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pandemic, however, was a challenge on
a never before seen scale, and many of
us were, understandably, worried.
BelFastForward 2022 was all about
exploring the post-pandemic city
and what the experience of the last
2 years means for places like Belfast.
Our conference considered three key
questions – What is the state of the
city? What is the state of our city and
What should the future of our city be?
Looking Back at BelFastForward 2022 is
a collection of short reflections by some
of those in attendance at our event.
We asked them to share their thoughts
on what they heard on the day from
our array of excellent speakers and
elaborate on what stood out for them
and made them think differently
about Belfast.

Foreword
Alana Coyle, President, Belfast Chamber

On Thursday 24 March, almost 350 delegates gathered in
Belfast’s brilliant ICC for Belfast Chamber’s BelFastForward
2022 conference.
After nearly 2 years since our last
BelFastForward event, it was amazing to
be back in a room packed full of people
as we joined together again to consider
the new challenges that our city faces.
Our previous BelFastForward
conference took place in late February
2020. The mood of optimism for the
future that many delegates left the
venue with having just heard from
some fantastic speakers showcase
great examples of regeneration that
were happening right here in Belfast as
well as other cities around the world,
was palpable. Little did we know that
just a few weeks later, lockdown would
4

As an organisation, Belfast Chamber is
determined to be at the forefront of new
and fresh thinking about how our city
should develop and grow in the years
ahead. Indeed, it is through the efforts
of many of our members that Belfast
is transforming for the better. Belfast

Chamber believes that Belfast can
become an even better place to live,
work, study, visit and invest and that
by focusing on the kind of reinvention
and reimagining that BelFastForward
2022 highlighted, we can build a people
centred city that is economically vibrant
and fit for whatever challenges that the
future holds.
I would like to say a massive thank
you to EY our principal sponsor, and
our other sponsors and partners Arup,
Belfast City Council, Belfast One
BID, BT, Calibro Workspace, Colliers,
Danske, Glandore, Queen’s University,
Translink and Tughans for helping
make BelFastForward 2022 possible.
I hope you enjoy ‘Looking Back at
BelFastForward’ and that some of the
reflections inspire you to redouble your
efforts to help Belfast continue to move
forward towards an even better and
brighter future.

happen with Belfast’s usually bustling
streets converted almost overnight into
a virtual ghost town as shops, cafes,
bars, restaurants, theatres and venues
closed and people started working
from home.
Almost immediately, predictions of the
demise of Belfast began. This city has
been written off many times before.
Whatever it was – the Troubles, the
financial crash, Brexit, the Primark fire
– Belfast was, supposedly, doomed.
Yet, with the kind of resilience that
epitomises Belfast businesses, our
city survived and continued on
its regeneration journey. A global
5
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Cities might not be everybody’s
cup of tea, but that this conclusion
is continually contested presents a
challenge for places like Belfast.
Whilst I sat and listened to Andrew,
I was reminded of an article penned by
ESRI’s John FitzGerald that appeared
recently in the Irish Times. FitzGerald
argued that “regional policy in the
North has historically favoured moving
development out of Belfast along the M1
corridor, rather than developing its two
major urban centres, Belfast
and Derry”.

Cities are the Answer
Simon Hamilton, Chief Executive, Belfast Chamber

There were so many amazing insights and little gems of
information shared by our array of excellent speakers at
BelFastForward that it is almost impossible to narrow down to
one thing that I heard that made me think. But what probably
stood out most for me was something that Andrew Carter,
the Chief Executive of the Centre for Cities, said during his
opening contribution.
Cities have had a tough 24 months.
Since the last BelFastForward
conference in February 2020, cities
around the globe were very vivid
illustrations of the impact of COVID-19
as shops, offices and hospitality venues
emptied and streets fell virtually silent,
causing some to even question the
future viability of cities. It was Andrew’s
firm belief that, in spite of the crises
they’ve come through and the many
6

Yet here I was, in Belfast’s ICC, listening
to one of the UK’s foremost experts on
cities outline how cities are the answer.
How they’re the answer to attracting
talent and especially that all important
knowledge economy talent that “wants
and lives density”. How cities are the
answer to generating more innovation
as density creates opportunities for
collaboration and that innovative spark

than can come with it. And how cities
are the answer to the climate change
crisis and density (that word came up
a lot at BelFastForward) means more
public transport and active travel and
lower emissions.
Andrew reminded us that we are living
in the first truly urban century with more
than 2/3 expected to live in cities by
2050. He didn’t deny that density could
bring demons but his contribution at
our conference was an unashamed
advocacy for cities.
Whilst some outside of Belfast might
argue that it is doing well enough, that
it doesn’t need any more help and
that scarce public resources should
be directed outside of our capital city,
decision makers, as they grapple with
a whole new set of challenges postpandemic, would do well to reflect on
Andrew Carter’s exhortation that cities
are the answer.

more that face us in the future, that
cities are the answer. He is certain that
not only will cities survive, but that they
will thrive.
Carter quoted his favourite urban
thinker Ed Glaeser and his description of
cities as “man’s greatest invention”. In his
2008 book, Triumph of the City, Glaeser
stated that cities make us “richer,
smarter, greener, healthier and happier”.
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alike can interact with a new tradition
of positive murals which celebrate a
New Belfast. Virtually every promotional
film of Belfast of late, as well as print
journalism, features artwork created by
past events from Hit the North- just look
to Line of Duty. A successful Street Art
Walking Tour now runs weekly in the
CQ area- estimated audience figures
will exceed 100,000 people over the
duration of the spray art murals.

The Centrality
of Culture to
Regeneration
Maeve McKervey, Head of Business,
Arts & Business NI

As I listened to Jerome Frost’s presentation on how arts and
culture are at the centre of the Kings Cross regeneration, it
reinforced to me what we hear every day from our A&B NI’s
business members – that a vibrant arts and cultural sector
is critical to creating a globally competitive economy and
making NI a place where people want to live, work and invest.
In a competitive international
marketplace, business leaders cite the
presence of a rich cultural environment
as one of the major incentives for
locating their businesses. In NI we have
a cultural sector we can be proud of,
punching well above its weight on a
world stage.
We just need to look at the vibrancy of
our Cathedral Quarter and the important
role the cultural sector plays. The MAC
has become a beacon for the ongoing
regeneration of Belfast; since opening
in 2012, almost 2.5 million visitors have
come through the doors, attending
more than 3,000 live performances, 45
visual art exhibitions, and 100’s of family
workshops. Just along Hill Street, The
Black Box is doing amazing grass-roots
work and is becoming a vital alternative

8

During the pandemic 68% of the
general public accessed the arts during
lockdown for personal enjoyment and
wellbeing. Now as we all seek to renew
and rebuild, the arts will be vital to help
individuals and communities heal and
grow, to meet the challenges of social
isolation, poverty and mental health
whilst also restoring our economy.
Creativity is an essential skill for the
future within and beyond the culture

sector. In 2018 the Creative Industries
were worth £1.2bn to the NI economy,
employing almost 30,000 people.
The arts sector provides the skills,
the creative talent and the innovation
that drives the Creative Industries. The
World Economic Forum’s ‘Future of
Jobs Report’, cites ‘Creativity’ as one
of the ‘Top 10 Skills of 2025’. If we are
to realise the 10x Economy strategy’s
vision for ten years of innovation, then
we need to ensure we are stimulating
a culture of innovation and creativity
in NI. Delivering on the NI Cultural
Taskforce recommendation for a cross
department arts, cultural & heritage
strategy for NI, with associated
investment, will be vital if we are to
strengthen this wonderful sector
which is so vital to our social and
economic recovery, and the continued
regeneration of our brilliant city.

shared space of innovative arts and
cultural practice, much of this coming
from those who are underrepresented
and under-resourced in wider arts
provision and cultural development.
Pre-pandemic they hosted 784 events,
27 annual festivals, employed 680+
artists/ performers and attracted an
audience of 68k in 19-20.
Throughout the world, street art is seen
as a clear signifier of contemporary
urban vibrancy. Cities like London,
Berlin, New York, Miami and Bristol
have forged an international reputation
by investing in and curating their
underused and ‘meantime’ urban space.
Hit the North is an international street
art festival here in Belfast, which leaves
a legacy on the walls and buildings
it uses, where residents and visitors
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My take-away from this is we need an
urgent debate on what density means
and how we will deliver the residential
density we aspire to in central Belfast.

A Return to
‘Normality’
Rajesh Rana, Director, Andras Hotels

Returning to BelFastForward this year
was a joyful experience.
This was for a number of reasons,
but mostly because of the sense of
optimism among the delegates and
speakers that cities are bouncing back.
President of Belfast Chamber, Michael
Stewart, commented that the first
BelFastForward conference, held in
February 2020, and this year’s event
effectively book-ended the pandemic.
Covid hasn’t gone away but it looks like,
after two years, we have now learned to
live with it and can return to normality.
Of course, ‘normality’ isn’t what it used
to be.
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The well-worn phrase the ‘new normal’
is certainly overused, but listening to
the speakers at BelFastForward I got a
real sense of the opportunity to think
afresh about what a great city should
look like, how it should operate and
what it needs to do to attract people.
I was struck by the call for density
by Andrew Carter, Chief Executive of
Centre for Cities. This is a nettle we in
Belfast are yet to grasp, as, despite the
ambitious targets in the Belfast Agenda,
our rate of development of residential
accommodation is practically zero.

I was challenged by the
uncompromising approach of Tina
Saaby, former city architect for
Copenhagen. Tina’s ability to focus on
how users experience their environment
and how simple decisions, like how
many doors a parent needs to open
when returning home with a child,
upended my view of how to define a
successful development.
And I was inspired by the local stories
of Colin Glen and Portview. The
presentations by Colin O’Neill and
Gareth Neill opened my eyes to the
amazing things happening at these
locations and the possibilities that
can be delivered through enlightened
ownership of urban assets with creative
thinking. These stories certainly

made me reassess some of my own
opportunities to work with the 3rd
sector. Since then I have made a
conscious effort to accommodate an
artist group in a vacant building, which
will activate the street scale in that part
of Bedford Street.
Perhaps the main reason I found the
conference joyful was the simple
pleasure of meeting people without
a screen separating us. It felt like a
school reunion, seeing familiar faces
and old friends, even with the awkward
moment when you figure out whether
to fist pump, shake hands, or dare an
embarrassing air kiss.
Joking aside, I did come away with a
strengthened understanding that cities
are for engaging with people. Starting
from that simple premise seems a good
approach, and BelFastForward brings us
together in a mutual act of celebrating
the collective.
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Why Don’t The Cars
Press the Button?
Karen Bonner, Senior Economist, Ulster University

I was drawn to the BelFastForward conference not only by the
range of guest speakers included on the agenda, but also by
the conference theme with a focus on both the current and
future state of the city. Coming through the past two years in
which both our home and working lives have been interrupted
so much, I was particularly interested to hear the guest
speakers’ thoughts on how things have changed and what the
future impact might be.
Tina Saaby, the city architect of
Gladsaxe and formerly of Copenhagen,
delivered a fascinating talk in which
she spoke about and showed images
of Copenhagen whereby they had
designed streets, buildings and public
spaces which put people at the
forefront. Central to this thinking was
how humans interact and how that
can be reflected in the design and
functionality of places and spaces.
Contrasting her experience of Belfast
when remarking on her 3-minute wait at
the pedestrian crossing outside the ICC,
she made the following observation
“why do the pedestrians press the
button, why don’t the cars press the
button”. Although this garnered a
laugh across the room, it struck me
as a fundamental point about how we
design cities and places and how often
the default position is about facilitating
12

appears a good time to rethink what
our city centres are for, particularly as
hybrid and fully remote working has
questioned the importance of place
and location.
The Copenhagen experience shows
how we might bring that humancentred design to encourage people
and talent into Belfast in new ways,
not just for the 8 hours in the office, or
the few hours enjoying hospitality or
retail, but actually to create a dynamic,
thriving and living environment with
a variety of activities which caters to

people of all ages. Digitalisation means
we can increasingly do more without
human interaction however there will
always be a human desire to connect
socially and physically. It appears that
harnessing this idea in Belfast and
moving towards a more flexible and
inclusive city centre with people at
the forefront will lend itself to a much
more attractive proposition for enticing
businesses and talent, and supporting
community, than returning to the status
quo ever will.

the car, or physical infrastructure, rather
than us as humans. It also struck me
as an alternative way of thinking as
too often we work from the premise of
facilitating more of what already exists
rather than a genuine reimagining or
questioning of how we want to live,
work and interact with the city in an
ideal scenario.
There is no doubt that being able to
access a city centre by transport is
crucial, but other examples shown
throughout the day highlighted
the potential of transforming or repurposing areas, which, when free from
traffic, can be used in more flexible,
interactive and community-based
ways. Given the debate and discussions
which are now happening about how to
encourage people to return to offices
and increase footfall in city centres, it
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When the Rich Use
Public Transport
John Keane, CEO, Ardmore

At this time, when we are all trying to navigate just what
our work, play or study lives look like, Belfast Chambers’
BelFastForward 2022 Conference content and timing was
the very essence of prescient!
We heard from global leaders in city
and place making and the themes
were recurring…the cities of the future,
our future Belfast, Derry, or Armagh
need to favourably combine density,
functionality, and time. Now, more than
ever before, our cities’ need to attract
citizens living to different rules around
working days and hours, use events and
entertainment to encourage them away
from the comfort of their homes and
the digital reach of their devices… but do
so respectfully and with their individual
needs at the heart of all. A blended
future for sure. The requirement for it
to be a connected one in every sense
undeniable. Responsibly, cars must
give way to people and those people
must be able to rely on the efficient
connectivity of an ultra modern carbon
neutral public transport system.
This, as Tina Saaby, City Architect of
Gladsaxe and former City Architect of
Copenhagen, noted, will produce the
citizen-centric wonders of Copenhagen
or as Piero Pelizzaro – Chief Resilience
Officer, City of Milan, noted, of a
14

remodelled Milan. Hyper connectivity
to allow the city to work and, as Chris
Conway – CEO, Translink remarked,
quoting the Mayor of Bogotá, Colombia,
“A developed country is not a place
where the poor have cars. It’s where
the rich use public transportation”. With
the recent announcement in respect of
the introduction of battery-electric and
hydrogen buses, alongside an extended
Glider network, to Belfast, surely, they
will. Well done Belfast Chamber for
getting us all out in person… I for one,
went home on the train!
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Density is Essential,
Not Optional
Sheila Murphy, Director, Turley

As an urban planner for 17 years, the BelFastForward
conference is always something to look forward. Before
entering the ICC Belfast, I took the opportunity to take a
quick snap from the river’s edge capturing some of Belfast’s
new and old buildings, of various scales, standing proud and
reflecting onto one of our city’s key assets, the River Lagan.
With this year’s focus on how we create
a successful post-pandemic, people
centred city the presentation by Centre
for Cities CEO Andrew Carter, I began
to think more about the compact city,
delivery and why higher density living is
essential rather than optional.
Housing is a cornerstone for building
thriving and sustainable communities.
Although much larger cities like
Manchester, Leeds, Dublin, build and
attract people, we need to do the
same, build. The shortage of residential
properties in Belfast remains the one
of biggest challenges for the housing
sector therefore building at scale has
never been as critical especially if we
want to see a people centred city.
Higher density living has both
environmental and social benefits.
Belfast declared a climate emergency
back in 2019 and since then there have
been various strategies, frameworks
and plans published by Belfast City
16

more people, encourage more social
interactions, reduce social exclusion
and facilitate innovation. Creating new
dense neighbourhoods supported by
amenities, local services and public
open spaces helps builds healthier and
more sustainable communities and
aligned with the Bolder Vision will help
create a greener, more walkable and
connected city. We have a responsibility
to ensure high density developments
are liveable, include a range of tenures.
Providing adequate amenity spaces,

open spaces and infrastructure is key.
“Above all, in higher density urban
areas, all this diversity is within easy
reach of where most people live. Ease of
access is a key factor, which has critical
implications for a sustainable quality of
urban life.”
By 2035 I want Belfast to be the best
practice example and to do this we
need to continue to listen, learn and
most importantly deliver denser
developments.

Council and the Department for
Infrastructure which are very much
focused on reducing the reliance on
the private car and promoting active
travel. In tackling climate change,
reducing urban sprawl and making
the efficient use of land we need to
work together, invest in our public
transport infrastructure, and create
connected communities. Creating
a 15-minute sustainable city or a
20-minute neighbourhood can only
be achieved by supporting higher
density development at accessible
locations with reduced parking and a
real emphasis on sustainable modes of
transport. At higher densities existing
public transport systems such as
the Glider and the Metro service will
become more frequent, reliable,
and effective.
Density creates optimism and for me
excitement. If we build more densely,
we can increase the population, attract
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Regenerating
the Whole City
Michele Bryans, Chief Executive,
EastSide Partnership

I was delighted to attend the second BelFastForward
Conference and was inspired by the range of speakers who
all demonstrated great commitment to making cities better
places to live, work, invest and enjoy.
As someone who is Chief Executive
of a local regeneration charity, it was
great to hear this phrase popping up in
a lot of the discussions from a range of
statutory and private sector partners.
EastSide Partnership celebrated its
25th anniversary this year and has
made a significant social, economic
and environmental contribution to the
transformation of east Belfast through
large projects such as the Connswater
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Community Greenway, C.S. Lewis
Square and EastSide Visitor Centre, as
well as encouraging EastSide to be a
thriving cultural hub and a place where
people have opportunities and access
to a good standard of education and
employment.

of Belfast city as a whole. It is important
that both the city centre and the
neighbourhoods have synergy and work
together to ensure maximum impact.
This will only be achieved through a
determined willingness and shared
vision with people being at the heart of
the process. The opening presentation
and quote by Andrew Carter, Chief
Executive of Centre for Cities stated,
“We can’t predict the future of cities,
but we can invent them” reinforces this
idea of leadership and collaboration.
Making informed choices based on the
needs and issues of local communities
is crucial to create positive change.
In addition, Tina Saaby, City Architect
of Gladsaxe spoke about ‘A City for
People’ and the need to create liveable,
dynamic and innovative cities. In
particular, Tina spoke about designing

with diversity in mind and to embrace
the habits and behaviours of people.
I agree with the approach that public
space should be an environment which
is accessible to all with an appreciation
that spaces can mean different things
to different people at different times.
Spaces can mean places to play, to
socialise, to work or to celebrate. It is
important that we allow this freedom
and design our city so that it is
accessible to all in order to be
truly sustainable.
When BelFastForward next happens,
I would love to see it spread out
across the city and perhaps visit best
practice examples of impactful place
making and development as well as
look at case study examples of where
interventions need to take place to
regenerate areas.

As an organisation leading on
neighbourhood regeneration, we
welcome events such as this as we
support and buy into the development
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