are many varied and complex challenges to the further regeneration of the Arc of Disadvantage, not least,
stubborn pockets of acute social disadvantage, continued
negative perceptions of the area, and a national economy in
temporary retreat. We believe there are, however, more deepseated, less tangible, and perhaps unspoken challenges that
pose an equal, maybe even greater risk to the successful regeneration of disadvantaged inner-city neighbourhoods. These
challenges may be harder to identify, more difficult to measure,
and, for some people, easier to dismiss. This does not, however, make them any less real or diminish their threat or risk.
We have endeavoured to describe a few. There are,
perhaps, many more lurking out there in the media, academia, professional institutes, voluntary organisations, in local
government, or indeed in the local community itself. This is
a case of ‘it can’t be done’ (bigotry of low expectations), ‘it
won’t be done’ (abandonment of hope), ‘it shouldn’t be done’
(gentrivilification), or ‘it is somebody else’s job to do it’ (introvertism).
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Gentrivilification
is, for some people, an irrational fear or dislike of urban
change; for others, however, it is a very real fear of loosing
political power or influence over the citizens (voters) of a disadvantaged area. As the name suggests, gentrivilification is
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derived from the noun ‘gentrification’ and the verb ‘to vilify’.
Gentrification can be defined as the process of urban-renewal
and rebuilding which accompanies the influx of middle-income or affluent people into hitherto deteriorating areas that
may displace earlier, usually poorer residents. The term gentrification, when employed by academics, planners or community activists is widely understood as a pejorative term. It
is a term, we argue, that is widely used and abused in Dublin.
There is actually little or no evidence of housing ‘displacement’ in Dublin’s inner city. Young couples and families
who ‘choose’ to move to distant suburbs were more likely to
do so because of a lack of local housing choice. This lack of
housing choice is primarily the result of a failure to meaningfully increase the supply of newly built, spacious, quality,
high-density homes in the heart of the city.
Gentrivilification, as the term implies, is very different
and runs much deeper. It is a vilification of social change
masquerading as a critique of gentrification. The potential
displacement of economically disadvantaged communities as
a result of local rising property markets is, of course, a genuine and legitimate concern when areas undergo a period of
rapid regeneration. The fear, however, of those who adhere
to gentrivilification is not one of social displacement, but
rather one of social dilution.
Gentrivilification usually stems from a fear of the
other, of newcomers, of change. It is, in many ways, another
variant form of NIMBYism (Not In My Back Yard). The provision of a better food choice in new supermarkets, employment opportunities, new office blocks, or additional local
services arising from a growing population are often dismissed or belittled by the adherents of gentrivilification as
being of little or no benefit to ‘their’ disadvantaged community. This is one of the most destructive characteristics of gentrivilification, a deliberate failure or inability to acknowledge
the many genuine benefits urban regeneration can bring or
may have brought to a disadvantaged community.
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There is a second type of gentrilvilifier, one who
unashamedly publicly bemoans, perhaps disingenuously, gentrification (confusing it with regeneration and social change)
of other areas whilst simultaneously privately and desperately
pining for a similar kind of gentrification of their own neighbourhood. They are surprisingly common.

2

Abandonment of hope
is the belief on the part of the residents or businesses of a regeneration area that their previous ‘urban hope value’ – as
reflected in their decision to choose to live or open a business
there – has proven to be disappointedly misplaced. It is important to distinguish between abandonment of hope and the
natural fear a resident in a regeneration area may have of an
economic slowdown. Abandonment of hope is altogether different. It is the strong belief or conviction, rightly or wrongly,
that the local authority lacks commitment to, or has simply
given up on the regeneration of their local area. When abandonment of hope takes hold and becomes widespread
amongst new homeowners or businesses in a regeneration
area, it can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, potentially destroying the possibility of any further positive change.
Abandonment of hope can quickly, almost suddenly, send a
regeneration area into reverse. All previous successes can rapidly begin to unravel or unwind. Vacancies, dereliction and
accelerated declines in property values can assert themselves
with a vengeance.
Abandonment of hope is fed by many things. This includes streets that are not kept clean, the perceived sense that
the city is concentrating unwanted problematic land uses, a
municipal indifference to antisocial behaviour – in effect, a
general unease that the city has lost interest in the challenging
problems of managing emerging urbanism in the area.
All are devastating to continued private commitment
and investment to a regeneration area. If hope is lost, money
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and people quickly flee. It is extraordinarily difficult to rebuild
that hope after expectations have been dashed. Confidence in
urban regeneration when lost is hard to rebuild.

3

Bigotry of Low Expectation
is the belief by policy-makers that socially disadvantaged
areas of the inner city – areas that middle-income families
have historically abandoned and have no desire to return to
– will always remain just that, socially disadvantaged and undesirable places to live. The regeneration ambitions of the
practitioners of bigotry of low expectation do not look beyond an almost patrician attitude to rehousing the poor.
Transforming the perception of these areas for the better is
neither possible, nor, perhaps, desirable. Adherents of bigotry
of low expectation are usually held hostage by a constrained
imagination. They tend to lack the vision that an area, usually one with enormous inbuilt urban advantages, can actually become a different sort of place, a place where successful
new urban possibilities can be imagined, where new parks,
great public spaces, better homes, excellent schools are made,
built supported and managed. They do not see regeneration
areas as potential drivers and innovators in the urban economy, but rather as areas deserving perhaps of charitable
‘trickle-down’ benefits of a ‘real’ economy made elsewhere.
Ultimately, it’s a belief that inner-urban areas can never become genuinely desirable or attractive places to live. This is
not only reflective of low ambition for the inner city, but arguably betrays an indifference to the importance of ensuring
equality of access to quality public space.

4 Nostalgia
can be defined as a longing for the past, often in an idealised
form. Disadvantaged areas in need of urban regeneration are
very often seen through the prism of a form of ‘urban nostalgia’. This is perhaps natural, but quite unhealthy. The past
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is somehow imagined as a better place when confronted with
what seems like the overwhelming challenges of the area
today. Nostalgia, however, is a potentially destructive recipe
for urban paralysis.
The ‘nostalgic city’ is one where past poverty is romanticised. Adherents of urban nostalgia, in celebrating a
bygone era, tend to sentimentalise abandoned factories, vacant buildings and crumbling infrastructure. The historic social urban realities of deprivation, inequality, disease,
overcrowding and stifling social suffocation are ignored,
glossed over, reimagined, or dusted down as the virtues and
stories of a bygone era. Urban nostalgia is blind to the past,
indifferent to the present, and hopelessly pessimistic and hostile about the possibilities of our urban future. Of the many
great risks to successful regeneration, nostalgia is probably
one of the least understood and yet most openly tolerated. It
very often provides a thinly veiled disguise for more malign
political forces that are intimidated by cultural diversity, immigration and progressive social change.

5

Introvertism
The ‘introverted’ institution is common to most cities, similar
to, but not to be confused with, the ‘fortress institution’.
While the introverted institution tends not to engage beyond
its property boundary, and effectively operates as a kind of
spatial ‘island’ in the city, it can and does very often open its
doors to the public. In fact, many introverted institutions depend for their survival on inviting visitors or paying customers to enter their properties. Others, while not open to
the public per se, are critically dependent on their success in
communicating loudly to a wider public.
What defines introverted institutions is that their spatial interest – literally, the physical space inside or beyond their
property – tends to begin and end at their own front door or
gate. Public engagement – even healthy criticism of the street –
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and the public realm outside is generally avoided. They tend
to float, almost aspatial, in their respective neighbourhoods.
They could be anywhere; they just happen to be here.
This introverted behaviour perhaps doesn’t matter
too much if the institution is located in a leafy, wealthy suburb. If, however, the institution is located in an inner-city location, in areas with acute and visible social and economic
challenges, it matters greatly. These same introverted institutions are potentially powerful advocates or champions of
their local neighbourhoods. Many choose not to play this
role. Why?
Introverts of any kind, including those who suffer
from shyness, tend to ‘suffer’ from an overdeveloped sense of
ego. Psychologists tell us that one of the primary defining
characteristic of shyness is a largely ego-driven fear of what
other people will think of the person’s behaviour. This results
in a person becoming scared of doing or saying what he or
she wants to out of fear of negative reactions, criticism.
Perhaps introverted institutions are acting similarly.
Many institutional introverts do have big egos. Many
are significant players in the field of education, health, media,
the arts, even welfare. They require big egos. Most are highly
vocal in the public sphere on their respective sectoral interests.
They tend, somewhat inexplicably, however, to remain silent
on their local, inner-city neighbourhood. To do otherwise,
they fear, may draw attention to themselves, or local issues,
in an uncomfortable way. That’s a shame for the institution
and a great loss for their inner-city neighbourhood. Dublin’s
inner city needs honest, vocal and powerful champions.
Introverted institutions need to play their role in supporting
regeneration.

6 Sub-urbanism
unlike most of the other seven deadly risks to regeneration,
is neither ideological nor irrational, nor devoid of vision. It
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is, however, uninformed. The ‘sub-urbanist’ comes to the subject of city-making with the analytical tools or rational experience of suburbia. It is important to understand that the
sub-urbanist is well-intentioned, their motivations wellmeaning. They bring with them a language of hope and inclusivity, of utopian integration and social neighbourliness.
It is important to state that not all suburbanites are
sub-urbanists. In fact a sub-urbanist can also be an urbandweller and live in the very heart of the city. It is not necessarily where someone lives, but how they act, think and what
they say that defines them as a sub-urbanist. The all-toocommon pejorative use of the word ‘transient’ to describe
those who rent is frequently used by the sub-urbanist. The
sub-urbanist risk to regeneration lies in their efforts to impose inappropriate models of behaviour, to transpose, or
‘graft’, a suburban value system of how urban people should
live their lives. The sub-urbanist wants us all to know each
other and to share similar values. Neighbourly disinterest or
warm indifference is disturbing for the sub-urbanist. Urban
areas are, for good or ill, more complex than suburbs. Their
social structure is not simply a denser version of the suburb
nor a concentrated magnified village. Urban areas behave differently. It’s perfectly fine for some people to choose not to
know the name of their immediate neighbour in the city; furthermore, it’s okay not to want to know. To the sub-urbanist,
such mutterings are a form of residential or communal dysfunctional heresy. It is the very social complexity of successful
cities, the proximity of strangers that necessitates neighbourly tolerance yet doesn’t require friendly intimacy, that
the sub-urbanist fails to understand.

7 Denial
can be defined as an unconscious willingness to recognise
painful realities. In the context of urban regeneration, denial
manifests itself in primarily two ways, both equally damaging
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for the capacity of an area to embrace positive change. The
first form of denial is the inability or refusal to see what is
actually there. We call this ‘urban denial of existence’. The
second form of denial is almost a flip of the first, a closely
related cognitive dissonance. This is the ability to see things
that are no longer there and have long since gone. We call this
‘urban denial of disappearance’.
In Dublin, the regeneration risk of the urban denial
of existence is the refusal of decision-makers to acknowledge,
prioritise or adequately engage with various forms of antisocial behaviour. It is that antisocial behaviour or edginess in
the city, particularly in areas most in need of regeneration,
that are enormously challenging for the quality of life of
those who live there. It may be street drunkenness, drug-dealing, vomiting and urinating in doorways or laneways. They
all pose real risks to successful further regeneration.
The failure to see empty sites or dereliction anymore
is another classic form of urban denial of existence. We walk
by them every day. They are a seemingly permanent fixture
in parts of our urban landscape. The urban denial of disappearance is altogether more intriguing. It’s a particular affliction of many archaeologists, architectural historians and
conservationists. Architects and planners are equally prone
to occasional bouts of denial of disappearance. Those who
suffer from urban denial of disappearance primarily see place
and space through the prism of a distant, imaginary, but nonexistent past, what was or might have been there, not what is
actually there. Derelict sites, vacant plots and rundown
spaces are discussed in effusive historic architectural language
as if the buildings continued to exist. Those afflicted with
urban denial of disappearance do not prevent the destruction
of our heritage in these places (it has already happened); they
can, however, and very often do prevent the reimagination of
the possibilities of our urban future.
–––––
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Urban Burden-Carrying
Capacity

he ‘urban burden-carrying capacity’ of an area is its capacity to absorb a given amount of negative externalities before a critical urban stress or tipping point is
arrived at, whereupon serious and very often irreversible
damage occurs to city-living. The urban burden-carrying capacity of an area is dependent upon the simple relationship
between its stresses and the attractiveness of its livability.
What might irrevocably damage or destroy one urban area
may be of no consequence to an urban area of equal size, but
one of a very different character. These urban areas cannot
afford the stress of uncollected rubbish on public streets, broken trees, or the visual pollution of ‘signless’ galvanized steel
poles masquerading as street furniture. What matters little in
vibrant, successful urban places can cumulatively often prove
irreversibly damaging in embryonic urban areas with a very
weak urban immune system or low urban burden-carrying
capacity. A tipping point can quickly be reached.
In emerging, or ‘proto-urban’, spaces – places with a
weak or slowly emerging quality urban way of life – an urban
vulnerability exists. These areas cannot absorb additional
stresses or strains. It is more distressing for disadvantaged
areas with existing vacant or derelict sites to absorb acts of
antisocial behaviour. Busy, successful, attractive streets can
absorb such temporary, albeit unwelcome, blips or shocks because of their otherwise energetic and attractive city street
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life. Poor-quality pavements or broken kerbs that seem not to
matter in downtown New York, central Paris or Dublin’s
bustling Exchequer Street are more visible in distressed areas.
In distressed areas they communicate neglect and civic disinterest. Ironically, they are simply not that important in safe,
visually exciting and interesting places.
Such stresses tend to be magnified in distressed urban
areas, areas that are often already blighted with dereliction
and poor-quality housing, limited shopping or poorly maintained public spaces – are very often the very same areas that
are stressed to their ‘tipping point’ by the visible cumulative
negative impact of a degraded environment.
Vacant or derelict sites are one of the biggest urban
burdens of disadvantaged inner city neighbourhoods. The
City Council has recently initiated survey of all vacant sites
in the inner Canal Ring area. The City Council initially identified more than 300 ‘vacant’ sites within this area that
are/were entirely or substantially devoid of buildings, dilapidated. The total land area of these sites has been conservatively estimated to be approximately 63 hectares – the
equivalent of seven St Stephen’s Greens. The City Council is
currently given consideration to the imposition of a levy on
such vacant sites.
BEYOND PEBBLEDASH strongly supports such a
levy. The actual cost – social, environmental and economic –
of such vacant sites is increasingly acknowledged as having a
detrimental impact on local urban regeneration.
Apart from the city-wide opportunity costs of lost development, there very are real and substantial local costs – a
hidden tax – on all those who either live or endeavour to run
a business adjacent or close to a derelict site. It is not unreasonable to argue that the owners of long-term derelict or vacant sites engage in a form of urban pollution or antisocial
behavior. In the absence of a levy, powerful vested interests
in Dublin enjoy what is called in economics jargon a ‘free
rider’ situation, whereby some individuals (vacant-land own128

ers) pay less (none currently) than their fair share of the cost
(eyesore) of a common resource.
One of the most common – indeed, popular (populist?) – arguments against the levy is that it is counterproductive and will merely further undermine the capacity of the
existing land-owner in question to develop their site. This is
nothing more than a special plea on behalf of existing landowners. Arguably, it is nothing more than anti-competitive
protectionism of current landowners who may, for personal
financial reasons, need or want to hold onto the land, especially now that prices are rising again. In other words, they
bought at inflated prices and selling now would result in
bankruptcy. It is not the business of the city to protect individual developers from going bankrupt but to ensure that
scarce inner-urban developable land does not lie idle. In so
doing, we are unwittingly conflating the interests of the construction ‘industry’ – developers (including foreign investors
with access to capital), builders, bricklayers, architects, etc –
with the interests of those who thought they would actually
carry out and profit from construction – i.e. the current landowners.
Visibly derelict land in the inner city detracts for the
attractiveness of an area. It communicates neglect and potentially impedes local investment, undermining regeneration. It
is economically inefficient and socially regressive (damaging
to marginal disadvantaged communities). This is simply a
statement of fact. What is perhaps unusual in Dublin is that
many of the more high-profile, larger and long-term derelict
sites in the city are either publicly owned or in the ownership
of quasi-public professional institutions. One of the most visible sites is situated on Church Street and Hammond Lane,
between the Four Courts and Smithfield, and is over an acre
in size. It is the site of the former Maguire & Paterson match
factory, which was demolished in 2002. Owned by the OPW
(Office of Public Works), it has been surrounded by hoarding
ever since.
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As a city, do we even see these sites any longer? Perhaps
Dubliners do not think such dereliction in the heart of their
city reflects badly on them. There would appear, to date at
least, an insufficient body of powerful public opinion to cajole or persuade public bodies into taking action. In the absence of financial penalties, one can only conclude that the
long-term ownership of visibly derelict land in our inner city
does not reflect badly on their owners.
There is another, apparently less noticeable, but altogether more visibly common, vulnerability that burdens our
inner city. This is the pedestrian traffic lights that stay red.
Pedestrian lights at traffic signals that never seem to go green,
or, more annoyingly, stay red when the light remains red for
vehicles, is a peculiar Dublin phenomenon. In Dublin city,
when the traffic lights go red for vehicular traffic and it is safe
for pedestrians to cross, shouldn’t the pedestrian lights automatically go green? This doesn’t happen. Why? For the residents of Dublin this is an important problem awaiting a small
pedestrian-friendly solution. It is a pedestrian- friendly solution that is also important for the city’s tourism economy.
Next time you are walking the city streets, look out for this
co-ordinating glitch and watch the confusion on the face of
Dublin’s tourists. It starts with the tourist(s) stopping at the
red pedestrian light. They then glance sideways at the stopped
vehicular traffic, facing a simultaneous red light signal. They
wait. They begin to look impatient. They continue to wait.
They now look confused. All lights are red. Then, out of
nowhere, a local Dubliner nonchalantly whizzes across the
street. (The local is fully aware that it is ‘safe’ to cross, as the
traffic is stationary at the red vehicular signal.) The tourist
then picks up the courage to follow suit, but just as they attempt to cross, the vehicular traffic signal switches to green
and the cars take off. If it wasn’t dangerous, it would perhaps
be amusing. But it is dangerous.
So can we co-ordinate the traffic and pedestrian light
signal? This is a simple pedestrian-safety improvement meas130

ure that is not intended to take ‘signal time’ away from vehicular traffic (a different and valid discussion.) It is a simple
win-win design solution. Some have suggested it would require what is known in engineering jargon as an audio-tactile
unit, which assists the visually impaired by continuously
sounding every traffic signal cycle. Perhaps this would actually be very helpful for those who are visually impaired. Are
we suggesting the ‘noise’ from the audio-tactile unit is an unacceptable form of noise pollution?
BEYOND PEBBLEWARE suggests that Dublin City
Council’s Councils recently published ‘Public Realm Strategy’
team link-up with the I’M Smart Cities programme1 to find
a solution to this talking traffic lights problem.
Whether it is uncollected rubbish, broken pavements,
derelict sites, or pedestrian and vehicle traffic lights that don’t
co-ordinate, Dublin’s inner city is vulnerable in a way that a
more dynamic, robust and bustling city Centre simply is not.
That vulnerability can prove critical to the success or otherwise of local regeneration. Understanding that distinction is
critical to understanding what is required to ensure a successful livable urban Dublin.
–––––

131

It’s Safety Stupid

ublin City prides itself on being a relatively safe city.
It generally fares well in international comparative
crime statistics. There appears, however, to be a significant disconnect between these crime ‘statistics’ and a general sense of safety, an edginess – call it what you will – on
Dublin’s inner-city streets. As a city, we urgently need to talk
about safety.
A sense of safety is not reflected in hard crime statistics; a sense of safety is experienced, lived; it is something
qualitative, consumed, almost tasted. Our behavior in cities,
whether to enter a particular public park, or walk a certain
street at different times of the day and night, is profoundly
affected by our perception of safety. There are few real social
taboos left in Irish society; there are infinite areas of political
or social disagreement, but few taboos. An adult or mature
conversation about the extent and impact of antisocial behaviour on the inner streets of urban Dublin is, arguably, one
such taboo.
Antisocial behaviour can be stretched to mean almost
everything and nothing. It is an inherently elastic term. We
have argued above in ‘The Inner City’s Urban Burden Carrying Capacity’ that it is reasonable to label the long-term owners of derelict sites in the inner city as engaging in profound
acts of antisocial behavior. In this brief discussion, however,
antisocial behaviour is aggressive, intimidating or destructive
activity in public space that damages or destroys another person’s quality of life. This includes open drug-dealing, ‘aggres-
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sive begging’, acute substance-abuse (including alcohol) in
public spaces – in fact, to any loutish, aggressively boisterous
behaviour that contributes to a significant sense of ‘edginess’
on Dublin’s streets. Wading into the quagmire that is antisocial behaviour can destroy political careers or tarnish one’s
social standing. It can quickly engulf, like quicksand, the author or authors who endeavour to seriously grapple with the
elephant in the room, the outdoor room that is Dublin’s public space.
It seems almost impossible to have a grown up conversation about the impact of antisocial behaviour on the social fabric Dublin’s city centre and inner city without invoking
an avalanche of faux-liberal outrage. The issue itself – what
actually constitutes antisocial behaviour – is very much a diverse and contested narrative. The underlying causes are complex. Acute poverty – in particular, intergenerational poverty –
can be fundamental contributory factors, particularly for
those afflicted by substance abuse. Family breakdown, mental
illness, early teen substance-abuse are central to understanding of causes and solutions, while State neglect and ineffective
public policy have all played their part.
Early intervention, intensive, high-cost one-to-one
family assistance is often required. Effective solutions require
holistic thinking, psychological, educational, legal, medical
and financial. The solutions are challenging, but in the absence of some yet undiscovered magic wand, any solution
would appear to require a significant increase in resources to
effectively assist those under acute stress. And despite past
investment by the State or city, including Trojan efforts on the
part of organisations and individuals, the problem and solutions are likely to remain complex and challenging.
Societal tolerance of public urinating, drunken loutishness and boorish behaviour is also a significant contributory
factor. This afflicts all social groups. Suburban middle-class
20-year olds are as guilty of urinating or throwing-up on
Dublin’s inner urban streets at night as any other 20-year-old.
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Finally, everybody has a right to public space. But as
with all rights, they come with responsibilities. Equal access
to and use of public space comes with responsibility to respect others in their use of the same public space.
What often gets lost in the discussion about antisocial
behaviour is the simple reality that the biggest victims of antisocial behaviour in the city centre or inner city are very often
the most marginalised in society, including the young and old.
The eight-year-old or the eighty-year-old, for obvious reasons, are vulnerable walking on streets where antisocial behaviour is common. Their sense of vulnerability can be acute,
their political voice often marginal.
Too many people conflate poverty with acts of antisocial behaviour. There is no causal link between the totality
of antisocial behavior on our streets and poverty. Those suffering from chaotic lives of substance-abuse and addiction
tend to disproportionately to be living lives of acute poverty,
but to casually conflate poverty and antisocial behaviour is
offensive to those who are economically marginal or struggling with problems of poverty and do not commit acts of
antisocial behaviour. At the risk of sounding trite, antisocial
people commit acts of antisocial behavior.
The casual indifference to antisocial behaviour in
Dublin, often masquerading as some badge of misplaced tolerance also condemns existing blighted inner-city communities to further marginalisation. It perpetuates and exacerbates
deprivation. Tolerance of antisocial behaviour communicates
indifference. It reinforces a powerful message of deprivation
to young people living in such neighbourhoods: ‘This your
neighbourhood, and this is where you live, it is part of who
you are.’
Few would dispute that a sense of safety is critical to
sustaining a liveable neighbourhood. Planners and architects
can talk endlessly about the importance of quality spacious
homes, green space, traffic-calmed streets and a plentiful supply of outdoor play areas, but safety trumps everything. If a
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street, an area, falls below a critical (difficult to quantify, but
not particularly hard to observe) threshold of perceived or
sense of safety, that area, the neighbourhood, inexorably suffers. A vicious cycle of decline can set in. Successful regeneration can prove impossible. The desirability of living in that
area, if it ever existed, simply evaporates.
That the liveability of any neighbourhood is inextricably linked with the desirability of living in that neighbourhood seems like stating the obvious. But the very concept of
the desirability of living in an inner-city neighbourhood can
often provoke illogical thinking. It’s as if certain areas of the
city can never really become desirable to live in; perhaps
worse, they somehow shouldn’t. To suggest otherwise is to
risk ‘gentrification’. Residential desirability for some is suggestive of something vacuous, unreal, and denuded of the political earthiness of regeneration. Desirability seems
hierarchical; it hints of an unacceptable consciousness of status. Such confused thinking betrays a profound bigotry of
place. Dublin city does appear to have a particular problem.
Compared to other European cities, our inner city or city centre is considered unsafe relative to our suburbs
In a European Commission survey of 75 European
cities, Dublin ranked 26th in the perceived level of local
neighbourhood safety, with 76% of Dubliners stating that
they always feel safe in their own neighbourhood. This compares to 91% for citizens of Munich, 85% for Copenhagen,
and 78% for Amsterdam. The average across the 75 cities was
69%.1 Dublin, however, fell to a lowly 57th in the ranking
when its citizens were asked whether they felt safe in the city:
just 41% did so. This compares to 76% for Munich, 67% for
Copenhagen, and 65% for Amsterdam. Not surprisingly,
cities that scored high on the perceived safety of their neighbourhoods score well on the overall perceived safety of the
city. Similarly, cities that fared poorly in neighbourhood
scores generally performed badly on a sense of safety in the
city.2
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The residents of all 75 surveyed cities perceived their
neighbourhood as safer than the city. The average gap for all
cities was just under 19%. Dublin, however, falls dramatically
to 74 out of 75 cities in the gap in perceived safety between
the local neighbourhood and the city centre. The gap in
Dublin between the perceived sense of safety of the local
neighbourhood and the city centre is almost double the survey average, at 35%.3 Perhaps the fact that most Dubliners
are suburban residents, with relatively few (1 in 11, or 48,000
out of 527,000) citizens (particularly middle-income families)
actually living in the city’s inner-city area, explains Dublin’s
ranking. Perhaps the city centre and inner city at certain
times, in certain places, for too many people, particularly
families with children, is perceived as just too edgy and unsafe
for many Dubliners.
So why exactly, despite all the evidence confronting
us, the constant ‘foreign’ media coverage, international surveys, negative tourist reviews of the city, do we continue to
tolerate the pervasiveness of antisocial behaviour in our inner
city and city centre. The collective ‘we’ or ‘us’ here requires a
brief definition. The ‘we’ in this context implicitly means
those with some power of decision-making, those who have
either direct responsibility or sufficient political clout to affect
real change, and critically it includes those who have a choice
not to live in the inner city.
Is it possible that the real reason we tolerate antisocial
behaviour in the inner city/city centre is because we are really
not interested in the liveability of the inner city or city centre.
Despite our protestations of concern, it doesn’t really impinge on our lives in any meaningful way. Neither the problems associated with drug-addiction nor its impact on the city
centre affects our lives too much. But bluntly, our families are
not afflicted, and our families don’t live, nor intend to live
there, in there in the inner city.
Digging a little deeper, there are perhaps many reasons, ‘we’ tolerate antisocial behavior. Whatever the reasons,
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we need to talk honestly about them. ‘We’ see it but don’t
think the problem is really that bad, perhaps because ‘we’
don’t understand its real social and economic cost on the city,
including the enormous opportunity cost of failing to make
inner urban neighbourhoods genuinely attractive to middleincome families. This attitude is infused we a kind of cavalier
blokeish, ‘Its normal, that’s Dublin, what do you expect?’ attitude. This attitude perhaps reflects a limited experience of
other liveable cities. It also betrays a cavalier disinterest in the
lives of tens of thousands, including the very poor, who already live in our inner city, and who witness, experience or
suffer antisocial behaviour on a daily or weekly basis.
‘We’ see this antisocial behaviour, understand its negative impact, and have tried to seriously engage with and address the problem, but have failed. We have convinced
ourselves it remains a hopeless unsolvable reality, or deny the
failure of policy. Finally, there is a possibility we see it, understand its negative impact on the city, but think it is someone else’s problem to solve. We are astute enough to
understand that any attempt to seriously address the issue,
to discuss it openly and honestly, is simply politically ‘toxic’
to take on; it is ‘taboo’ territory.
We can, and often do adopt some or all of these positions to varying degrees simultaneously. Management is obviously critical. Setting and communicating acceptable,
socially understood boundaries of public behavior is necessary. Access to public space comes with responsibilities as
well as rights.
We have been successful in the past; we need to learn
from those experiences. The creative employment of a mix
of animal-welfare officials, vehicle tax-inspectors and Gardaí
at key entrance points to the Smithfield horse market successfully eliminated much of the peripheral, but profoundly damaging antisocial behavior.
Understanding sustainable land-use planning is also
essential. Ensuring an appropriate mix of land uses to avoid
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an over-concentration of challenging services in marginal,
disadvantage communities is widely understood as important. This is actually City Council policy.4
A radical reappraisal of our attitude towards substance-abuse is required. Just why do we segregate the medical treatment of those who suffer from substance abuse from
mainstream medical services in centralised hospitals? Is it a
fear that we are incapable of managing potential attendant
difficult behavior in crowded public space? Is the ‘decentralisation’ and concentration of such services (often in supersized stand-alone treatment clinics) in vulnerable and
marginal inner-city areas intended to provide a local service
or a convenient cover for renting or buying cheaper inner-city
property, which inadvertently further marginalises both the
neighbourhood and those in need of treatment? Has anyone
given considered thought to what the visible concentration
of such clinics in disadvantaged neighbourhoods communicates to young teens and children in these communities? ‘This
is your future; this is a service that will be part of your life.’
It goes without saying that safe streets, a sense of perceived safety, and a lack of edginess is important for the economy of the city. It is also worth restating, however, that in the
city centre and inner city the biggest victims of antisocial behavior tend to be the very old or the very young, and that in
the inner city and city centre they also are more likely to living
in economically disadvantaged communalities. A pledge to
ensure that our inner-city and city-centre streets are safe is a
simple, yet ambitious and profound commitment to social inclusivity. Equality of access to safe public space for all is the
hallmark of a truly democratic, successful and great city.
A solution to Dublin’s problem of antisocial behaviour requires political will at the highest level in Government.
It will ultimately require an appropriate allocation of resources. Additional Gardaí time, one-to-one counselling, security solutions all require money. To justify any substantial
increase in the allocation of resources requires evidence. This
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requires fresh economic thinking, real knowledge. Until antisocial behaviour, both the wider social costs and individual
acts of antisocial behaviour are appropriately ‘priced’, it is
unlikely to be seriously addressed.
For obvious reasons, the short-term, visible, or security- and management-related costs tend to get stressed. The
totality of the real costs however range from everything as
diverse and complex as lost economic investment, reputational damage to tourism, the undermining of regeneration,
the opportunity costs of the loss of an individual’s contribution to society, business failure, damage to mental and physical wellbeing, and, not least, the cost of not addressing any
of these or additional issues, in two, ten and twenty years
time. Few of these costs are adequately quantified, costed.
They should be.
–––––
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Greening the
‘Arc of Disadvantage’

ublin’s Arc of Disadvantage, or inner city, has an acute
deficit of green, publicly accessible open space. Its
largest green space – the grounds of King’s Inns – is
neither a public park nor ordinarily opened to the public at
weekends. Another significant green space, the Incorporated
Law Society sports grounds at Blackhall Place, is practically
invisible and not ordinarily accessible to the public. A third,
the Croppy Acre in front of Collins Barracks, has been locked
for the past four years. These three ‘green spaces’ account for
a third of all the open space in the Arc of Disadvantage. Just
3.5% of the total surface area of the Arc of Disadvantage is
zoned open space by Dublin City Council.1 This compares to
25% of all zoned land for the city as a whole.2
A closer examination of density uncovers an even
greater deficit. Some 48,000 people, or one in twelve (9.1%)
of the city’s population,3 live in the Arc of Disadvantage. This
9.1% live on less than 4% of the land area of the city,4 yet
these high-density dwellers enjoy a mere 0.56% of all designated open space in the city.5 Looking at it from another perspective, there is 2,500 hectares of (designated zoned) open
space in Dublin city. With a total city population of 527,000,
that’s a density of 204 people per hectare of open space. This
works out at 49m2 of municipally designated, mostly green
open space for every man, woman and child. In the Arc of
Disadvantage there are just 14.5 hectares of land zoned open
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space. With a population of 48,000, that works out at 3,296
people per hectare of open space, or just 3m2 per person.
That’s a staggering 15 times less open space per person in the
Arc of Disadvantage than for the city as a whole.
This imbalance is all the more remarkable considering the additional demands on inner-urban areas that simply
do not exist in the suburbs. These include the daily tidal arrival of office workers and the seasonal influx of tourists, and
the fact that the local residents are much less likely to have
access to private green space (a front or back garden) than
their suburban cousins. In addition, people on lower incomes
are much more likely to be reliant on public services. The
availability and accessibility of safe, quality public parks is a
critically important public good in the inner city.
The Arc of Disadvantage is not just disadvantaged
relative to the entire city (essentially suburban Dublin); it also
compares unfavourably with the rest of the city centre and
the inner-urban suburbs when calculating the relative presence of green spaces or parks. Within Dublin’s Canal Ring
(of which the Arc of Disadvantage makes up a third of the
area), the density of population (8,894 persons per km2) is
comparable to that of the Arc (11,572). The area inside the
Canal Ring (between the Royal and Grand canals), however,
has 77 hectares of green zoned open space, or a density of
1,461 people per hectare, which generates 6.8m2 of open
space per person. That is more than twice the open space per
person than in the Arc of Disadvantage.6 When compared to
the south-east quadrant of the city (Dublin 2 and 4 inside the
Canal Ring),7 the Arc is particularly disadvantaged when it
comes to open-space provision. The south-east quadrant of
the Canal Ring is home to some of the great green parks and
squares of Dublin – St Stephen’s Green, Iveagh Gardens,
Merrion Square and Fitzwilliam Square. This significantly
leafy and green part of the city has a population less than
half that of the Arc of Disadvantage, but accommodates twoand-a-half times the amount of green open space, or 36
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hectares. That works out at 15.1m2 of open space per person,
or five times more than the Arc of Disadvantage.
The presence of local parks or accessible public gardens, important as they are, is just part of a bigger city ‘green
story’. Trees on inner-city streets are important to the liveability and enjoyment of those streets. The presence of (municipal) street trees in disadvantaged communities conveys an
interest in and commitment to the local neighbourhood. The
pruning and management of trees, and the removal of dead
leaves is a direct, but rarely discussed public subsidy of affluent neighbourhoods. Perhaps not surprisingly, the Arc of
Disadvantage fares poorly in this regard. Huge swathes of the
Arc are simply devoid of urban greenery of any kind.
Compared to Dublin 2 and 4 or well-established, mature
working-class suburbs, the Arc of Disadvantage is relatively
barren of street trees. The lack of trees along the Luas Red
Line, Summerhill, Seán McDermott Street or Cork Street is
as telling as it is noticeable. Why is this so?
The proximity of significant green spaces such as the
Phoenix Park or Memorial Gardens on the doorstep of the
Arc of Disadvantage cannot be ignored in this urban green
story. These are, of course, great urban assets, but it’s the
presence of quality pocket or local green spaces in the heart
of a neighbourhood, particularly a high-density one, that is
so important in determining the quality of life in that neighbourhood. These local parks and spaces allow young children, accompanied by an adult, to walk there from home.
They provide local play space for 10- or 12-year-olds who can
walk there in five minutes. They potentially unify a community, providing public space for new communities to meet.
While the Arc of Disadvantage is deficient in meaningful local green space, it is also the home of too many
derelict ‘brownfield’ sites and ‘pocket grey spaces’. Perhaps
not surprisingly, the Arc of Disadvantage has more land occupied by brownfield derelicts sites than it has devoted to
green open space.8
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As discussed in Chapter 1 – ‘The New Sprawl’, the
City Council has identified some 300 ‘vacant’ sites within the
Canal Ring, estimated to be approximately 63 hectares.
These vacant sites have real social and opportunity costs to
those living or operating businesses near them. For too long
we have tended to treat them as an accounting or statistical
item as if they somehow existed abstractly in an aspatial
database in some planner’s Excel spreadsheet.
The ‘pocket grey spaces’ are equally plentiful. They
come in varying sizes and shapes. They are generally treeless
and joyless slabs of grey cement. Their origins are varied,
many of them left over from road-widening schemes. They
are almost invisible but nevertheless invasive. You walk
through them, sense their presence but never quite see them.
The greening of these grey spaces, the provision of a bench
to sit on, a children’s play area, the planting of a tree, could
transform these destitute grey spaces to create an urban
‘green necklace’. These green necklaces, threaded throughout
the city, would have the capacity to transform both the perception of the Arc of Disadvantage and the quality of the
lives of those who live there. An ambitious tree-planting and
public-space improvement programme in disadvantaged inner
city communities is required, perhaps funded by ring-fenced
local development levies. Compared to City Council suburban areas with plentiful green space, or the leafy tree-lined
streets of Dublin 4, does Dublin’s inner city have its fair share
of ‘green expenditure’ by Dublin City Council? With population densities as high as 18,000 people per km2 in places,9
the inner city has a social, economic, indeed moral claim for
substantially greater ‘green’ investment.
The creation and maintenance of beautiful streets in
disadvantaged inner-city neighbourhoods is not only civilising, but reflective of a civic commitment to social inclusion.
It is a simple, visible and powerful barometer of the values
of any city.
–––––
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The Missing Children

hildren can be viewed as the canary in the coal mine
of any city. Their healthy and visible presence – or absence – is a strong indicator of the very healthy liveability of that city. The absence of children on city streets is
a warning sign. It is perhaps one of the simplest yet most honest barometers of the relative safety or attractiveness of any
city street or neighbourhood.
When we say ‘presence’, we do not mean weekend visits or occasional day trips to museums or shopping centres,
but a visible ‘living’ presence of children on streets, simply
walking around, perhaps alone, or with parents/guardians,
being pushed along in buggies. When we mean ‘city’, we mean
the city centre, the inner city – that busy, dense, urban part of
the city where many people work, socialise and also live.
There is however an additional and delicate caveat to
our canary in the coal mine analogy. When we talk of ‘the
missing children’, we mean children of middle- or higher-income parents. Why the distinction? The reason is a simple
but profoundly important one. Children do not decide where
to live. Their parents (guardians) make that choice for them.
The critical issue here is ‘choice’. In a city, the single biggest
factor affecting where one chooses to live is one’s residential
purchasing power. The presence of children of higher-income
parents implies choice. These parents have greater housing
choice simply by virtue of their income. Where they choose
to live gives insight into the desirability of our city’s neighbourhoods. It is a little discussed but widely known fact that
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higher- or middle-income parents with children tend to choose
not to live in Dublin’s city centre or inner city. For many
Dubliners this is a very unremarkable statement to make. Why
would anyone want to rear their children in the city centre?
Why do children have to live in the city centre at all?
First of all, the facts. Children (under age 18) make
up 17% of the entire population of Dublin city.1 This falls to
11.2% in the inner city.2 Inside the Canal Ring as whole, the
figure dips to 10.6%.3 Children of higher-income parents
(Higher Professionals and Employers and Managers) make
up 5% of the entire population of the city.4 This falls to just
1.2% of those fourteen wards that make up the inner city. Put
another way, you are four times more likely to find children
of higher-income parents in the city as whole than in the
inner city.
There are of course significant variations at local
level. The percentage of children of higher-income parents
peaks at 17% in the wealthy suburb of Terenure. This falls
to just 0.5% of the population in the north inner-city statistical ward of Mountjoy A (Summerhill and Seán McDermott
Street area). In other words, you are 34 times more likely to
find children of higher-income parents in Terenure than
Summerhill.5
There are, of course, many ways to tell the story of
the ‘missing children’ of the higher-income social groups. The
16 wards with the lowest percentage of children of Higher
Professionals and Employers and Managers (as a percentage
of total population) are all to be found inside the Canal Ring.
In fact, not one of the 14 wards that make up the Inner City
Area can be found in the top 100 wards ranked according to
highest proportion of middle-class children.6 Another way of
looking at the figures, for the city as a whole, is that the children of Higher Professionals and Employers and Managers
make up just under 29% of all children. This falls to just
10.8% in the inner city.7
This isn’t simply a case of the missing children of the
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middle class in Dublin’s inner city. Whilst children as a whole
make up 17% of the entire population of Dublin city, their
presence varies enormously. Children make up one in three
of all residents in Ballymun, while just one in 50 residents are
children in the leafy and wealthy city-centre area that includes
St Stephen’s Green and the Fitzwilliam and Merrion squares
area.8 Remarkably, just 23 children (equating to 2.3% of the
local population) live in this area. Merrion Square,
Fitzwilliam Square and St Stephen’s Green were, historically,
the residential default choice of Dublin’s 19th-century urban
elite. These areas remain, arguably, the most beautiful urban
streets and squares in Dublin city today.
When one ranks all 162 wards in the city according
to presence of the total number of all children, the inner city
continues to rank low. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, of
those wards that make the top 60 (ranked according to the
presence of all children as percentage of the entire population
out of a total city-wide of 162 wards which make up the city)
not one of those 60 wards is to be are to be found in the Inner
City Area.9
The figures for children can be masked by the presence of other demographic cohorts. For example, in areas
where population is relatively elderly, those older than 65, one
may expect a low proportion of children. When examined
from this perspective the story of the missing children actually becomes even starker. When comparing the presence of
all adults aged 24 to 44 (most productive or fertile age for
child-bearing) with the proportion of all children under 18,
one gets a picture of what can be loosely termed ‘potential
parents’. Those who are aged 24 to 44 (potential parents)
make up 30.7% of the entire population of the city. This figure however rises to 50.7% for the inner city.10 Thus for the
city as whole, the ratio of potential parents at 30.7% compares to a child population of 17.3% or a ratio of 1.8:1. For
the inner city the figures diverge. The potential parent population rises to 50.7% but the percentage of children falls to
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just 11.2% – a ratio of 4.5:1.11
Perhaps all of this ‘proves’ little more than we already
knew by way of received wisdom or accumulated anecdotal
knowledge. So, having established that there are fewer children, and remarkably few children of higher-income parents,
living in the inner city, why are children an important indicator of the health and desirability of any city? What is the
‘added’ value or contribution of children to any neighbourhood?
It can be many things. Children add to the diversity
and positive social mix of an area. Diversity is generally understood as an enriching experience. The intrinsic value of
the presence of children perhaps misses the point. Children
are one of the most vulnerable groups in any city. They are
small and they are dependent. Parents tend not to take unnecessary risks with the safety of their children. The presence
of children – in particular, the presence of children of middle- or higher-income parents in an area – ultimately reflects
choice, a desire to live in that area. It is not an unreasonable
objective of a city that every neighbourhood or residential
community should aspire to be a desirable place to live.
It is a truism that a safe, pleasant, calm (and positively
stimulating) residential environment is important to the wellbeing of children. Those with housing choice tend to avoid
rearing their children in neighbourhoods that are disproportionately affected by antisocial behaviour or heavy traffic,
neighbourhoods that are neither pleasant nor safe. All of this
is simple common sense and generally taken for granted.
Making the inner city (Dublin’s inner city) a genuinely more
desirable place to live, a place that will attract higher-income
parents (who have choice) is a proposition, however, that can
make some Dubliners strangely uncomfortable.
Dense urban areas do, of course, present particular
challenges. It is, however, unremarkable for many successful
cities, cities that are truly liveable, desirable places to live in,
to have children living in their buzzy and busy city centres.
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This fact often astonishes Dubliners.
As decision-makers, city-planners and policy-makers
in Dublin, we tend to balk when confronted with the question
as to why children of middle- or higher-income parents have
little visible presence in the city centre or inner city. BEYOND
PEBBLEDASH suggests there are a number of complex, peculiar, and perhaps suppressed thought-processes going on
here. The first is the opinion that it is simply not necessary.
This is the belief that it’s not particularly important that the
children of higher-income groups are visible on city-centre
streets or that they actually live in the city centre at all. To
suggest otherwise smacks of some kind of social-engineering
project designed to accelerate gentrification. The answer to
real gentrification (housing displacement of lower-income
groups) [however] is a comprehensive and effective affordable- or social-housing programme. And let’s be honest: there
is scant evidence of inner-city gentrification after the 15-year
building boom. Dublin’s inner city today – from Summerhill
to Benburb Street, from Dolphin’s Barn to the Liberties – remains as desirable a place to live for middle- or higher-income
Dubliners in 2014 as it did in 1994.
Attractive and desirable places for middle- or higherincome parents – parents who have real choice – to raise their
children are generally places that include safe streets, quality
public parks, etc. These attractive, desirable spaces benefit
everybody. Endeavouring to make any disadvantaged or marginal neighbourhood more attractive for parents, with real
housing choice, is probably one of the most honest, effective
and progressive policy objectives to combat social exclusion.
Perhaps a second reason is the sincere belief that it
simply can’t be done. The inner city or city centre can never
really be a desirable place to live, especially a desirable place
to raise children. This, we would argue, is nothing more than
a case of low ambition, a kind of fatalism. In the interests of
those who already live there, it is a view that needs to be robustly challenged. It is also betrays an attitude that is indif148

ferent to or complicit in combating social exclusion. Given
the extensive amount of vacant inner-city land, a looming
Dublin housing crisis, and a decade of Celtic Tiger sprawl,
this is also an opinion that is profoundly limiting and damaging to Dublin’s urban future.
A third possible reason as to why we are indifferent
to the presence of children is a peculiarly Dublin presumption. This is the presumption that inner-city or city-centre
residential neighbourhoods cannot be attractive places for
children to live and simultaneously accommodate the diversity of social activities – night life, restaurants, pubs, etc – associated with vibrant cities. This, we suggest, reflects a lack
of experience of the liveability, diversity and successful complexity of other cities. Perhaps it reflects a misplaced ‘tolerance’ of antisocial behavior on our city streets. Ensuring the
appropriate management of public space, and understanding
the delicate balance between the rights and responsibilities
of accessing and using public place are apparently not clearly
understood. Abandoning a central part of our city to one social group (20-something-year-olds, who, wearily for others,
publicly consume too much alcohol) for long periods of the
24-hour cycle is evidence of this.
It is worth restating that in Dublin’s city centre and
inner city, the biggest victims of antisocial behavior tend to
be the very old or the very young. They are generally the most
vulnerable. A city centre that is attractive, safe and desirable
place for children is usually a desirable and safe and attractive
place for all. Attracting more families with children to live in
the inner city is important. There are, however, almost 5,500
children currently living there. Their relative invisibility perhaps reflects the paucity of outdoor children’s play space, accessible local parks, and the quality and safety of our
inner-city streets.
–––––
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Where We Live ... and Why?

chapter 4

Domestic Space of
City Decision-Makers

t is probably stating the obvious to say that the most influential or wealthiest decision-makers in any city, usually
those with power affecting the future direction of that city,
are likely to choose to live in the most desirable (however that
is defined locally or individually) neighbourhood or area of
the city they inhabit. Influential ‘trendsetters’ may not value
exactly the same urban space as other influential policy-makers. The wealthiest may prefer a different choice of home
than the politically powerful. The powerful or influential
young may seek different residential options from their powerful or influential elders. But no matter how, or who, we define as the ‘movers and shakers’ or ‘city-makers’ in any city,
a knowledge of where the wealthy and the powerful choose
to live gives us an invaluable insight into the ‘urban’ values
of that city.
Dublin is no exception. Put simply, do where our ‘citymakers’ choose to live affect the ‘making’ of our city? Or does
the making of our city affect their choice of where to live?
Extracting meaningful conclusions is fraught with danger,
the conclusions or logic potentially circular. Interpretations
are subjective, so therefore we let the data speak for itself.
We asked 59 key decision-makers three simple questions: Where do you live? What type of home do you live in?
And how do you travel to work? It is important to state we
didn’t choose our 59 decision-makers; they were chosen for
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us. Those chosen were identified by Dublin City Council as
having the most influence on the future development of the
capital city.1 They include leading figures in government, public administration, business, education, academia, journalism
and the arts. (We are grateful to those who agreed to participate.) The spatial pattern of their collective responses, whilst
not surprising, is strikingly revealing. Of those who were
identified by the city authority as exerting the most influence
on the future direction of Dublin city, less than half (42.2%)
actually reside within the municipal boundary of the city itself, with just 17.8% living within Dublin’s Canal Ring or
inner-urban suburbs. It’s worth repeating that the functional
area of Dublin City Council is home to 527,000 people and
accommodates a vast and diverse housing stock. It is home
to some of the richest and poorest neighbourhoods in the
Greater Dublin Region. The urban area within the Canal
Ring, where more than one in five of municipal Dubliners
live, is also home to the some of the largest detached homes
and the smallest flats and studios in the State. Urban housing
choice in the city would appear, superficially at least, to be
wide and varied.
One in three of our Dublin city decision-makers lives
outside the city in the affluent, but decidedly suburban, adjoining municipality of Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown. Almost
one in eleven live outside of Co Dublin itself, in the adjacent
‘exurban’ counties of Kildare, Meath and Wicklow. Do the
key city decision-makers in Paris, New York, London,
Copenhagen or Barcelona live outside their city? It’s doubtful.
There are two further important distinct but interrelated
questions that should be asked here. Why do Dublin city decision-makers forsake an urban life? And does where they
choose to live affect the policy priorities of Dublin city?
The first question, why our city decision-makers prefer a ‘suburban’ as opposed to ‘urban’ lifestyle, has potentially multiple and overlapping answers. What might deter
Dublin’s movers and shakers from city-living? Perhaps they
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have made rational decisions on the basis of an urban reality
on offer, or perhaps in their hearts they are simply enthusiastic suburbanites. And yet, it is puzzling that many of these
same Dubliners enjoy visiting decidedly urban parts of foreign cities but don’t aspire to either live in or create similar
environments in their own city. Dubliners delight in meandering through the Marais in the 3rd and 4th arrondissements
of Paris, New York’s Central Park, downtown 20th-century
Barcelona and historic Rome. These areas, diverse as they are
beautiful, enchant and fascinate us because they are all successful urban places. Yet, despite this apparent urge to visit
foreign cities, most Dubliners live out their lives in two-storey
semi-detached suburbia, for the most part detached from
daily urban life. Why this detachment? Is it because we, as
Dubliners, just don’t believe we can do great urbanism here
– a kind of bigotry of low expectation? Is it because these
suburbs are simply safe? This is where most of us are conditioned to believe we are supposed to choose to live. It’s where
our parents live and expect us to choose to live, choices that
are comfortable and low-risk, choices that manage to somehow simultaneously reflect high status yet low expectation.
Is it because the Marais or the Upper West Side is simply not
available here? Which comes first for suburban middle-income Dubliners – the perceived or real lack of urban choice
or the decision not to choose to be urban?
Whether the preference of key decision-makers to live
in the suburbs affects their policy priorities for the city is
probably impossible to answer for no other reason than very
few would probably dare to admit it. There are, perhaps,
some telling urban clues from the type of home our decisionmakers choose to live in. Nearly a third (31%) live in detached
homes.2 Less than 5%, or just one in 20, of all Dublin city
homes are detached dwellings.3 Over 30% of Dubliners live
in purpose-built apartments or flats, compared to just 4% of
its decision-makers.4 Might the civic understanding of the design needs of apartment-living have suffered because of that
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detachment? Dublin has made enormous progress in the last
decade or so in playing catch-up in its output of quality-designed, high-density homes. It has, however, by common consensus, made some mistakes in the not-so-recent past in
allowing poorly designed, ill-configured and very small apartments to be built. What has been taken for granted for
decades in cities as diverse as Lyon, Tel Aviv or Stockholm –
how to design and deliver quality high-density homes – has
been for Dublin city a very steep and short learning curve.
That steep curve is in danger of going into reverse as a peculiar anti-apartment mood takes hold amongst many of our
urban-design professionals. It is precisely because the spacious and well-designed homes of our key decision-makers
in suburban Dublin are so attractive that Dublin’s inner city
and city centre needs to compensate and compete by building
exceptionally attractive, spacious and visionary apartment
homes at its urban centre.
–––––
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The Dead City?

ith an event titled THE DEAD CITY, the authors
of BEYOND PEBBLEDASH participated in the
Irish Architecture Foundation’s ‘Open House
Dublin’ in October 2011. We ‘invited’ the owners, tenants and
residents on both Merrion and Fitzwilliam squares on the
evening of Saturday 8th October to simultaneously turn on
the lights of their property at exactly 8pm for one hour before
turning them off again at 9pm. The concept for THE DEAD
CITY originated from the very simple observation that the
south Georgian Dublin squares and their immediate adjoining streets – perhaps Dublin’s greatest architectural and urban
design set pieces – are forlorn and abandoned, even foreboding, in the evening and at weekends. Few Dubliners would
disagree that this is quintessentially the most beautiful part
of their city, yet this is also an oddly underperforming urban
asset. Very few people choose to live here.1
In what other European capital city would a street like
Mount Street Upper (vista terminated by the Pepper Canister
Church) not be one of the most desirable and sought-after
fashionable streets on which to live? By turning on the lights,
THE DEAD CITY sought to temporarily and metaphorically
breathe life back into the Georgian city, to recapture and
reimagine the glory of former light-filled residential squares.
THE DEAD CITY was billed, perhaps with an exaggerated
sense of theatrical flourish,
as ultimately a grand urban performance, the public
street, not the piano nobile, becoming the viewing
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space. The temporary illumination inviting the citizen
– standing on the street outside – to look though the
window, simultaneously looking inside but looking
back in time in admiration of the ambition of
Georgian urbanism.2
The lights indeed did come on, admittedly not in every building or along every street. (We greatly appreciated those who
did contribute.) Many of those working in the buildings, although intrigued and supportive, didn’t participate for the
very simply reason that they lived too far away. Travelling
back to Fitzwilliam Square to from Kildare or Balbriggan to
turn on the lights was a big ask. Sprawl worked against us.
In many ways, this is just the beginning of a bigger
conversation about the future of the south Georgian core and
an opportunity to further engage with an altogether more intriguing and related question. Why do the affluent of Dublin
city – apart from a few household names – unlike their counterparts in Paris, New York and London choose not to live in
the most beautiful and central part of their city? And how
can Dublin attract middle- and higher-income people back
into the heart of their city to live, to sustain local business,
to generate vitality on the streets in the evening, but most importantly, to promote the status of urban living that is essential for the future sustainability of Dublin?
In BEYOND PEBBLEDASH we have written extensively on the challenges and opportunities of how to sustain
city-living in Dublin’s inner city. Successful residential urbanism is not the mysterious subject it is often presented to be.
Until the inner city offers a meaningful supply of spacious,
well-designed, affordable high-density homes, quality public
schools, safe local parks, clean, green and traffic-managed
streets, an extensive quality everyday Dublin urbanism is unlikely to emerge.
But the urban residential challenges of the south
Georgian core are surely different? What explains the reluctance of the Dublin elite, the trendsetters, to choose the pleas156

ures of an urban life on Fitzwilliam Square over life in suburban Foxrock or Dalkey? Before endeavouring to answer
that question, it is worth reminding ourselves of the ambition
and imagination of the Georgian urbanists. The construction
of the Georgian squares of Dublin arguably represent the
high point in city-making and, critically, city-living in the history of Dublin city. The Georgians valued the drama and excitement of looking down onto the street from the comfort
of their living room; the piano nobile was, in effect, a prime
seat or viewing box in the theatre of urban life. Only latterly
did Dubliners shun the delight of urban voyeurism in favour
of the hidden domestic defensiveness of the Victorian and
suburban garden. With their desire for high-density living,
delightful volumes, spacious dimensions, new technologies,
and an eager embrace of relatively tall, mass-residential housing, one can only imagine what the Georgian architects and
engineers might be building today.
So what are the challenges or barriers to attracting
higher-income Dubliners back to Georgian Dublin? Perhaps
the reasons are no less prosaic than how to sustain quality
city living in Dublin’s inner city. Is it traffic and parking or
the challenges of antisocial behaviour? Certainly the semipermanent parking of a minor fleet of double-decker buses
with engines running on the south side of Merrion Square
doesn’t instill confidence in the civic ‘management’ of public
space. Perhaps it’s the quality of local schools. Yet some of
the best schools in the State are located on St Stephen’s Green.
Is it the lack of a suitable-sized garden that isn’t overlooked?
It has been suggested by some that the houses are
‘simply too big’. This isn’t particularly convincing. Surely
some of the houses on Vico Road are of equal size. ‘The
houses were too expensive during the boom.’ If the houses
on Fitzwilliam Square were unaffordable to all but the very
few, so too were the great suburban houses of Dalkey. In any
event, the sharp decline in property prices provides an opportunity to prospective urbanites.3
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Perhaps the city, Dublin’ city centre, is just not interesting or big enough to sustain a 24/7 interest in urban living.
Perhaps it’s something altogether more esoteric, but nonetheless compelling – ‘taste’ and ‘status’. Where do my peers
choose to live? Which comes first for suburban middle-class
Dubliners – the perceived or real lack of urban choice or the
decision not to choose urban?
Whatever the reasons, they are worth discussing. This
is not simply an intriguing deconstruction of the mind of
middle-class suburban Dublin. There are both significant opportunities and economic challenges facing the south
Georgian core. Currently, up to one in five properties in
Merrion and Fitzwilliam Square have a ‘for sale’ or ‘to let’
sign. Anecdotal evidence suggests Georgian Dublin is becoming increasingly unattractive for the office market as businesses move to more convenient purpose-built office blocks
on the M50 or to the Docklands.
The authors of BEYOND PEBBLEDASH have argued
that attracting middle-income earners to live in the heart of
the city should be a policy priority for Dublin. We would further argue that Dublin City Council needs to set out a strategic vision for the long-term sustainable future of the south
Georgian core, and that this vision should be to repopulate
the area as a desirable place to live. The merits of that vision
are many, overlapping and powerful. Despite a doubling of
its population in the last 15 years, the inner city continues to
remain the home of extensive pockets of dereliction and underperforming urbanism. Attracting higher-income families
back into the heart of the city would assist in consolidating,
often fragile, residential living elsewhere in the city centre and
inner city. Dublin’s Georgian red-bricks along Upper Mount
Street and other streets may, in time, become the fashionable
equivalent of the New York brownstones.
A residential vision would give significant practical
support in advancing the UNESCO application for World
Heritage status. An interesting comparison is the city of Tel
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Aviv. The city was designated a World Heritage City in 2003
on account of its unique Bauhaus and International Style architectural legacy. A significant proportion of the city’s population resides in purpose-built Bauhaus apartments, a fact
that gives real meaning and credibility to the city’s urban
identity, and, critically, this was an important factor in the
decision to grant the city its UNESCO status. UNESCO status underpinned by a residential vision provides a significant
opportunity of ‘branding’ the city.
Residential consolidation has the potential to unify
wider Dublin civic society around a shared vision for a collective Dublin regeneration project, to ignite Dubliners’ ‘ownership’ of the city’s Georgian heritage. A residential vision
should not favour or preclude specific models of residential
ownership, but instead be driven by the primary desire to provide demonstration models for quality urban-living. Perhaps
for too long the city has not fully acknowledged or successfully challenged a lingering, widespread perception that
inner-urban Georgian living is either the preserve of the eccentric or the fate of the destitute and impoverished (student
bed-sits). The residential revitalisation of the south Georgian
core may, over time, permeate to more challenging areas of
the inner city, providing an economic rationale for investment
to consolidate and reuse vulnerable historic fabric in places
like Thomas Street and the north inner city.
A final thought: do the preferences of the rich drive
local urban culture or does local urban culture drive the preference of the rich? If it is the former, how do you influence
the preferences of the rich to deliver a successful city? Should
urban regeneration in a suburban city with underperforming
residential urbanism perhaps also focus on the urban needs
and desires of the very rich? Achieving sustainable mixed-income areas is, after all, an important goal in any successful
urban regeneration.
–––––
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Is Ranelagh Urban?
And does it matter?

he neighbourhood of Ranelagh in Dublin is increasingly being trumpeted as a model of successful highdensity, walkable urbanism. In 2010 the incoming
president of the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland
(RIAI) suggested that in order to ensure ‘compact and sustainable communities’, we should aspire to ‘the quality of life
you might find in Ranelagh, Dalkey, Kinsale or Westport’. So,
is the ‘compact and sustainable’ quality of life in Ranelagh
urban, and if it isn’t, does it matter?
Ranelagh is just one kilometre south of Dublin city
centre, and by common consensus is a very desirable place to
live. Boasting leafy avenues and streets, Ranelagh is home to
a dense concentration of fine two-storey 19th and early 20thcentury Victorian and Edwardian redbrick homes. More than
10,700 people live in Ranelagh;1 that’s just over 7,700 people
per km2 – a reasonably high density of population relative to
the rest of Dublin city.2 The residents of Ranelagh are relatively wealthy; more than a third of all residents belong to
the households of those who are classified as ether
‘Employers and Managers’ or ‘Higher Professional Class’.
The figure for the city as a whole is just over a fifth.3 Half of
them walk to school or work compared to just one in three
citywide.4 Ranelagh has good local parks, and a light-rail line
runs through it, connecting it to the city centre in minutes.
The centre of Ranelagh provides an attractive choice of local
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shops, restaurants and bars, all within five- to ten-minutes
walk of its 10,000 residents. This neighbourhood is surely a
model of successful Dublin urbanism? Or is it?
Ranelagh is often invoked as the quintessential Dublin
equivalent of the many inner ‘city villages’ of London that
are undeniably urban. It is frequently held up as the exemplar
of high-density, attractive, connected and walkable Dublin
urbanism. So, if Ranelagh is the equivalent of a typical
London urban village, what might it be? Kensington and
Chelsea perhaps? Both Chelsea and Ranelagh rank as one of
the wealthiest neighbourhoods in their respective cities. Both
occupy a pre-eminence in the consciousness of a particular
strand of city-dwellers that are consciously aware of their status and eager to differentiate both their own neighbourhood
and themselves from more distant, outlying wealthy suburbs
and suburban residents. But Ranelagh is no Chelsea. Chelsea
is home to a diversity of urban attractions – museums, shopping, galleries, Chelsea FC, etc – the equivalent of which
Ranelagh does not offer (no matter how much smaller in
scale) to Dublin. This isn’t simply a matter of scale, London
versus Dublin; it’s a matter of choice, a choice that an ‘urban’
village like Chelsea can and does offer (thus attracting others
to visit) and one that an inner suburban village like Ranelagh
doesn’t and rarely can.
Perhaps quality urbanism is, if nothing else, about
choice and diversity. (Failed urbanism rarely offers either.)
How attractive urbanism distinguishes itself from attractive
suburbanism is that the former offers sustainable, often extraordinary levels of real choice – choice of housing type,
choice of shopping, choice of work, and choice of recreation.
It also potentially excites. Attractive suburbanism rarely excites anymore than it provides real choice. Unless one is visiting friends or family, there is actually no particular reason
for the non-Ranelagh resident to visit Ranelagh. This is, not
surprisingly, a common characteristic of most suburbs.
Suburbs invite visitors. If permission is not sought and given
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by local residents, one can often feel like a trespasser. Nonlocals are viewed somewhat suspiciously. Urban areas are
open to all; anonymity is a virtue not a vice.
The Ranelagh/London urban village comparison also
misses a critical difference between the urban geography of
London and Dublin. In part because of differences of scale,
Dublin has an altogether different typology. Unlike London,
Dublin is not made up of a series of neighbouring polycentric
urban villages; it has a strong identifiable urban core, and unlike London possesses a vast underperforming urban residential ring (the inner city). Ranelagh is self-evidently not of this
core. It happily exists outside this ring of underperforming
urbanism. Its street pattern is not hardwired or connected to
the network of Dublin’s urban streets in the way Chelsea is
in London. The fact that Ranelagh exists outside this ring of
underperforming urbanism is an undeniable factor in its attractiveness to Dubliners. It is a successful neighbourhood
that charms with attractive red-bricks, quaint coffee shops
and restaurants, and boutique wine stores.
But what makes it so special or different from other
(superficially, at least), comparable inner-suburban neighbourhoods in Dublin? What is the difference between
Ranelagh and Stoneybatter? They are both approximately
one kilometre from the city centre. They are both historic
Dublin city villages peppered with attractive Victorian and
Edwardian terraces, and have similar densities. Stoneybatter
is reasonably close to a light-rail line and has quality local
parks on its doorstep. Ranelagh is, however, a far wealthier
place than Stoneybatter. It is that wealth that sustains those
quaint eateries and specialist retail stores. It might appear obvious, but it is nevertheless worth stating: Ranelagh’s wealth
does not convey an automatic badge of urbanism.
If Ranelagh evokes any Irish comparison, it’s not the
diversity, dynamism, opportunity or, indeed, challenges of
inner-city or city-centre Dublin, but rather interestingly the
humdrum hub of the quaintest towns and villages on
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Ireland’s west and south coasts. Ranelagh, as the president
of the RIAI acutely observed, looks and feels remarkably like
the fashionable villages and towns of Kenmare, Westport or
Kinsale. Outwardly, at least, they are visibly and functionally
apparently very similar. They all offer the same range of
‘small town’, quality local services. They all celebrate the best
that a small, dense, wealthy Irish town has to offer. Ranelagh
is, of course, in Dublin city. Its close proximity to, but safe
distance from the city centre is a critically important factor
in accounting for its wealthy status, a reality that many of its
suburban residents possibly do not consciously care to acknowledge. It is its ‘urban distance’ just as much as its ‘citycentre proximity’ that explains Ranelagh’s unique Dublin
attraction. There is an inescapable feeling, for good or ill, that
the life of the city, a sense of real urbanism is somewhere else,
over there, over the canal, to be visited but safely contained,
not threatening, and consumed at a safe distance. This perhaps says less about Ranelagh or its residents than it does
about Dubliners’ views on the attraction and quality of
Dublin urbanism itself.
So if Ranelagh isn’t urban, but instead a relatively
wealthy inner suburb, does it really matter? It probably matters very little to most of the residents who live there. What
does matter is that urban professionals and citizens are honest about our city, that we understand the challenges and opportunities of real urban living. It is also important to try to
understand why, as citizens, we eagerly embrace and promote
Ranelagh as a model for future urban Dublin development.
Is it simply because Dublin doesn’t have an existing successful
extensive real urban residential district and that this relatively
exclusive, self-contained inner suburb is superficially viewed
as the next best thing? Is it because we collectively believe that
Dublin can’t actually have a real attractive urbanism (a bigotry of low expectation), or is it because we don’t really believe in real urban living and are perhaps unable or unwilling
to admit it? After all, if the best ‘urban’ place in our city to
163

live is neither really ‘in the city’ nor ‘urban’, what does it say
about the urban liveability of this city?
The relatively high density of over 7,700 people per
km2 also masks an interesting story. Ranelagh, despite its obvious wealth, has a remarkably high proportion of very small
homes. The number of homes with two rooms or less is
greater than one in three.5 One in 19 homes are classified by
their residents as bedsits. This compares to a figure of one in
56 city-wide.6 Most of these are not visibly purpose-built flats
or apartments, but ‘unseen’ sub-divisions of period houses.
Most are student flats. It is reasonable to presume we are not
aspiring to build a new high-density urbanism where a third
of all new homes have just one-bedroom. A final thought, if
Ranelagh really is urban, and Ranelagh is one of the wealthiest and most ‘fashionable’ neighbourhoods in Dublin, can
Dubliners imagine a better urbanism? And if so, what might
it look like?
–––––
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Does Density Matter
in Stoneybatter?

his is a Dublin residential community with a population
of fewer than 3,500 people, the equivalent of a small
Irish town – greater than Bantry or Skibbereen, but less
than Mitchelstown or Carrick-on-Shannon.1 It has a population density of over 11,000 people per km2. This is almost
two-and-a-half times the density of Dublin city (4,600), and
closer to the density of the city of Barcelona (15,800)2 or Lyon
(9,800). This neighbourhood has a density of approximately
(depending on exact boundaries) 55 homes per hectare, more
than three times the Dublin citywide average of 18.2 homes
per hectare.3 Just under half of all the households in this
neighbourhood ‘own’ their own homes, compared to less
than one in five, or just 22%, in the rest of Dublin city’s inner
suburbs and inner city.4 Half of all those who own their own
homes own them outright – that is, they have no outstanding
mortgage. Just one in eight householders inside Dublin’s
Canal Ring own their homes outright. This is a community
of comfortable homeowners.5 A third of all adult residents
who live here are classified as belonging to the ‘managerial’
or ‘professional’ class. This is marginally higher than for the
city as a whole. This is obviously an affluent community.6
Almost half of the people (46%) who reside here walk or
cycle to school, college or work.7 This would appear to be a
‘green’ or ecological neighbourhood. It is an area that is generally recognised as a desirable place to live, romanticised
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even. It has a strong identity, and, anecdotally at least, a cohesive sense of community. Have we unwittingly stumbled
upon Dublin’s perfect picture postcard of a high-density,
comfortable, 21st-century sustainable urbanism? Perhaps.
There is, however, something not quite right with this
place. You can sense it walking around the area. The neighbourhood is almost exclusively made up of single or twostorey cottages. This is a residential community devoid of
almost any public open space. It hangs together through an
extensive network of tarmacadam public roadway. This public roadway and pavement makes up over 30% of the surface
area of the entire area, or more than 15 times the amount devoted to publicly accessible green open space. Put another
way, 95% of all publicly accessible walkable areas in this
neighbourhood are either hard concrete pavement or tarmac
roadway. You are potentially never more than two or three
metres away from a parked or moving car. The public ‘open
space’ here is either roadway or surface car-parking. There
are no municipal children’s playgrounds. There are few treelined streets. Homes in this neighbourhood have minimal private open space. Few houses have a front garden. Most have
a small concrete rear pocket-yard.
Average home sizes are smaller than the rest of the
city. If the 1,300 homes in this community were being built
today, the city planners would require (applying Dublin City
Council Development Plan standards) approximately
26,000m2 to 41,600m2 of public open space.8 That is a public
park, or collection of parks, averaging 3.4 hectares (or 8.3
acres), just over two-thirds the size of Merrion Square or
twice as big as Fitzwilliam Square.9 The homes in this neighbourhood would unlikely be granted planning permission
today. They are simply too small, built too close together, and
have no quality gardens or balconies.
Built as artisan cottages in a bygone industrial era,
this inner-city redbrick neighbourhood now occupies a kind
of schizophrenic place in the mental map of contemporary
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Dublin residential living. It is trapped, largely unnoticed, between the perception of most locals and a few outsiders who
view the area through the prism of rose-tinted suburban spectacles, and others, primarily outsiders, who view it through
the prying magnifying glass of a detached urban analyst. Is
this neighbourhood a romanticised rural cottage idyll or an
underperforming inner-urban housing reality? Perhaps both.
The plot ratio is low (0.5:1).10 The density of homes at 55 per
hectare is also low by urban standards.11
So does the plot ratio or the numbers of units per
hectare tell us anything about the quality of housing in this
community? Put another way, does density actually matter in
Stoneybatter?
–––––
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Excursions in Dublin Density
Unwelcome lessons from Barcelona,
Copenhagen and Lyon?

ublin city has a population of approximately half-amillion people, spread, somewhat unevenly, over
114km2. That generates a density of population of
4,600 people per km2.1 How does that density compare with
other European cities, cities that many of our leading urban
planners and architects tend to most admire? The ‘city’ of
Barcelona has a population of 1.6 million concentrated in an
area of 100.8km2, an area slightly less than the size of the
Dublin City Council area. This generates a remarkably high
density of 15,800 people per km2, nearly four times higher
than Dublin city.2 How can Barcelona sustain such a high density of population?
The city has few tall buildings and a generous amount
of well-designed pubic open space. The answer is quite simple: 97% of the residents of Barcelona live in high-density
apartment-style residential developments, a housing type that
may explain its dynamic and busy street life.3 The ‘city’ of
Copenhagen is the home to 510,000 people, almost identical
to Dublin city, but those people are spread over just 88km2.4
The Danish capital thus has a density of population of 5,800
people per km2, approximately 30% higher than the Irish
capital. Lyon, the second largest city in France, is regularly
cited as a model of urbanism that Dublin should – if not exactly emulate – learn from. This city has a comparable pop-
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ulation (470,000) to Dublin city, but occupies just half the
land area.5 Lyon has a population density of 9,800 people per
km2, twice that of Dublin city. It is evident from the above
that Dublin city has a low density of population compared
to other attractive and successful European cities, cities that
Dublin is both encouraged and prodded to flatter and imitate.
This simply reflects the reality that Dublin is essentially a city
of two-storey housing estates.
Increasing the density of population is widely accepted
as desirable. It provides for a more environmentally sustainable compact city, reduces commuting times and supports an
efficient public-transport system. It also facilitates an intense
and dynamic urban street life – a driver of cultural and economic innovation. High densities also support the delivery of
efficient local services – libraries, swimming pools, local parks
– that otherwise might be simply too costly to deliver.
So how can Dublin increase its urban density? The
mass demolition of two-storey housing estates seems neither
politically practicable nor necessarily desirable. The construction of new dwellings on existing parks or open space is, by
common consensus, wholly undesirable. There is, however, a
third alternative. There is a surprisingly extensive amount of
undeveloped land in Dublin city, perhaps more than most
people imagine. As noted in Chapter 1 – ‘City Expansion or
City Eclipse’, Dublin City Council estimates that there are
480 hectares (1,186 acres) of zoned land in the city that could
be developed for residential use.6 This amounts 4.7% of all
zoned land in the city.7 The Council, however, states that only
a ‘portion’ of this land will be available for development at
any given time. This estimate of potentially available land,
we believe, is somewhat conservative. A detailed analysis of
the 15 land-use zones in the city would suggest that the figure
is somewhere in the range of 700 to 1,200 hectares, perhaps
more if lands zoned Z6 (effectively single-storey warehouses
in industrial estates) became mixed-use residential areas. For
the purposes of our density exercise, we have chosen the
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upper figure of 1,200 hectares. This amounts to 11.9% of all
zoned land in the city.8 Our 1,200 hectares assumes that a
third of institutional zoned land in the city (Z12 and Z15)
would become available for residential development, in addition to 80% of all existing zoned inner-urban regeneration
land (Z10 and Z14). Our 1,200 developable hectares also assumes Dublin Port moving north of the city, and Guinness
lands at St James’s Gate becoming available. Armed with this
1,200 hectares of ‘new urban’ or ‘spare’ housing capacity,
how would Dublin fare in the density comparisons? If Dublin
city were to achieve the overall densities of the ‘city’ of
Copenhagen, it would require an additional 132,000 people.
If they were accommodated on 1,200 hectares, it would result
in a density of 11,000 people per km2 on these new lands,
slightly greater than that of New York City (10,500).9 It is
worth noting that the density of population within the canals
in Dublin is already over 8,800 per km2, just below the density
of Lyon.10 The equivalent figures if Dublin city as a whole
were to achieve Lyon densities are ambitious. Our 1,200
hectares of new urban lands would have to accommodate
596,000 additional Dubliners. That would result in an exceptional density of 49,000 people per km2, or just under twice
that of the island of Manhattan (27,500 people per km2).11
The figures for comparable Barcelona densities are
more dramatic. If Dublin city was to achieve the overall urban
densities of Barcelona, our 1,200 hectares of developable land
would have to accommodate 1.3 million people. That would
be an astonishing 106,000 people per km2. This is more than
twice that of Kowloon (45,000 people per km2), one the most
densely populated urban districts of Hong Kong, which is,
itself, one of the most densely populated cities in the world.12
Assuming reasonably well-designed and spacious apartments
with quality private and public open space – all compliant
with Dublin City Council’s own development plans standards
– building heights would inevitably have to rise. So how high
would building heights have to go on these new mixed-use
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residential 1,200 hectares if Dublin city was to achieve overall
the density of population of the city of Barcelona? The maths
isn’t too complicated. Accommodating the additional 1.3
million to enjoy comparable Barcelona densities would require 520,000 new homes. This assumes housing occupancy
(the number of persons per home) remains reasonably static,
which is currently 2.5 people per dwelling in Dublin city compared to a national average of 2.8.13 In our calculations we
have reduced Dublin city occupancy rates to 2.35 in line with
the expected continued downward trend which has taken
place over recent years.14 This would generate a need for
552,000 dwellings. With average size homes of 90m2 and allowing for 20m2 per home for internal communal circulation
space, and an additional 50m2 per residential unit for local
shops, schools, offices and services, 552,000 homes would
generate over 88.4 million square metres of development.
Leaving aside a slump in demand for new housing, temporary
or otherwise, this quantum of development would generate
an overall plot ratio of (7.3:1) on our 1,200 hectares of new
urban residential lands. Allowing for public parks, private
communal space, gardens, building circulation, cycle paths
and public roadways (70% of overall site coverage), this quantum of development would require every single building to
rise to over 24 storeys high. The density may be comparable
to Barcelona, but the skyline would not. Something obviously
has to give. And if it’s not an exciting, perhaps dystopian, but
challenging explosion in height, the wholesale demolition of
Crumlin or Templeogue, or the building of new homes in the
heart of St Anne’s Park or the Phoenix Park, perhaps we
should be more careful in invoking muddled or misunderstood inappropriate urban comparisons. With density, be
careful what you wish for. The facts speak for themselves.
So it would appear that Dublin as a city cannot
achieve the densities of Barcelona without significantly altering its skyline or demolishing vast tracts of two-storey housing. Perhaps it doesn’t need to do either. It can achieve
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significant increases in densities on underperforming and undeveloped land, densities that would consolidate an urbanism
beyond a tiny city core. The density of population within the
Canal Ring is already 8,894 people per km2 (this, with considerable remaining derelict sites). A number of inner-city
wards already have a density twice this figure.15 Turning the
equation around, what population could Dublin city sustain
if it chose not to demolish vast tracts of two-storey suburbia
but instead built high-density, mixed-use developments with
an average building height of five storeys, a plentiful supply
of parks and open space, and adequate community and social
services. Using our earlier breakdown of site-development
mix which includes 70% of the site devoted to open space,
roadways and circulation, with new homes averaging 90m2,
a mixed-use development with an average building height of
five storeys would generate a plot ratio of 1.5 across the 1,200
hectares of developable residential lands, and would provide
an additional 112,500 homes. That would accommodate an
extra 263,000 people. Dublin city could, therefore, in theory,
secure a high-density, low-rise sustainable urban future by accommodating an additional quarter-of-a-million people, or
a 52% increase in its population. Despite the recent economic
crises and substantial emigration accelerating in 2008 and
2009, the Central Statistics Office predicted in 2013 that the
overall population of Ireland will increase by 684,000 by the
year 2031.16
Should Dublin city aspire to capturing a third of this
figure it could increase its population by a quarter of a million, or 228,000 to be exact. It is interesting to note that the
increase in population in the boom years between 1991 and
2006 in the ‘exurban’ counties surrounding Dublin city –
Kildare, Meath, Wicklow and Fingal – was not too dissimilar
at 235,000 people.17 Much of that growth occurred not in
towns, but in sprawling new two-storey housing estates. To
accommodate that additional 228,000 people, the density of
population on our new urban lands would rise to 19,000 peo172

ple per km2 (228,000 persons on 1,200 hectares). Interestingly,
six of the ten Barcelona urban districts have residential densities in excess of 20,000 people per km2.18 In accommodating
228,000 additional Dubliners, the density for the entire city,
however, would rise from 4,600 people per km2 to just 6,600
people per km2, a density somewhat above Copenhagen
(5,800) and still considerably below that of Lyon (9,800).
And the density lessons from abroad? With density,
be careful what you wish for. The density of population in
Dublin’s inner city (the Arc of Disadvantage or the Arc of
Opportunity discussed earlier) is 11,562 persons per km2.
Whilst this is almost three times higher than for the city as a
whole (4,623), it is considerably less than for the city of
Barcelona (15,800), which achieves this remarkable density
over 100km2, accommodating 1.6 million people. Dublin’s
inner city on the other hand – the area with the highest density of population in the State – has an area of just 4km2 and
is home to just 47,000 people. The area with the highest density of population in the inner city – and presumably the State
– is the Rotunda A Ward, bounded by Gardiner Street, Dorset
Street, Parnell Square East and Cathal Brugha Street. This
0.24km2 area is home to 4,700 people and has a density of
population of almost 19,000 people per km2.19 This is greater
than Barcelona, but below that of Paris. Central Paris, home
to over two million people has a remarkable population density of 21,000 people per km2.20 Higher density is a critical
prerequisite for dynamic and successful city living, but it is
the quality of the streets, public spaces, the safety of its parks
and the attractiveness of its neighbourhoods that ultimately
ensure a liveable city. In the words of Pasqual Maragall, former Mayor of Barcelona (1982-97), “Barcelona sought her
future by improvement of her urban quality. The trick was,
quality first and quantity second. A network of plazas, parks
and buildings was the cause of our success.”
–––––
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Excursions in Identity –
finding the ‘real’ Dublin city

here is something of an unspoken taboo about Dubliners’
attitude to Dublin. It’s an open secret that not an insignificant proportion of the citizens have a genuinely
ambivalent attitude to their city. This is a confused and confusing relationship – a low-key, almost embarrassed affection.
Dubliners are more likely to verbalise a defensive emotive
pride than articulate a civic or passionate case for the virtues
of their city. Geography and class complicates the relationship. Perhaps Dublin is not particularly unique in that regard.
The fact that the overwhelming majority of the citizens of
this city live in suburban two-storey housing possibly affects
a sense of civic urban attachment – or civic detachment, to
be more precise – to the capital city.
This isn’t a forced or exiled detachment. Dubliners,
unlike the citizens of the cities they tend to most admire –
Barcelona, Copenhagen, New York or Paris – seem to ‘voluntarily’ choose and genuinely desire to live in suburbia.
Perhaps it is a false choice. Poor-quality, high-density innercity housing choice, and the perception and experience of social edginess deter many from choosing an inner-city or
city-centre life. Voluntary or otherwise, all of this suburban
Dublin elasticity generates a profound sense that ‘the city’ is
over there, or, more precisely, in there, ‘in town’. It’s somewhere else, but wherever it is, it’s not quite here, not in our
suburban cul-de-sac. Further complicating and stretching the
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concept of civic urban identity is the significant number of
people who live in distant outlying suburbs beyond the city
boundary proper, but nevertheless live within the historic
county of Dublin and continue to profess a loyalty or attachment of sorts to Dublin city. Thousands more Dublin city residents who may have lived in the city for decades but who
were born in other Irish counties continue to express an
equivocal attitude to their adopted county.
City detachment is reinforced by the very weak political and fiscal relationship between city and citizen. The City
Council raises few taxes on its domestic residents. The recently introduced local property levy remains, for now, a central Government revenue-raising tax. The Council has no
responsibility for policing and little responsibility for public
transport or schools. For most Dubliners, the city cleans your
street, collects your rubbish, may or may not grant you or
your neighbour planning permission. Few Dubliners are capable of naming their lord mayor, a largely ribbon-cutting,
ceremonial post. Even fewer could name the unelected city
manager, the real source of power. The opportunity to choose
a directly elected lord mayor for the city appeared stalled
when it was vetoed by the councillors of Fingal County
Council in April 2014. It was, however, subsequently resurrected in July by a vote in the new council following the local
elections in May. A directly elected mayor for Dublin city, if
and whenever it happens, should be welcomed. But we would
argue it should be an elected ‘city’ mayor for the city of
Dublin (the 527,000 residents living in the Dublin City
Council area). The recent proposal for a city mayor would
have included a mayoral electoral constituency of 1.2 million
people, where one fifth of the population (Fingal County
Council) lives in a vastly sprawling area. The density of this
sprawling ‘city’ would be just 1,380 people per km2. This
newly elected Dublin mayor would be better described as a
super-suburban county mayor. Arguably, much of the land in
Fingal is, in fact, more rural than suburban. The density of
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population of London and Paris, respectively, is 6,900 and
22,000 people per km2. Is it not reasonable that a super-suburban county mayor should democratically reflect the priorities of a super-suburban county? When it comes to Dublin
(city) mayors, be careful for what you wish for.
Perhaps a quasi-political Dublin civic identity is not
so important if other, more tangible or meaningful identities
fill the void. The citizen as participant in culture may have
more meaning for collective city identity. Here, too, however,
a contemporary shared Dublin badge of identity is missing.
Dublin city is rightly acknowledged as a thriving cultural capital. It is host to many diverse music, literary, cinematic and
visuals arts events. As successful as they are, do they promote
or reinforce a tangible or popular broad Dublin city identity?
In recent years, ‘Open House’ and ‘Culture Night’
have greatly expanded the idea of the city as a shared living
cultural space.1 They have successfully excited a strand of
middle-class suburban Dubliner, in particular, to the possibilities of urban life, however fleeting. But they have not quite
managed to capture the imagination or participation of vast
swathes of working-class suburban Dublin.1 The actual
largest annual cultural festival to be held in the city, and the
one that truly captures the attention of most Dubliners, is the
St Patrick’s Day celebrations. This is, however, a national holiday and more a badge of Irishness. Dublin, the capital city,
merely acts as a stage to host the country’s largest parade.
Perhaps sport in Dublin can fly the flag for the city.
Most major sporting occasions in the capital, however, have
either a distinctly national or local flavour. The national soccer
team may play in Dublin, but Dublin does not feature in club
or city football on the UEFA European stage. The UEFA
Europa cup football final was hosted at the Aviva Stadium in
2011, but Dublin soccer fans can only look on with envy at
the city drama and civic excitement that Champion League
Football brings to similarly sized but, arguably, less cosmopolitan cities such as Liverpool, Valencia, Porto, Turin or Lyon.
176

Rugby has either a distinctive national or regional appeal. The annual Six Nations Championship and the Rugby
Union Heineken Cup are undoubtedly huge sporting occasions, and, in recent years, have been spectacularly successful
for Irish participants, but neither can reasonably be described
as having a particularly Dublin identity, other than the city
may play host. At local or schoolboy level, rugby generates
little genuine interest across Dublin beyond a small collection
of fee-paying private schools and the families involved.
Perhaps it’s the architectural drama of the stadium,
perhaps it’s simply the resonance of the blue colours of the
team and the city, but the one notable exception to this eerie
lack of a Dublin sporting sense is when the Dublin senior
GAA football team play at Croke Park.2 It is somewhat ironic
that one of the strongest collective badges of identity for the
capital city is the GAA given the organisation’s strong affinity
and origins in rural Ireland.
Some of Dublin’s strongest traditional badges of
identity – the Guinness Brewery, its Georgian architecture or
Joyce’s Dubliners – are more historic. Their historical story
is, nevertheless, one that remains relevant to contemporary
Dublin. This is a story of progressive Georgian (and Victorian)
construction techniques employed to build a residential and
industrial urban city. Perversely, the drama of the 19th-century industrial skyline of Guinness, the 18th-century urban
vision of Georgian town-house building or the liberating insights into the suffocating social conservatism in Joyce’s
Dubliners have instead been smothered and reinvented to create a city of nostalgia, a city of urban restraint, a city of romanticised myth. The industrial architecture of the Guinness
Brewery, founded upon an ambition to further technological
progress, has today been rewritten and employed instead as
a tool for determining 21st-century building heights for the
city. The architecture of the Georgian era also pushed the
boundaries of building technology to construct the most delightful and light-filled urban residential rooms and spaces.
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This was an unparalleled Dublin urban vision (and delivery)
of high-density inner-city luxury homes. This 18th-century
urban vision, however, has been profoundly damaged over
the past hundred years; mid-20th-century indifference that
led to brutal acts of demolition has given way to a narrow revisionist 20th- and 21st-century attachment to rigid Georgian
geometries. Conservation groups have increasingly conscripted these geometries as fixed benchmarks for determining rigid street parapet heights and plot widths. The literary
heritage of James Joyce, including the annual Bloomsday celebrations, has also been hijacked by a kind of clownish annual suburban theatricality that bears little relationship to
the author’s acerbic urban social commentary.
There is an almost invisible but decidedly revisionist
reinterpretation or muddled understanding of historical
urban Dublin – a suburban creation grafted onto and acted
out on an urban stage. It is a creation that mythologises an
inner city that few have much desire to visit, let alone live in.
Yet, in the very midst of this city of nostalgia – an early 20thcentury literary city housed in a fragmented shell of a late
18th-century built city – a new, truly urban Dublin dynamic
is emerging. This new urban Dublin is cosmopolitan, confident, open and tolerant. It is a city of diversity, where foreign
nationals make up almost a quarter of the total population,
including 40% of the 110,000 who reside inside Dublin’s
Canal Ring, where social and cultural interaction just happens. Its interests are neither Georgian nor Joycean. This is a
place of real, perhaps struggling, urbanism that doesn’t look
back but looks forward. It’s comfortable in its skin, and for
the most part it bubbles and excites, mixes and evolves beyond the real notice or touch of most suburban Dubliners
and, critically, most of its suburban-living decision-makers.
Might this new fledgling urbanism best capture the excitement and attraction of a future collective Dublin identity?
–––––
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Conclusion

Beyond Pebbledash

Conclusion

hy, after a decade-and-a-half of investment in the
inner city, do so many ‘Dubliners’ choose a one- or
two-hour commute to the alternative choice of living in the centre of Dublin? And why is it that the affluent
and influential of Dublin city – unlike their counterparts in
Paris, New York and London – choose not to live in the centre
of their city?
In BEYOND PEBBLEDASH we have attempted to deconstruct the psyche of an entire city to answer those very
stark, simple questions. In so doing, we have painted a particular picture of a city, explored some urban myths, deconstructed municipal policy, and unapologetically revealed
some city-living deficiencies, yet we remain hopeful and passionate advocates of a more liveable and delightful inner-city
future. Most of all, we have pursued the facts and truths,
often unspoken, that have shaped those realities. Facts are important to the subject of city-making. Making sense of exponentially growing data is vital to the successful making of
any city. It communicates knowledge and stimulates civic
awareness. It democratises urbanism. Perhaps, most importantly, it separates the truth from the bunkum and frippery,
and forces us to confront realities too often glossed over, misunderstood or conveniently ignored.
Understanding information opens a window to both
the challenges of the present and the opportunities of the future. It also gives us valuable insight into past decision-making and, thus, our past mistakes. If an extensive, high-density
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and successful urbanism is to emerge in Dublin city, its civic
decision-makers must learn from those past mistakes. To
learn from our mistakes, we first need to acknowledge them.
In ‘How the East was Done?’ we revealed the uncontrolled
suburban sprawl of housing development during the 15-year
boom between 1993 and 2007. In ‘City Expansion or City
Eclipse?’ we showed how the population of the functional
area of Dublin City Council has fallen relative to its ‘exurban’
fringe (Fingal, Meath, Kildare and Wicklow), from a figure
of exact parity to just 65% over 20 years. Suburban sprawl
is, of course, the outcome of push-and-pull factors, the relative attraction of suburban life versus city-living. We need to
reflect on the factors that have dissuaded many potential
urban families from choosing Smithfield over Skerries or The
Liberties over Leixlip. The diversity, quality and affordability
of housing is critical in this choice. The quality of high-density urban housing built in the inner city of Dublin during
the Celtic Tiger boom period has, for the most part, been
mediocre. Many homes are too small, poorly designed and
badly finished. Apartments in extensive areas of Dublin city
have become synonymous with short-term living, the equivalent of yellow-pack starter homes, to be discarded at the earliest opportunity. An acknowledgment by city decisionmakers of those past housing mistakes is necessary if, for no
other reason, than the fact that the vast majority of Dublin’s
citizens continue to remain sceptical, even hostile, to embracing high-density apartment-living. Most are attached to the
real benefits and comforts of a suburban two-storey house.
Most, however, have been denied a real housing choice. A
three-bedroom semi-detached home in a safe leafy suburb is
not the equivalent of a one-bedroom single-aspect home facing onto a noisy and car-choked street, littered with evidence
of antisocial behaviour.
Despite, or maybe because of, this attachment to lowdensity suburbia, Dublin City Council, through a mix of
land-use zoning and housing policy, seeks to encourage future
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householders of the city to aspire to live in high-density
apartment-style developments of up to 100 homes per
hectare. Before the City Council presumes to persuade
Dubliners of the environmental merits and personal benefits
of high-density urban living, the city needs to offer a real
choice to those who might contemplate an (inner) urban life.
Until the inner city offers a proper supply of spacious, welldesigned, affordable high-density homes, quality public
schools, safe local parks, and clean and green streets, an extensive, quality, everyday urbanism is unlikely to emerge. Yet
despite unprecedented level of both public and private investment in Dublin city in recent years, with enormous progress
made in the provision of hard infrastructure, bridges, lightrail lines and architectural set pieces, Dublin’s inner city – in
particular, inner-urban residential Dublin – remains fragmented and patchy. One of the primary challenges for the city
over the next ten years is to consolidate this patchy and fragile
embryonic urbanism. Consolidation requires a considerable
shift in thinking and ambition on how to sustain and support
inner-city urban living.
Persuading middle- and higher-income parents to
choose to live close to the inner-city or city-centre school of
their choice, and thus assist in building inner-urban, mixedincome communities, remains a particular difficulty for
Dublin. Mixed-income communities thrive best. They attract
investment and sustain a diversity of local shops and businesses. They also assist in combating social segregation, offering role models in communities blighted by poverty and
low aspiration. Sustaining mixed-income communities also
requires a stronger focus on the ‘softer’ and, in many ways,
much more difficult challenges of managing inner-city urbanism. These ‘softer’ challenges are simple to describe but difficult to realise. They include clean and safe streets, pleasant
local green spaces, greater pedestrian priority, and playgrounds that parents feel comfortable to visit with young children. How a city sustains and manages clean, green and safe
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streets, how it delivers ordinary but quality public city spaces
for children and teenagers, is probably the most important
test of a city’s commitment to inner-urban living.
Dublin’s inner city and city centre continue to remain
in thrall to the private car; pedestrians remain secondary. Too
many radial and inner-urban roads into or in the city (Church
Street, Dorset Street, Blackhall Place, North King Street,
Queen Street, Cork Street, Amiens Street and the city quays),
if efficient for vehicular movement, are joyless for city-living
pedestrians, severing emerging fragile urban communities
into isolated, fragmented city blocks of apartments.
Acknowledging this vehicular slicing and dicing of city-living
is not to invoke a traditional and often sterile debate of car
versus pedestrian, but to rethink the balance between the
urban-living pedestrian and the suburban-travelling car.
Successful urban living, despite popular perceptions to the
contrary, is not hostile to either the ownership or movement
of the private car. It simply endeavours to seek an appropriate
balance. Many inner-city dwellers own and enjoy the benefits
of a car. These are relatively environmentally friendly cars,
very often remaining in ‘storage’, used only for recreation,
supermarket trips or the occasional trip out of the city to visit
family and friends in the suburbs or the countryside. It is
somewhat odd, therefore, that a city council favouring highdensity development discriminates against high-density, sustainable, urban living in not allowing those who live in
apartment blocks the same rights to on-street car parking as
those afforded to their fellow citizens and neighbours in twostorey housing.
This is not a plea for special favours, but a simple call
for equal access to public goods and services. This extends to
parks, playgrounds, green, clean and beautiful streets. In recent years, many Dublin working-class communities have witnessed an incredibly positive transformation of their local
residential amenities. Ballyfermot is a good example, with its
much improved landscaped local parks, new playgrounds,
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new civic centre and award-winning swimming pool. In the
interest of the democratisation of civic and public space,
inner-city residential communities deserve nothing less.
Taking urban living seriously requires tackling difficult issues. Sometimes it requires making politically unpopular choices and sticking to them; the minor extension of an
already existing speed limit in Dublin’s city centre (in the initial days it was stringently enforced) dramatically civilised the
pedestrian experience of walking along parts of the city
quays. Yet this modest, urban-friendly initiative was greeted
with derision from suburban motorists when first announced,
and the City Council is under enormous pressure since to
abandon it. The 2007 variation in the Dublin City
Development Plan to promote larger apartments constituted
real and practical progress in advancing the cause of quality
high-density Dublin urbanism. It is, however, a policy under
constant threat of dilution as the economy and construction
industry stalls. An anti-apartment prejudice has rapidly
gained acceptance amongst banks and, somewhat oddly,
amongst many in the architectural profession.
The successful management of high-density innerurban residential living also requires civic assurances that
people, their homes, their business and their investment decisions, will not be sacrificed to easy short-term choices. The
city needs to resist the temptation of seemingly efficient but
shortsighted and superficially ‘low-cost’ choices, such as concentrating socially challenging land-uses such as methadone
centres in fragile regeneration areas, areas often suffering
acute social disadvantage. Poor management of the overspill
impact of these facilities compounds local deprivation.
Similarly, poor management of socially difficult, often psychologically vulnerable State-dependent tenants in private
apartment blocks is damaging to sustaining inner-city regeneration. Devolving responsibility to management companies
to manage antisocial behaviour not only abdicates the city
and State of responsibility, but imposes unsustainable costs
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on urban living. Civic indifference to any or all of these issues
is both damaging for city business and disadvantaged communities, and potentially devastating for an emerging Dublin
urbanism.
These are just a sample of the urban tests of a city’s
commitment to real urbanism. There is no escaping the fact
that some require additional public funding; most, however,
simply require a new way of thinking, thinking that believes
a quality, walkable and extensive city life is really a possibility
for Dublin’s inner city. Unfortunately, there are many unspoken barriers to imagining and delivering this urban possibility.
Probably the most damaging and reactionary is the belief – a
kind of the bigotry of low expectation of place – that innercity Dublin can never aspire to be a genuinely attractive place
to live for middle-income Dubliners.
If the imagination of urban ambition is often constrained, the choice of language used in the making of the
city is too often unrestrained. Sometimes language is as important as actions. Inappropriate euphemisms such ‘gated
communities’ or ‘transients’ communicate a subliminal begrudgery or an incomprehension of the complexity of urban
living. That complexity and diversity requires fresh thinking.
Existing city models of civic participation and community-engagement also require radical rethinking. There is
a multiplicity of communities living in the inner city and city
centre, most of whom have no desire to participate in community consultation workshops with well-meaning local authority officials. What is required is more observation,
analysis and 24-hour understanding of city systems. We need
to get out and look at what makes a street work, why some
streets seem to fail, why people walk ‘here’ and not ‘there’,
why certain parks are closed or empty, why some are edgy or
attractive. Just as Dublin city urbanism is diverse and complex, we should open our minds to the diversity of other
cities, cities we do not ordinarily think we have much to learn
from. Great urbanism doesn’t begin and end in north-western
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Europe. We also need to sharpen our understanding of those
models we have become overly dependent upon, if not somewhat lazily addicted to. Copenhagen is regularly cited by the
Irish planning and architectural establishment as an urban
model for Dublin. Copenhagen is a wonderful city, regularly
topping international rankings as one of the best cities to live
in. Perhaps we misunderstand that the success of its quality,
ordinary urbanism, its pedestrian-friendly streets and extensive cycle network is dependent less on attention to design detail than it is on municipal tax rates which facilitate the
delivery and, critically, the management of public services.
The making and management of quality, liveable public space
requires public investment.
Where our urban decision-makers chose to live is important. Is it not reasonable to believe that the future city
planner, city manager and city architect, the sources of potentially creative ideas and real power, should, like the city’s
lord mayor, all live in the city, preferably in the heart of the
city they lead? It is unlikely that the civic leaders of
Barcelona, Copenhagen, Paris, New York or London would
choose to live in distant suburbs. It may be controversial to
suggest that future Dublin inner-city regeneration should
focus on the aspirations of the wealthy, but it is a incontrovertible fact that it is in the interests of the poorest residents
of the inner city that the quality of their local neighbourhood
should be attractive enough to entice the most affluent citizens of the city.
Why is inner-urban Dublin so important? Because
after 15 tumultuous years of an economic boom and six years
of economic austerity, Dublin’s inner city and city centre continue to remain both the city’s and, perhaps, the State’s greatest economic opportunity and most significant social or civic
challenge. That challenge is the realisation of a simple but
powerful ambition to make Dublin, particularly inner-city
Dublin, a world-class city for all its citizens. What is now required is nothing short of a leap of ambition for the inner
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city, a belief that it can be done. We have done it before.
Whatever their shortcomings and despite their detractors,
both the regeneration of Temple Bar in late 1980s/early 1990s,
and the Docklands a decade later, are testimony to what can
be achieved in Dublin when civic leaders prioritise and value
urban regeneration.
A world-class city may have become a jaded term for
the cynics, the doubters, the naysayers. Ambition for some
will always remain hubris for others. BEYOND PEBBLEDASH believes it is possible that Dublin can, one day, become
an economically thriving, socially inclusive and culturally dynamic walkable city that extends beyond a tiny city-centre
core to include an extensive, high-density, well-connected,
safe, clean and green inner city stretching from Heuston to
Poolbeg, from Summerhill to Rialto. This enlarged urban
space will be a well-managed, civilising, inspired and inspiring city. At its simplest and at its best, it will be a truly desirable place to live. Understanding this possibility and
communicating it to others is perhaps the biggest challenge
facing those responsible for designing, planning and managing urban Dublin over the next 15 years and beyond.
–––––
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URBAN PARTY billboard installation (March 2011). For a period
of one month, REDRAWING DUBLIN took possession of 12
giant (JCDecaux) advertising billboards across the city. Each
poster asked a different, but thought-provoking, question about
the future direction of the city. URBAN PARTY – despite challenging official municipal policy – was sponsored by Dublin City
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awareness and commercial advertising, reached a wider and
younger Dublin audience. It endeavoured to make traditional ‘citymaking’ policy popular, topical, relevant and fun.
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speaking in 60 minutes. Architects, artists, poets, politicians, economists, social activists, schoolchildren and cultural commentators
were invited onto a ‘political soapbox’. Each speaker was requested to speak for just three minutes, so, in one hour and in
rapid succession, each of the 20 invited speakers articulated their
vision for the future of Dublin. THE URBAN PARTY took its inspiration from 19th-century political soapbox, direct street action.
BLOOMING ATTITUDE – The Talk (Bloomsday, June 2011).
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of individual blog comments (of REDRAWING DUBLIN ‘votes’)
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as if they were written by a single person.
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2011). To celebrate REDRAWING DUBLIN on the day that
Dubliners celebrate James Joyce’s Ulysses, the authors invited citizens of the city to take an unfamiliar self-guided urban walk to
explore the city’s ‘forbidden’ or undervalued places. Guided tours
by the City Planner, the City Architect and the City Conservation
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Variation 21). Variation 21 increased the minimum floor area of
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24 Motti Ruimy and Paul Kearns, ‘Neighbourhood Density’,
REDRAWING DUBLIN (Gandon Editions, Kinsale, 2010) p.246.
The density of Clontarf is calculated at 10 units per hectare, the
density of Marino at 30 units per hectare.
HOW THE EAST WAS DONE
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The Celtic Tiger boom period corresponds to that period when
the Irish economy experienced record annual growth rates. There
are no definitive agreed dates that define that period. The years of
greatest economic growth occurred between 1993 and 2007, when
the economy grew on average 6.8% per year. For the purpose of
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statistical analysis here, we take the years 1991 and 2006 as corresponding to the Celtic Tiger period as they allow detailed comparative analysis between the census of population of 1991 and
the census of population in 2006.
Census 2006, Theme 6, 2(a) – Number of permanent private
households by year house built, 2006.
ibid. The number of permanent private households accommodated in homes built prior to 1990 versus the number of permanent
private households accommodated in homes built between 1991
and 2006 is as follows: Kildare 29,442 and 28,761; Meath 26,384
and 25,616; Fingal 34,273 and 38,907.
Annual Housing Statistics Bulletin, 2009 (DoEHLG, 2009) and
Census 2006. Dublin City Council housing typology breakdown:
total 190,711; detached 9,012; semi-detached 45,826; terrace
70,519; purpose-built flat/apartment 43,140; converted flat/apartment 11,189; bedsit 4,829; not stated 6,196.
ibid.
Census 2006, Theme 6, 1(a) – Number of private households by
type of accommodation. That figure rises to 8.9% in the town of
Naas (Naas Urban electoral division: 6,506 households) and 7.2
% in the town of Navan (Navan Urban and Naval Rural electoral
divisions: 9,167 households), the largest towns in counties Kildare
and Meath respectively.
Annual Housing Statistics Bulletin, op. cit., and Census 2006.
Wicklow Council housing typology breakdown: total 42,472; detached 19,232; semi-detached 12,395; terrace 6,809; purpose-built
flat/apartment 2,150; converted flat/apartment 860; bedsit 154; not
stated 872. Meath County Council housing typology breakdown:
total 53,575; detached 29,632; semi-detached 15,306; terrace 4,857;
purpose-built flat/apartment 2,277; converted flat/apartment 530;
bedsit 96; not stated 877. Kildare County Council housing typology breakdown: total 60,578; detached 25,531; semi-detached
23,510; terrace 6,105; purpose-built flat/apartment 3,452; converted flat/apartment 664; bedsit 160; not stated 1,156. Fingal
County Council housing typology breakdown: total 80,085; detached 16,154; semi-detached 36,791; terrace 15,119; purpose-built
flat/apartment 9,397; converted flat/apartment 511; bedsit 168; not
stated 1,945. Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council housing
typology breakdown: total 68,375; detached 15,808; semi-detached
29,341; terrace 11,797; purpose-built flat/apartment 8,540; converted flat/apartment 1,493; bedsit 273; not stated 1,123.
ibid.
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A Haunted Landscape: Housing and Ghost Estates in Post-Celtic
Tiger Ireland, NIRSA Working Paper Series no.59 (NIRSA, NUI
Maynooth, 2010) p.21. The excess housing supply for each local
authority was calculated as follows: South Dublin 0.7%; Fingal
0.2%; Wicklow 1.9%; Meath 1.0%; Kildare 2.2%.
ibid., pp.23, 24, Table 2: ‘A model of housing vacancy and potential oversupply in Ireland’, column N, ‘potential oversupply’:
Dublin City Council 16,489; Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 5,614;
South Dublin 567; Fingal 205; Wicklow 914; Meath 610; Kildare
1,504. Column B, ‘total housing stock 2006 (Census)’: Dublin City
Council 223,098; Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 77,508; South Dublin
87,484; Fingal 89,909; Wicklow 49,088; Meath 61,257; Kildare
68,840.
Strategic Planning Guidelines for the Greater Dublin Area, 1999,
prepared for Dublin Corporation, Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown,
Fingal, Kildare, Meath, South Dublin, Wicklow county councils
and DoEHLG, in conjunction with Dublin Regional Authority
Mid-East Regional Authority, p.117, Appendix 3: Population and
Household Forecasts, Table A3.1: Population by County. Dublin
City Council 509,655; Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 201,648; South
Dublin 235,992; Fingal 187,213; Wicklow 109,337; Meath 116,192;
Kildare 150,772.
Census 2006.
Strategic Planning Guidelines, op. cit. The 2006 local authority
population (Census 2006) expressed as a percentage of the local
authority population of the forecasted population in the Strategic
Planning Guidelines for the year 2006, Appendix 3, op. cit. The
2006 local authority population of Co Kildare and Co Meath expressed as a percentage of their local authority population in the
Planning Guidelines strategy, ‘Option 1 Containment’, is equally
significant (Kildare 18.8%; Meath 20.4%). ‘Option 1 Containment:
This option seeks to confine the larger proportion of future development within an area that is relatively close to the existing builtup area of Dublin, extending from Balbriggan in the north through
the Maynooth-Kilcock area in the west to Greystones in the south’,
ch. 8, ‘Strategic Options’, p.72.
The relationship between housing construction, home size and
statutory planning policy is clearly evident from the following. The
minimum floor area permissible for 1-bedroom apartments in the
Dublin City Council Development Plan 1999-2004 was 38m2.
Critically, however, an apartment scheme (of any scale) was permissible, with 50% of all proposed residential units at this mini-
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mum size (Dublin City Council Development Plan 1999-2004).
Thousands of such 1-bedroom units (mostly single-aspect) were
built throughout the city. Prior to 1999 there were no Dublin City
Council statutory minimum sizes for apartments. The Council relied upon and interpreted Department of Environment guidelines.
In the five contiguous wards of Mountjoy A, Mountjoy B, North
City, Rotunda A and Rotunda B in Dublin’s north inner city, the
proportion of ‘Celtic Tiger homes’ (the percentage of all homes
built between 1991 and 2006 as a percentage of all homes (excluding not-stated) is 46.5%. This compared to a stated citywide average 20.6% (Census 2006, Theme 6, 2(a) – Number of permanent
private households by year house built, 2006). A total of 2,785
(44.9%) of all the homes in this combined area have one bedroom
or less. Just 8.2% of all homes in this area have five rooms or more,
compared with an average of 50.2% for the entire city (Census
2006, Theme 6, 4(a) – Number of permanent private households
by number of rooms in the household, 2006. The five contiguous
wards of Mountjoy A and B, North City, Rotunda A and B have a
population of 17,882.
The Housing Agency, ‘Housing Supply Requirements in Ireland’s
Urban Settlements 2014-2018’, April 2014, p3.
Department of the Environment, ‘Latest House Building and
Private Rented Statistics’, http://www.environ.ie/en/Publications/
StatisticsandRegularPublications/HousingStatistics/, May 2014.
ibid.
ibid.

CITY EXPANSION OR CITY ECLIPSE?
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Census 1991. In 1991 the counties of Meath (105,370), Wicklow
(97,265), Kildare (122,656) and Fingal (152,766) had a combined
population of 478,057. The population of the Dublin City Council
area (then Dublin Corporation) was 478,389.
Census 1996.
Census 2002.
Census 2006. Fingal 239,992, Meath 162,831, Kildare 183,335,
Wicklow 126,194.
Census 2002 and 2006. Between 2001 and 2006 the population of
Dublin city increased by 10,430 or just 2.1%. The population increase within the city’s Canal Ring was 10,084 or 10.8%.
Census 2011. Fingal 273,991, Meath 184,135, Kildare 210,312,
Wicklow 136,640.
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Dublin City Council Development Plan 2011-2017, Issues, Paper
4: Population and Housing Strategy (2009).
8 Census 2006, Theme 6, 1(a) – Number of private households by
type of accommodation. Dublin city 190,984; households, population 506,211.
9 In ‘Excursions in Dublin Density’, we explore in detail various density possibilities for Dublin city, including the potential source of
these 1,200 hectares of developable land.
10 There are no exact internationally agreed definitions of what constitutes high, medium or low density of units per hectare. The
DoEHLG ‘Guidelines on Sustainable Residential Development in
Urban Areas’ (Dublin, 2009), ch.5, p.49, does not state what may
constitute a high density. It does, however, state that ‘In general,
minimum net densities of 50 dwellings per hectare, subject to appropriate design and amenity standards, should be applied within
public transport corridors.’
11 Central Statistics Office, ‘Population and Labour Force Projections’,
Table 0 – Projected Population, April 2013, p.31. The figure of
684,000 is the calculated average of six different assumed population projections. Depending on fertility and net immigrations assumptions, these six population projections range from a low of
4,894,000 to a high of 5,637,000. The average increase is 15%, or
684,000).

2 – Whats up with Apartments?
SIZE DOES MATTER
1

2
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In December 2007, Dublin City Council approved to vary the
Dublin City Development Plan 2005-2011, adding a new section
4.5.0, ‘Achieving Liveable Sustainable New Apartment Homes’,
and relevant site development standards (subsequently known as
Variation 21). Variation 21 increased the minimum floor area of
apartments from an existing 45m2 (1-bedroom), 65m2 (2-bedroom)
and 80m2 (3-bedroom), to 55m2 (1-bedroom), 80-90m2 (a range for
2-bedroom) and 100m2 (3-bedroom).
The minimum floor area permissible for 1-bedroom apartments
in the Dublin City Council Development Plan 1999-2004 was 38m2.
Critically, however, an apartment scheme (of any scale) was permissible with 50% of all proposed residential units at this mini-
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mum size. Thousands of such 1-bedroom units (mostly single-aspect) were built in the city centre (see note 4 below).
Dublin City Council Development Plan 2005-2011.
Census 2011. The five contiguous wards of Mountjoy A and B,
North City, Rotunda A and B have a population of 20,540 people.
A total of 3,333 (46.5%) of all homes in this combined area have
one bedroom or less. Just 7.5% of all homes in this area have five
rooms or more. This compares with an average of 47% for the entire city. The population of Athlone Town is 20,153.
Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status, Table 1:
Population. Total population: 20,540. Small Area Statistics (SAPS):
Mountjoy A and B, Rotunda A and B, North City. Theme 6:
Housing, Table 1 – Private households by type of accommodation.
Mountjoy B ward 14.8% homes defined as bedsits.
North Lotts Grand Canal SDZ (Strategic Development Zone)
2013, 4.2.4.1, p51, RN5 – All residential proposals shall comply
with the policies of the Dublin City Development Plan 2011-2017
for Providing Quality Homes in a Compact City, ch.11, p.57.
(These standards require that 15% of all new homes should have
three bedrooms and have a minimum floor area of 100m2).

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS OF
‘THOU SHALT NOT INCREASE APARTMENT SIZE’
1
2

3
4

Dublin City Development Plan 1999-2004.
ibid., compared to Dublin City Development 2005-2011 (including
variation to Development Plan to increase apartment sizes in
2007). Calculated by taking the minimum requirement for the size
and mix of apartments permissible under the City Developments
Plans 1999-2004 and 2005-2011, and Variation 21 (2007) to the
2005-2011 Development Plan.
http://www.demographia.com/db-intlhouse.htm/.
Census 2011, Theme 6: Table 4 – Number of permanent private
households by number of rooms in the household, 2006. 39.6%
of all homes in Dublin’s inner city have one bedroom or less (maximum two-roomed homes). Just 10.2% of all homes in this area
have five rooms or more. This compares with an average of 17.4%
and 46.5% respectively for the entire city. Our 14 inner-city electoral divisions are Arran Quay C; Inns Quay B, C; Mountjoy A,
B; North City; Rotunda A, B; Merchants Quay A, B, C, F; Ushers
B, C. The population of these inner-city electoral divisions in 2011
was 47,791
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Census 2011, Theme 6: Housing, Table 4 – Permanent private
households by number of rooms. Our Ballsbridge is defined as including five electoral divisions: Pembroke East C, Pembroke East
D, Pembroke East E, Pembroke West B, Pembroke West C (total
population 19,816).

APARTMENT PREJUDICE AND NO TRANSIENTS
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Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status, Table 1 –
Population aged 0-19 by sex and year of age, persons aged 20+ by
sex and age group. Our Ballsbridge is defined as including five electoral divisions: Pembroke East C, Pembroke East D, Pembroke East
E, Pembroke West B, Pembroke West C (total population 19,816).
ibid. The inner city, as defined by the authors, covers 14 inner-city
electoral divisions: Arran Quay C; Inns Quay B, C; Mountjoy A,
B; North City; Rotunda A, B; Merchants Quay A, B, C, F; Ushers
B, C. The population of these inner-city electoral divisions in 2011
was 47,791 people.
Census 2011, Theme 2: Migration, Ethnicity and Religion, Table
1 – Usually resident population by place of birth and nationality.
The proportion who are foreign-born is 46.2%.
Census 2011, Theme: 6 Housing – Permanent Private Households
by type of Occupancy. The proportion of households in private
rented accommodation in the inner city is 55.5%. Those who are
paying or have paid off their mortgage is 16.8%. The figures for
the city as a whole are 32% and 5.7% respectively.

CAN’T SEE THE SCALE OF IT
1

Dublin City Council Development Plan 2011-2017, 17.6.1, Areas
Identified as Appropriate for High Buildings. There is provision
for buildings up to 50m in LAP/SDZ (Local Area Plan / Strategic
Development Zone) areas.

3 – Let’s talk about the Inner City
THE ARC OF DISADVANTAGE OR ARC OF OPPORTUNITY?
1
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Census 2011. The ‘Arc of Disadvantage’, as defined by the authors,
covers 14 inner-city electoral divisions. These electoral divisions
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are the smallest geographical unit at which small area population
statistics (SAPS) data is freely available from the Census of
Population of Ireland. The 14 electoral divisions are Arran Quay
C; Inns Quay B, C; Mountjoy A, B; North City; Rotunda A, B;
Merchants Quay A, B, C, F; Ushers B, C. The population of these
inner-city electoral divisions in 2011 was 47,791 people.
Census 2011, Theme 6, Table 4 – Permanent private households
by number of rooms in the household, 2006. 39.6% of all homes
in the Arc of Disadvantage have one bedroom or less (maximum
two-roomed homes). Just 10.2% of all homes in this area have five
rooms or more. This compares with an average of 17.4% and
46.5% respectively for the entire city.
Dublin City Council Development Plan 2005-2011. Dublin City
Council zones 2,589ha(25.5%) of all zoned land in the city Z9, or
open space. The Council zones a total of 14.5ha of the Arc of
Disadvantage Z9, or open space. This equates to 3.5% of the total
land area of the Arc of Disadvantage (413ha).
Census 2011, Theme 6: Housing – Permanent Private Households
by type of Occupancy. The proportion of households in private
rented accommodation in the Arc of Disadvantage is 55.5%.
Those who are paying or have paid off their mortgage is 16.8%.
The figures for the city as a whole are 32% and 5.7% respectively.
The proportion who are foreign born is 46.2% (Theme 2:
Migration, Ethnicity and Religion, Table 1 – Usually resident population by place of birth and nationality).
Census 2006, Theme 2: 2 – Usually resident population by nationality, 2006. The foreign-born population of the Arc of Disadvantage
in 2006 was 15,556 (38.9%) of the local population. This compares
with a figure of 73,989 (15.4%) for the entire city. The foreignborn population of the Arc of Disadvantage or Arc of Opportunity
is 20,200, or 46.24%, of population (up from 38.9% in 2006). In
five of the inner-city wards that make up the Arc of Disadvantage
or Arc of Opportunity, the foreign-born population is greater than
50%. These are as follows: Rotunda A: 51%, Rotunda B 57%,
North City 66%, Mountjoy B 51% and Arran Quay C 52%.
Census 2011, Theme 2: Migration, Ethnicity and Religion, Table
1 – Usually resident population by place of birth and nationality.

THE REGENERATION PARADOX
1

Economic and Social Research Institute, esri.ie/irish_economy/.
GDP Growth, constant 2007 prices.
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Census 2006, Theme 6, 2(a) – Number of private households by
year built. The number of new homes built (occupied households)
in the State between 1991 and 2006 was 497,303. The total number
of private households in Ireland in 2006 was 1,462,296.
ibid. The number of new homes (occupied households) built in
Dublin city between 1991 and 2006 was 35,889. The total number
of private households in the Dublin City Council area in 2006 was
190,711.

URBAN BURDEN CARRYING CAPACITY
1

The IBM Research – Ireland lab was officially opened in October
2011 and is the only IBM Smarter Cities Technology Centre in the
world. It conducts ‘research in water, energy, transportation, city
fabric, risk’. The lab is comprised of top researchers from leading
academic institutions, including MIT, École Polytechnique
Fédérale de Lausanne, Cambridge University, Australian National
University and Trinity College Dublin.

IT’S SAFETY STUPID
1

2
3
4

European Commission, Flash Eurobarometer, November 2009, tables 23 and 24 – Perception survey on quality of life in European
cities: analytical report.
ibid.
ibid.
Dublin City Council Development Plan 2011-2017, Policy QH29 –
To ensure that all proposals to provide or extend homeless accommodation or support services shall be supported by information
demonstrating that the proposal would not result in an undue concentration of such uses nor undermine the existing local economy,
resident community or regeneration of an area.

GREENING THE ARC OF DISADVANTAGE
1

2

3
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Dublin City Council zones 14.5ha of the Arc of Disadvantage Z9,
or open space. This equates to 3.5% of the total land area of the
Arc of Disadvantage (413ha).
Dublin City Council Development Plan 2011-2017. Dublin City
Council zones 2,589 hectares (or 25.7% of all zoned land in the
city) Z9, or open space.
Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status, Table 1 –

4

5

6

7

8

9

Population aged 0-19 by sex and year of age, persons aged 20+ by
sex and age group. The population of the Arc of Disadvantage in
2011 was 47,791 people. The Arc of Disadvantage, as defined by
the authors, covers 14 inner-city electoral divisions: Arran Quay
C; Inns Quay B, C; Mountjoy A, B; North City; Rotunda A, B;
Merchants Quay A, B, C, F; Ushers B, C. The population of these
inner-city electoral divisions in 2011 was 47,791 people.
The total land area of the Arc of Disadvantage is 413 hectares, or
3.6%, of the total functional land area of Dublin City Council
(11,400ha).
Dublin City Council zones 14.5 hectares of the Arc of
Disadvantage Z9, or open space. This equates to 0.5% of all Z9
Zoned land in Dublin City Council (2,579ha).
Census 2011, Theme 1, Table 1, op. cit. The Canal Ring includes
all electoral divisions within the Grand Canal and Royal Canal.
These include, in addition to those referenced above in the Arc of
Disadvantage, the following: Arran Quay A, B, D, E; Inns Quay A;
North Dock C; Mansion House A, B; Merchants Quay D, E; Royal
Exchange A, B; St Kevin’s; South Dock; Ushers A, D, E, F; Wood
Quay A, B. The population of the Canal Ring is 112,511. The total
land area is 1,265 hectares. The density of population is 8,894 people per km2.
ibid. The southeast quadrant of the city (Dublin 2 and 4 inside the
Canal Ring) includes the following electoral divisions: Mansion
House A, B; Royal Exchange A, B; St Kevin’s; South Dock. The
population of this area is 23,850. The total land area is 336ha.
Dublin City Development Plan 2005-2011, Map E. Dublin City
Council zones 14.5 hectares of the Arc of Disadvantage Z9, or
open space. The north inner city alone accommodates 20.7ha of
vacant or derelict land. See Planning and Economic Development
Dept, Why Are They Empty – A Photographic and Planning Guide
to the Top 95 Underperforming, Derelict and Vacant Sites in
Dublin’s North Inner City (Dublin City Council, 2009).
The area with the highest density of population in the inner city
is the Rotunda A Ward, bounded by Gardiner Street, Dorset Street,
Parnell Square East and Cathal Brugha Street. This 2.4km2 area is
home to 4,700 people and has a density of population of almost
19,000 people per km2.

THE MISSING CHILDREN
1

Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status. Children as
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defined as those under 18 years of age make up 17.3% of the population of Dublin City Council (91,121).
2 The inner city, as defined by the authors, covers 14 inner-city electoral divisions: Arran Quay C; Inns Quay B, C; Mountjoy A, B;
North City; Rotunda A, B; Merchants Quay A, B, C, F; Ushers B,
C. The population of these inner-city electoral divisions in 2011
was 47,791.
3 The Canal Ring includes all electoral divisions within the Grand
Canal and Royal Canal. These include, in addition to those referenced above in the Arc of Disadvantage, the following: Arran Quay
A, B, D, E; Inns Quay A; North Dock C; Mansion House A, B;
Merchants Quay D, E; Royal Exchange A, B; St Kevin’s; South
Dock; Ushers A, D, E, F; Wood Quay A, B. The population of the
Canal Ring is 112,511.
4 Census 2011, Theme 9: Social Class and Socio-Economic Group.
The classification of ‘Employers and Managers’ and ‘Higher
Professional’ is taken as a proxy for ‘higher income’.
5 ibid.
6 ‘Higher income’ is used interchangeably with ‘middle class’. The
data source remains the same, ibid.
7 Census 2011, Theme 1, op. cit. Children of parents of ‘Employers
and Managers’ and ‘Higher Professional’ as percentage of all children.
8 ibid.
9 ibid.
10 Census 2011, Theme 1, op. cit., Table 1. The population of those
aged 24 to 44 for the city as a whole 196,090, or 30.7%. The population of those aged 24 to 44 for the inner city as defined above
is 24,246, or 50.7%.
11 ibid.

4 – Where we Live ... and Why?
DOMESTIC SPACE OF CITY DECISION-MAKERS
1
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In 2007, as part of the international collaborative project with the
Fundación Metropoli (Madrid), Dublin City Council identified
and invited 85 ‘key decision-makers’ (those most likely to influence
the future of Dublin city, from fields as diverse as public service,
law, business, the arts, media) to participate in research on

2

3
4

‘Clusters of Excellence’ in Dublin. A total of 59 of the 85 people
identified agreed to participate. Capital D, Proyecto Cities –
Dublin City, 2008 (Fundación Metropoli, Madrid / Dublin City
Council, 2008). We subsequently wrote to those 59 people and
asked them three further simple questions: where do you live?
(Dublin postal code or town/townland); what type of home you
live in? (apartment, detached house, semi-detached, terraced,
mews, bedsit); how do you travel to work? (walk, cycle, motorbike,
bus, Luas, DART, car). Of those 59 contacted, 45 replied (76%).
Of those 45 who replied, 14 (31%) live in a detached house; 16
(36%) live in a semi-detached house; 7 (16%) live in a Georgian,
Victorian or Edwardian terrace; 4 (9%) live in other terrace; 2 (4%)
live in a mews; and 2 (4%) live in apartments.
Annual Housing Statistics Bulletin, 2009 (DoEHLG, 2009) and
Census 2011.
ibid. Over 30% of Dubliners live in apartments or flats compared
to just 4% of its decision-makers. Less than 5%, or just one in 20,
of all Dublin city homes is detached. Dublin City Council housing
typology breakdown: total 190,711; detached 9,012; semi-detached
45,826; terrace 70,519; purpose-built flat/apartment 43,140; converted flat/apartment 11,189; bedsit 4,829; not stated 6,196.

THE DEAD CITY?
1

2
3

Census 2011, Theme 6: Housing, Table 3 – Permanent private
household by year built. Just 522 people live in private households
in the South Georgian core (ward of Mansion House B), with just
248 people living in homes built prior to 1919.
THE DEAD CITY, Open House programme, October 2011.
During the property boom, ‘the largest and best preserved
Georgians often made up to €1,200 @ sqft (€12,916 @ sqm),
working out at between 3.5 million and 5 million euro per house
– depending on size, condition, and availability of car parking at
the rear. In recent months most of the period houses going for sale
have been priced between 1 million and 2 million euro depending
on condition and whether a mews house is included.’, Irish Times,
15 June 2011.

IS RANELAGH URBAN? AND DOES IT MATTER?
1

Census 2011. Our Ranelagh comprises the three local electoral divisions of Rathmines East A, Rathmines East D and Rathmines
213

2

3

4

5

6

West B. The combined population is 10,737.
Census 2011. The density of population in Dublin city is 4,600
people per km2. Rotunda A has a density of closer to 20,000 people
per km2.
Census 2011, Theme 9: Social Class and Socio-Economic Group,
Table 2 – Population by sex and social class: Persons in private
households by socio-economic group of reference person. The proportion of residents of Rathmines East A, East D and West B who
belong to the ‘Employers and Managers’ and ‘Higher Professional’
classes is 34.1% compared to 22.3% for the city as whole. The proportion who belong to ‘Semi-Skilled and Unskilled’ is 5.7% compared to 12.4% for the rest of the city.
Census 2011, Theme 11, Table 1 – Persons aged 5 years and over
by means of travel to work, school or college. The proportion of
our Ranelagh residents who travel to work or school by foot is
48.6% compared to a citywide average of 35.1%.
Census 2011, Theme 6, Table 4 – Permanent private households
by number of rooms. The number homes with two rooms or less
is 34.7% compared to a city average of 17.4%.
Census 2011, Theme 6, Table 1 – Private households by type of
accommodation. Ranelagh bedsits 5.3%; city as a whole 1.8%.

DOES DENSITY MATTER IN STONEYBATTER?
1

2

3

4
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Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status, Table 1 –
Population aged 0-19 by sex and year of age, persons aged 20+ by
sex and age group. Our inner-urban Dublin neighbourhood is the
dense housing area of Stoneybatter. It predominantly comprises
the electoral division of Arran Quay E and a small area of Arran
Quay D (the area bound by the North Circular Road, Manor
Street, Arbour Hill and Devaney Gardens/St Bricin’s).
Department Estadistica, Adjuntament de Barcelona. Barcelona,
municipal land area 100.8km2; population (2007) 1,595,110; density of population 15,825 people per km2.
Census 2011, Theme 6: Housing, Table 3 – Permanent private
households (total). The density of housing units in Dublin City
Council is 18.2 units per hectare.
Census 2011, Theme 6, Table 3 – Permanent private households
by type of occupancy. Electoral division Arran Quay E, 41.1%
Owner-Occupier with Mortgage and Owner Occupier with No
Mortgage. The comparative figure is 22.3% for those living inside
the Canal Ring.

5
6

ibid.
Census 2011, Theme 9: Social Class and Socio-Economic Group,
Table 1 – Population by sex and social class. Professional and
Managerial Workers Electoral division, Arran Quay E, 34.5%. The
figure for the city as a whole is 33.9%
7 Census 2011, Theme 11: Commuting, Table 1 – Persons aged 5
years and over by means of travel to work, school or college, 2011.
Electoral division Arran Quay E, 45.9%. The figure for the city as
a whole is 35.1%
8 Assuming an average of four bed spaces per home. The Dublin
City Development Plan 2011-2017 requires 5m2 to 8m2 of open
space per bed space.
9 The areas of Merrion Square and Fitzwilliam Square in Dublin
are 4.75ha and 1.3ha respectively.
10 The plot ratio of a development is the gross floor area of all built
form divided by the total area of site. In this case, the area under
study is 19.7ha and the total built fabric area (including commercial) is estimated at 97,500m2. The built area includes approx 1,300
homes with a calculated estimated average floor area of 70m2. This
generates a plot ratio of 0.5. Land zoned Z5 (City Centre) in the
Dublin City Council Development Plan 2005-2011 allows for the
maximum plot ratio. The indicative plot ratio on Z5 lands is (2.53.0). Stoneybatter is predominantly zoned Z2 (Residential). There
is no indicative plot ratio on lands zoned Z2.
11 The Dublin City Council Development Plan 2011-2016 aspires to
densities of 135 units per hectare on inner-urban mixed-use residential sites. This is more than 2.5 times higher than this neighbourhood.
EXCURSIONS IN DUBLIN DENSITY
1

2

3

Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status, Table 1.
Population of Dublin City Council: 527,612; Area City Council:
11,400ha.
Department Estadistica, Adjuntament de Barcelona. Barcelona,
municipal land area: 100.8km2; population (2007) 1,595,110; density of population 15,825 people per km2. Six of Barcelona’s urban
districts have residential densities in excess of 20,000 people per
km2: Ciutat Vella, Eixample, Gràcia, Nou Barris, Sant Andreu and
Sant Martí.
Urban Audit: How Cities Rank, Proportions of households living
in apartments, EU27, 2001, www.urbanaudit.org. The proportion
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of households living in apartments (97.4%).
City of Copenhagen or Københavns Kommune.
Ville de Lyon, City of Lyon Official Website, http://www.lyon.fr/
vdl/sections/en/.
Dublin City Council Development Plan 2011-2017, Issues, Paper
4: Population and Housing Strategy (2009).
All land in the city, with the exception of roadways/pavement and
railways, are given a land-use zoning designation. This approximates to 88% of all land area. Canals and rivers are also zoned
Z11.
Our 1,200 hectares of zoned land assumes the following additional
percentage of each land-use zoning being made available for
mixed-use, predominantly residential development (overall existing total zoned land area in hectares in brackets):
Z1 – 3% (3,829)
Z2 – 2% (663). These residential zonings are already built-up. The
calculation excludes the possibility of extensive demolition
and redevelopment of single- and two-storey housing estates.
Z3 – 5% (50)
Z4 – 20% (186). Local commercial; already built-up, limited capacity.
Z5 – 10% (231). City centre; limited opportunity outside derelict/
underperforming sites.
Z6 – 40% (695). Assumes significant opportunity in ‘mixed-use’
zone.
Z7 – 65% (308)
Z7A – 30% (3.4). Assumes significant proportion of industrial
lands becoming available, including Guinness and Dublin Port
lands.
Z8 – 2% (86). Conservation areas; severe constraints.
Z9 – 0% (2,579). Open space; no additional building capacity.
Z10 – 80% (40). Regeneration areas; extensive opportunity.
Z11 – 0% (120). Water/canal areas; no building capacity.
Z12 – 35% (183). Institutional lands; significant opportunity.
Z13 – 80% (57). Regeneration areas; extensive opportunity.
Z14 – 40% (301). Regeneration areas; significant remaining opportunity (primarily docklands).
Z15 – 35% (767). Institutional lands; significant opportunity.
New York City Dept of City Planning. The 2008 estimated population of New York City was 8,363,710. The functional area of
New York City is 789.4km2. The density of population, therefore,
is 10,595 people per km2.

10 Census 2011, Theme 1: Sex, Age and Marital Status, Table 1 –
Population aged 0-19 by sex and year of age, persons aged 20+ by
sex and age group. The population of the Canal Ring is 112,511.
The total land area is 1,265 hectares. The density of population,
therefore, is 8,800 people per km2. The Canal Ring includes all
electoral divisions within the Grand Canal and Royal Canal. These
include the following: Arran Quay A, B, C, D, E; Inns Quay A, B;
North Dock C; Mountjoy A, B; North City; Rotunda A, B;
Mansion House A, B; Merchants Quay A, B, C, D, E, F; Royal
Exchange A, B; St Kevin’s; South Dock; Ushers A, B, C, D, E, F;
Wood Quay A, B.
11 Population density of Manhattan. New York Department of City
Planning, http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/census/popcur.shtml.
12 Population density of Kowloon. Government of Hong Kong,
www.cicred.org/Eng/Publications/pdf/c-c21.pdf.
13 Census 2006, Volume 3, Household Composition, Family Units
and Fertility, 31 May 2007.
14 Census 1991, 1996, 2006. The average household size in Dublin
city has fallen from 2.99 in 1991 to 2.78 in 1996 to 2.51in 2006.
15 Three electoral divisions in Dublin city have a density in excess of
16,000 people per km2 (Rotunda A, Wood Quay A and Merchants
Quay).
16 Central Statistics Office, ‘Population and Labour Force Projections’,
Table 0 – Projected Population, April 2013, p.31. The figure of
684,000 is the calculated average of six different assumed population projections. Depending on fertility and net immigrations assumptions, these six population projections range from a low of
4,894,000 to a high of 5,637,000. The average increase is 15%, or
684,000.
17 Census, 1991 and 2006. In 1991 the suburban or ‘exurban’ counties
of Wicklow, Meath, Kildare and (the yet unborn) Fingal had a
combined population 478,000 people. By 2011 the population of
the ‘exurb’ counties had reached 805,000.
18 Department Estadistica, Adjuntament de Barcelona. The six are
Ciutat Vella, Eixample, Gràcia, Nou Barris, Sant Andreu and Sant
Martí.
19 Census 2011, Theme 1, Table 1, op. cit. Rotunda A, population
4,494. Rotunda A has an area of 24.9ha, density of population
18,867 people per km2.
20 www.paris.fr/english (official Paris website). The 20 arrondissements of Paris have a population of 2,234,000 spread over an area
of 105 km2.
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EXCURSIONS IN IDENTITY – FINDING THE ‘REAL’ DUBLIN CITY
1

2

Open House is an Irish Architectural Foundation-organised access
tour of private and public buildings in Dublin city held over a
weekend. Culture Night is a Temple Bar Cultural Trust initiative,
facilitating free access to museums, cultural venues and events for
one evening. Both Open House and Culture Night are annual
events, usually held in late September or early October. The greater
middle-class turnout on Culture Night in Dublin is clearly evident
in the following facts. Residents of postal code Dublin 10 (the overwhelmingly working-class neighbourhood of Ballyfermot) accounted for 1.6% of all ‘Culture Night 2009 venue visitors’ who
are resident in the functional area of Dublin City Council.
Ballyfermot residents make up 3.7% of Dublin City Council residents (population 19,556; SAPS: Cherry Orchard A, Carna,
Cherry Orchard C, Decies, Drumfinn, Kylemore). Residents of
postal codes Dublin 4, 6 and 6W (the predominately middle-class
neighbourhoods of Ballsbridge, Sandymount, Rathgar, Ranelagh
and Terenure) accounted for 30.6% of all ‘Culture Night 2009
venue visitors’ who are resident in the functional area of Dublin
City Council. These residents make up 14.9% of Dublin City
Council residents (population 78,522; SAPS: Pembroke East B, C,
D, E; Pembroke West A, B, C; Rathfarnham, Rathmines East A,
B, C, D; Rathmines West A, B, C, D, E, F; Terenure A, B, C, D).
Allowing for the population difference and assuming an equal interest or turnout between working-class Dublin 10 and middleclass Dublin 4, 6 and 6W, one would have expected to bump into
one resident of D10 for every four residents of D4, 6 and 6W on
Culture Night, whereas the reality was one resident of D10 for
every 19 residents of D4, 6 and 6W. (D4, 6, 6W and 10 can all reasonably be described as inner suburbs.) See Temple Bar Cultural
Trust, ‘Dublin Culture Night Survey 2009’, list of postcodes in
Dublin.
The GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association) is an amateur Irish and international cultural and sporting organisation focused primarily
on promoting Gaelic games, which include the traditional Irish
sports of hurling, camogie, Gaelic football, handball and
rounders. The GAA was founded in 1884.

–––––
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Definitions

URBAN – ‘Urban’ is commonly defined as an area relating to or located in a city, displaying characteristics of city life. Urban areas are
usually characterised by higher densities, higher building heights, and
a greater diversity of land uses than found elsewhere in the wider city.
‘Urban’ is a somewhat elastic term. What we do not define spatially or
functionally as urban is, by default – within the context of the boundaries of the Dublin City Council area – suburban.
SUBURBAN – A suburban area commonly refers to low and mediumdensity development patterns that surround the urban areas of a city.
The suburbs are predominantly residential in character, with singlefamily detached, semi-detached and terraced houses being the primary
use of land. Our suburban Dublin lies beyond our urban Dublin (city
centre and inner city), and extends beyond the artificial administrative
Dublin City Council boundary into the adjoining local authorities of
Fingal, South Dublin and Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown.
‘EXURBAN’ – ‘Exurban’ is a term used to describe those areas that
are semi-rural, extending just beyond the fringes of the outer-city suburbs. It is a region made up of small towns and newly built housing
estates, often separated by agricultural fields. Exurban areas have a
strong functional relationship with the city core.
CITY CENTRE – While the exact boundaries of our city centre are
potentially fluid and necessarily subjective, our city centre is inherently
urban. The density of both built form and pedestrian activity, the centrality of location, the diversity of uses, services and city attractions
define the urbanity of the city centre.
Our city centre is what is commonly referred to in North
America as the ‘downtown’ or central business district. Dublin city centre is characterised by buildings predominantly four or five storeys in
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height. This is a mixed-use area, with retail, recreational, office and
civic uses accounting for most of the existing land uses.
Dublin’s city centre is generally a quality urban environment.
Whist not without its challenges, this is a city centre that is visually engaging, socially dynamic, economically vibrant and, in places, exceptionally charming and beautiful.
Our city centre is small. Whilst its boundary is obviously fluid,
it roughly extends north to south from Parnell Square to St Stephen’s
Green, and from east to west (on the northside) from Capel Street to
Marlborough Street, and (on the southside) from Aungier Street to
Merrion Square / Fitzwilliam Square. The inner city is west and north
of the city centre. There is, of course, a small overlap between our city
centre and inner city.
INNER CITY – Our inner city is mapped out in ‘Chapter 3 –
STREET DNA’ of REDRAWING DUBLIN. Like the city centre, our
inner-city boundaries are somewhat flexible; it is, however, a much
more problematic place. Simultaneously revered by some as the authentic voice of Dublin, this is an urban space avoided, if at all possible, by most Dubliners. The inner city is defined by the authors as
covering 14 inner-city electoral divisions: Arran Quay C; Inns Quay
B, C; Mountjoy A, B; North City; Rotunda A, B; Merchants Quay A,
B, C, F; and Ushers B, C. The population of these inner-city electoral
divisions in 2011 was 47,791.
Dublin’s inner city is a peculiar place of contradictions. It is
characterised by buildings predominantly four or five storeys in height,
peppered by many two-storey and occasionally single-storey residential
buildings. While retail, recreational, office and civic uses are not uncommon, residential development predominates. The inner city, despite
15 years of a property and development boom, is also dotted with
derelict sites and vacant buildings. Whilst there is less dense pedestrian
activity in the inner city than the city centre, the density of built form
and centrality of location, the diversity of uses, services and significant
tourist attractions combine to qualify the inner city as inherently urban.
Dublin’s inner city has generally a poorer quality urban environment than the city centre. Whilst not without its attractions, many
quite exceptional, it is visually and physically fractured, architecturally challenged, with pockets of acute socially deprivation. It is also
a place of great positive social and dynamic change; some 46% of its
residents are foreign-born.
IN TOWN – ‘In town’ is a colloquial expression in Dublin. We inter220

pret this space as including all of our city centre and parts of our inner
city. ‘In town’, by our definition, is an exclusively urban place.
METROPOLITAN REGION – The Metropolitan Region includes the
inner city and city centre, the inner and outer suburbs, extending to
outlying exurban areas. Our Dublin Metropolitan Region has a population of 1.2 million and extends as far south as Kilcoole in Co
Wicklow and as far west as Kilcock in Co Kildare.
PROTO-URBAN OR EMBRYONIC URBAN – ‘Proto-urban’ or ‘embryonic urban’ are used interchangeably and refer to an emerging quality residential urban way of life in parts of Dublin’s inner city and city
centre.
THE CITY – ‘The city’ is a broader term, and, depending on context
of discussion, can refer to an area as small as Dublin’s city centre or as
large as the Dublin Metropolitan Region. It is a term usually employed
in BEYOND PEBBLEDASH to refer to the inner city or city-centre
core.
DUBLIN CITY – ‘Dublin city’ is another broad term, and, depending
on context, can refer to an area as small as Dublin’s city centre or as
large as the Dublin Metropolitan Region. It is a term usually employed
in BEYOND PEBBLEDASH to refer to the functional area of Dublin
City Council.
DUBLIN CITY COUNCIL – Dublin City Council refers to the geographic functional municipal area of the local authority of Dublin City
Council, home to 527,000 people.
–––––
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work can be described as ‘action urbanism’. They have worked with
the Irish Architecture Foundation, ‘Open House Dublin’, and Dublin
City Council in bringing to the streets of Dublin a number of highprofile events, including the URBAN PARTY billboard campaign, THE
DEAD CITY light installation, METROWALK and BLOOMING
ATTITUDE, amongst others. In 2011 Motti and Paul initiated the
URBAN PARTY – TALKING CITIES platform, which has since been
hosted in Dublin (Complex Theatre), Tel Aviv (port) and Jerusalem
(Museum on the Seam).
In their most recent twin project, POSTCARDS OF OUR
CITY – Dublin-Tel Aviv (Dublin, 2012) and POSTCARDS OF OUR
CITY – New York-Dublin (New York, 2013), they invited the people
of one city to write their thoughts about their city on a postcard to the
residents of another. The written postcards were sent to a thousand
home addresses that were chosen at random.
They are currently working on a new book THE SEAMLESS
NEIGHBOURHOOD – REDRAWING THE CITY OF ISRAEL,
which addresses ‘the substance, seamlessness and segregation of
Israel’s largest city – Tel Aviv’. They have contributed to many publications, including Architecture Ireland and i.e. Patterns of Thought
(Architecture Republic, 2012). They have been guest lecturers at NCAD
and GradCAM (Dublin), Columbia University and Cooper Union
(New York), and elsewhere.
–––––

REVIEWS OF REDRAWING DUBLIN
This is a multidimensional Thoms directory on ‘speed’ which critically,
imaginatively, and unapologetically presents a ‘warts and all’ picture
of our capital ... the book needs to be seen as a contributor to a radical
action plan and change agenda, and not consigned to an aide memoir
as to how Dublin was, and Dubliners were – no more bullshit...
– Seán Ó Laoire, Irish Arts Review, Summer 2011
A grounded and questioning work by an architect and a working planner, that transforms the same graphic medium into a significant and
thoughtful contribution to the debate about the city...
– Niall McCullough, Architecture Ireland, March 2011
(further details overleaf)
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ReDrawing Dublin
REDRAWING DUBLIN is a story of a city. It is a celebration and
affirmation of a city and the people who live there. It is design-driven
to creatively inform and stimulate. REDRAWING DUBLIN is about
city-making. It draws possibilities, draws thinking and draws space. It
is both a visual essay and an act of ‘action urbanism’.
REDRAWING DUBLIN captures a snapshot of Dublin today,
reveals glimpses of recent memory, and imagines alternative possible
futures. It walks the streets of Dublin, explores neighbourhoods, and
maps the city metropolitan region. It opens the door to existing
buildings and buildings that never happened, investigates abandoned
spaces and the people who inhabited them, aborted skylines and the
language that tried to make them happen. The book is full of hidden
facts, surprising statistics and unspoken truths. It employs strong and
original visual imagery, graphic design and photography to tell a story
of a city that has undergone a considerable transformation in the last
fifteen years.
A strong theme in the book is the inherent tensions between
urban and suburban Dublin. REDRAWING DUBLIN asks what type
of city Dublin really is. Where does it begin and end? Is Dublin really
a Georgian city or a city of two-storey housing? What is the difference
between the city centre and the inner city? And why is it desirable to
live in one but not the other?
REDRAWING DUBLIN promotes real urbanism. It celebrates diversity and champions city-living. The book explores the city’s
urban psyche and identity, prods and probes suburban assumptions
and urban prejudices. It challenges policy-makers and citizens to
confront Dublin’s urban contradictions, to see and tell it as it is, not as
it is imagined or often believed to be. This is a story that asks
uncomfortable questions but offers hopeful solutions.
Through the use of insightful imagery, REDRAWING
DUBLIN stretches the imagination to deconstruct and reconstruct a
city. This is an inclusive and accessible language that seeks to initiate a
dialogue on the future of this city at a challenging time in its history.
–––––
REDRAWING DUBLIN by Paul Kearns + Motti Ruimy
(Gandon Editions, Kinsale, 2010) ISBN 978 0948037 801
360 pages, 21.5x24.5cm, 400+ colour illus, €33 hb
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