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13.0 Executive Summary

Letterkenny Chamber of Commerce represents 230 businesses located in Letterkenny and the surrounding areas. 

The Chamber welcomes the investment in Letterkenny and the Upper Main Street area of €1.1m particularly at this time when funding is difficult to source.  The Chamber wholly acknowledges that the Main Street area requires upgrading and investment in order to improve it from both a visual and commercial point of view and we have put this on record over recent years.

This submission from Letterkenny Chamber highlights the areas in the Environmental Improvement Scheme that are of concern and that it encourages the Council and design team to address.  

Over the past two years we have experienced a dramatic change in economic fortunes and the recession has hit the retail community hard.  We believe that more than ever a shared vision is required to ensure Letterkenny town remains in its position as an important commercial centre with a strong mix of independent and multinational retail. 
Traditionally the Main Street constituted the main retail centre however due to  unprecedented development the retail offering in Letterkenny has expanded beyond recognition.

The Chamber therefore sees this Environmental Improvement Scheme as a huge opportunity to enhance the Main Street in an effort to ensure we can continue to attract people to Letterkenny for its unique product offering.  This scheme is an effort to increase pedestrian activity and thus bring a vibrancy back to the Main Street area that has suffered from a much depleted level of footfall.

Local people and visitors utilise Letterkenny Main Street area for a range of activities including retail so it is incumbent on the Council and all involved to create an area that welcomes all users, day and night by giving them an attractive and safe town with ease of access.

In this submission we outline our objections to the removal of on-street parking spaces and we call on those involved to ensure in this enhancement plan that we achieve practical solutions, usability and not just a plan that is purely aesthetic in nature. 
Within this submission we would also urge the Council at an early stage to give clear and adequate notice about work starting and to let the traders and Chamber know the extent of the work, the length of time it will take and exactly how it will be carried out. Our understanding is that the work will be started in September however we must point out how critical that it is complete before the Christmas season which starts in November. 
The Chamber agrees that an active, vibrant, and diverse Main Street area is critical to Letterkenny’s long term success. We would hope to see the development of a Town Centre Strategy by the Council as mentioned in the Letterkenny Environs Plan to encourage consolidation of the existing Main Street to create critical mass and lead on a shared vision for a vibrant, strong and diverse commercial core with the traditional town centre at its heart.

14.0 Consultation

The Chamber welcomed the opportunity to meet with the council prior to this plan going out to consultation and for the council’s offer of follow up meetings. While the loss of such a high number of on-street spaces in the proposal was clearly communicated we were disappointed that the plan required such a loss.  However with that in mind the Chamber decided to embark on a wide consultation with members and other traders with an interest in the Main Street.  To that end the Chamber organised two meetings where traders and others were able to see the plans and discuss their views openly and frankly. 
We were also pleased that the Council afforded us and the traders the opportunity to meet directly with the Town Council and the Road Design team. This series of meetings has helped to develop the discussion around the plans and allowed people to digest what it will actually mean for their business. We believe this consultation work, along with the visits carried out by Council staff, have enabled informed debate on the subject and have helped to clarify specific elements of the scheme in an open and transparent way. 
15.0 Current situation
As an old market town the Main Street is an important shared space and arterial route. It has some attractive features associated with being the traditional town centre however at present the shared space in Main Street and other areas does not encourage pedestrians.  The car culture is still firmly embedded in Letterkenny and this scheme may encourage more frequent use of the Main Street by pedestrians. 
The Chamber has in the past recommended investment in the public realm and parking signage improvement as well as investment in the very important pedestrian linkages between the old and new areas and with the historic centre of the town. Therefore we are glad to see work being carried out here.  The Bank Lane linkage is a step forward and we would like to see these linkages being prioritised for future phases. 
16.0 Parking

By far the main area of contention in this plan is parking provision.  Our view is that on-street parking spaces are a valuable resource to the trader located in the Main Street and should be preserved. We believe that there should be no parking spaces removed as a result of the works that will take place and urge the Council to do what it can to make this a reality.
In order to support this we can cite the previous experience of members located in the direct vicinity of the work carried out to widen the footpath outside the Cottage Bar.  The removal of on-street car parking spaces at that time directly resulted in a fall in turnover of >10%.

Parking bye-laws
We believe that the plan needs to be enacted simultaneously with changes in Parking Bye-Laws and as pointed out on numerous occasions the Chamber also welcomes and supports the need for strict enforcement of parking in all on-street areas.  

We further call that the Parking Bye-Laws allow for 1 hour free parking followed by charges for any additional time spent and that this should be rigorously enforced.  This measure has worked in various neighbouring towns ensuring that turnover of spaces is greatly increased therefore benefitting traders and the town council. 
It is reported in the recent LUTS document that there is adequate car parking in Letterkenny however on-street parking is still limited compared to other towns of this size. In addition the Main Street has businesses located there such as the Post Office and a number of banks that often require quick and speedy access.  
The overwhelming feeling is that there is no provision for the person who is calling in for a short message. Enforced one hour free parking in the Main Street area would increase the turnover of spaces greatly and help improve the traffic flow and may in the long term benefit businesses. 

The traffic and parking survey recently carried out by Letterkenny Town Council / Donegal County Council showed the following:-

· 61% of cars parking in the Upper Main Street parked for a duration of < 30 minutes

· 77% of cars parking in the Upper Main Street parked for a duration of < 60 minutes

· 14% of cars parking in the Upper Main Street parked all day

The plan as currently proposed would reduce the number of spaces in the area in question by 20 spaces or 30%.  This would imply that 23% of all cars currently parking for < 60 minutes would no longer have the facility of on-street parking available to them.  We fear that many of these existing customers would be lost and this would be a major blow that would spell the end for traders on the Main Street who are already struggling.

While parking habits are ingrained in the culture of Letterkenny, correct management and communication is crucial at this stage to ensure a cultural shift can be achieved. While we understand that we need a change in culture and that use of the many convenient car parks needs to be encouraged this will be a long term strategy that we all need to work on together.

Advance Notification Parking Signage

The proposals for advance notification parking signage and the Mova traffic lights system are wholeheartedly welcomed by the Chamber. These measurers will go some way in improving traffic flow and encouraging use of car parks by visitors and citizens. 

The improved signage system will clearly indicate where spaces are available and how to find them.  The “live “ parking signage and the new improved general parking signage will play its part in encouraging use of currently under-used car parks.

Staff & owner parking
Through this scheme it is also important to ensure that any staff members or business owners using precious on-street spaces during the day for prolonged periods for their own convenience are discouraged. Again evidence would show that freeing up these valuable spaces will encourage more use of Main Street as well as more use of designated car parks. 
The removal of on-street spaces will have only a detrimental effect on Upper Main Street so we continually urge the Council to pull out all the stops to maximise on-street parking in this area.

17.0 Carriageway width

We understand that the running lane of the carriageway will be 3.8m therefore we urge the Council to ensure through road modelling and observation on Main Street that this width is adequate to deal with all types of vehicles and that it will not restrict the flow of vehicles at any time. 

Currently many vehicle users on Upper Main Street including large lorries park badly in the spaces provided and often park too far from the pavement.  In light of this the narrowing the carriageway of the Main Street may lead to the following consequences:-

· Traffic will be backed up when drivers stop to begin parking manoeuvres as other cars will not have the room to pass.
· If vehicles are not parked correctly (i.e. too far out from the pavement) it may become impossible for another vehicle to pass or to manoeuvre in order to park in spaces on the opposite side of the road.
· As a result of poor parking Emergency services may be restricted from using Main Street at various times.
In looking at carriageway width we need assurances that all of these scenarios are taken in to account before any changes are made and that the maximum carriageway width is achieved for the length of Upper Main Street.
18.0 Footpath width

We suggest that the designers look at the pavement width for the length of Upper Main Street to ensure its uniformity particularly in places where it is at its narrowest.  While we understand that 2m is required for mobility purposes we are concerned that any widening should not be at the loss of carriageway width and that where possible no on-street parking space is lost just for the sake of an aesthetically appealing pavement. 

In order to maximise on-street parking spaces we recommend a thorough examination of the planned build-outs and areas for seating and planting to ensure they are fit for purpose and do not restrict access for vehicular users. 
We also suggest that the scope of the works be increased to allow for a continuous footpath to run from Crossview House on the High Road up towards Masterclean Dry Cleaners.  At present it is not possible for pedestrians to walk this part of the High Road without having to encroach onto the roadway. If we are intending to make this an area for equal access between car and pedestrian this hard measure would enhance this few hundred yards from the Upper Main Street junction.

19.0 Loading Bay regulation

We note in the drawings that there are various loading bays indicated. However our understanding is that these are not confirmed as yet. The Chamber, on behalf of its members, insists on consultation on the locations of these loading bays prior to the decisions being made.  Loading bays are obviously of critical importance for a Main Street business therefore they should be positioned in areas where they are needed the most. Those people running businesses on Upper Main Street are the most knowledgeable on this subject and should be consulted before any decisions are made.  
In addition we would encourage time restrictions for deliveries on Main Street between 9 – 11am as is the case in many other towns.  This however would need strict regulation with co-operation between traders, suppliers and traffic wardens.  This time limit, when enforced, would free up these spaces after 11am for general use therefore it would be important that the associated bye-laws allowed them to be used outside restricted hours for general use.
20.0 Bus/Coach use

There are two hotels located in the vicinity of Upper Main Street. It is difficult to ascertain from the drawings if there is adequate space allowed for coach drop off and pick up. Large tour coaches if not accommodated will cause severe hold ups in traffic particularly during the holiday season. These areas need to be identified clearly for all Main Street users.
The drawing shows some change in the footpath outside Gallagher’s hotel which in the artists impression narrows the carriageway.  The Chamber would like to note that any narrowing of the road at this junction would present serious traffic problems for those making the sharp right turn to High Road. This combined with a coach drop off would have serious implications for traffic flow.
21.0 Linkages

The improvements in Bank Lane are generally welcomed making this a safer and more attractive lane way from which to access Upper Main Street and the nearby car parks. 
We note in the drawings the plan to position canopies on the lower part of the lane and have some concerns that these may encourage the gathering of groups of young people which could detract from the aim of the works which is to enhance the safety and security of the area.  We are concerned that this is a design feature with less practical use allowing aesthetics to win over practicality. 

22.0 Design Features

We understand that the design features and the actual positioning of seating, planters, etc. are not confirmed as yet and we have only seen artist impressions so far. However we would like to be sure that these features are robust, long lasting, easily maintained and fit for purpose. 

In relation to the proposed design elements for the Courthouse junction we feel that the water feature will require a high level of maintenance, may attract litter and groups gathering to sit around it and as such detract from the overall effect.  We welcome the addition of seating and features to soften this area to make it attractive as a meeting place however if it is not properly maintained it would set a poor standard. 
We also acknowledge that the current sculpture at the Courthouse is very much a welcome piece of art work marking local industry in the town and we would encourage the Council to let it remain in place.
23.0 Notice and Extent of Works

Assuming the work goes ahead as planned The Council should ensure that communication channels remain open in order to let the traders and Chamber know the extent of the work, the length of time it will take and exactly how it will be carried out. 

During the works we recommend that the contractors work to an agreed system, discussed with the businesses affected, in order to minimise the space used by workers and machinery.  It is imperative that for the duration of the works the Upper Main Street area is disrupted for as short a time as possible.

In this economic climate every day is important for Main Street businesses so assuming the work will be started in September we need to impress on the Council the importance of the work being complete on time and before the Christmas season which starts in November. 

24.0 Concluding remarks
In previous consultations the Chamber has already called for the Council to commit to inside out development in order to reinforce the traditional town centre as the heart of the town. We hope that this scheme will encourage sustainability through a vibrant street front and improved public realm and ensure a more attractive and pleasing environment in which to do business. 

The final scheme needs to be attractive, practical and achieve a balance for all types of users so that it not only can be used by current users but also attract new users to utilise the town in other ways.  It is hoped that the scheme once completed will provide an attractive and practical environment as well as a welcome to visitors and citizens alike.

This environmental scheme offers an opportunity to implement a higher quality public realm and to develop the economic vitality of Main Street. While we understand that this scheme aims to give equal access to pedestrians and vehicles alike the Chamber welcomes the Council’s assurances that this is not a step towards full pedestrianisation.  

In the recent submission regarding the Town Plan the Chamber welcomed policies that would prioritise the traditional town centre, enhance the built heritage and look to improve the specification for design of shop fronts. This scheme we hope is a step in the right direction towards a quality townscape that will encourage future investment. 

Letterkenny Chamber spends much of its time and resources promoting Letterkenny, supporting local shopping and local jobs and as such works with members and the council to ensure we work together to create a vibrant traditional town centre.
The Chamber welcomes the great majority of this scheme as a step in the right direction in enhancing and improving the public realm. However all involved need to ensure we get this right from the beginning as the livelihood of Main Street Traders is at stake.  The cost of any mistakes at this stage would have major consequences for many people’s jobs and businesses.
While understanding difficulties of funding we hope that the Council will continue to work hard to ensure all 7 phases of the plan are implemented in a timely fashion. We are keen that if this phase is a success it can be built upon to deliver a much improved and enhanced public realm throughout the Main Street area.

There are still some areas that we have highlighted in this document that require some discussion. We trust that the Council and the design team will look specifically at and maximise the on-street parking spaces that are so important to Main Street Traders and to the Council.

Letterkenny Chamber will do what it can to continue the dialogue on this scheme and will always welcome the opportunity to get involved in consultation of this kind.








