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Northern Ireland is booming. ‘Our time, our place’ screams
the slogan from every billboard, television and radio, not only
across the province but also the UK and Ireland (a Dubliner
recently told me he’s sick of hearing it). My question is who ex-
actly is the ‘us’ of this slogan. Who's time? Who's place? The
motivation behind redevelopments such as Victoria Square
and Titanic Quarter along with future proposals such as Royal
Exchange and the new University of Ulster appears to be ei-
ther tourism or big business, the citizens of Belfast apparently

‘The city centre
was owned by
someone else, be
they military or
paramilitary.’
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not taken into account.

elfast has never fully recovered

from the conflict, still reading
as a cultural waste-ground, and
the current bout of redevelop-
ment and investment doesn’t
seem to be helping. But how did
Belfast become a cultural void;
forty years of “The Troubles™?

A cursory look at the history

of planning decisions in Belfast
reveals it hasn’t all been caused by
terrorism.

In the early 1960s Belfast was
experiencing significant growth
leading to a strained transport
network. The Belfast Corporation
developed a series of large-scale
planning proposals including a
massive urban motorway en-
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circling the city core and a new
urban masterplan. The timing of
these plans corresponded with the
beginning of “The Troubles,” the
explosion of violence resulting in
a sharp decline in Belfast’s popu-
lation and essentially rendering
the proposals irrelevant.

Thanks to ongoing resistance
from residents coupled with the
escalation of violence the major-
ity of these plans were shelved.
However, a significant amount of
the ‘slum clearance’ went ahead,
as did phase one of the motor-
way; albeit in the altered sunken
version of “The Westlink.” These
measures were enough to signifi-
cantly blight inner north and west
Belfast to this day, which a suspi-
clous person may suggest was the
intention of the plans in the first
place in order to fragment these
‘troublesome communities.’

At the same time, due to co-
ordinated paramilitary violence
against businesses in the city, the
infamous ‘ring of steel’ began
to take shape around the city
core. Beginning with informal
military checkpoints on major
routes, security measures intensi-
fied over the 1980s to the point

where citizens who wanted to
access central Belfast were made
to queue up to pass through turn-
styles in ten foot high steel walls,
only being granted access once
they had been frisked by military
personnel. This led to a negation
of ownership with regards to the
city. The city centre was owned
by someone else, be they military
or paramilitary.

This removal of people from
the city centre has created the
cultural vacuum that is Belfast
city centre today. The physical
conflict has gradually died out
since the ceasefires of the early
1990s, causing politicians to hail
the success of the “peace process.’
The neutrality of the city centre,
sterilised so as not to scare off
investors, along with the segrega-
tion of inner city neighborhoods
suggests that the conflict is far
from gone.

In Belfast we are proud of our
past, particularly with regards to
shipbuilding and linen, yet the
city centre is totally devoid of any
official memorials or markers for
the appalling atrocities commit-
ted in the past forty years. Oxford
Street bus station, a building that
became synonymous with ‘Bloody
Friday,” has been scoured from the
street and replaced with an office
complex. The gruesome descrip-
tions from eyewitnesses on the
ground that day are comparable
to reports coming out of Kosovo
and Syria in recent years. Yet this
traumatic event goes unmarked,
consisting only of individual
memory and official documents.

A culturally empty urban
centre is but a small problem,
however, when we consider the
memorials and plaques outside
the city centre; each community
choosing to memorialise specific
events within their own areas.
This causes misremembered and
editorialised versions of these
events to be passed down the gen-
erations, reinforcing the ‘us and
them’ tradition. Local urban ge-
ographer Peter Shirlow describes
this as “The criminilisation of
the ‘other’ community and the
failure to recognise suffering was
endured within both communi-
ties...”

What we need is a meaning-
fully cultural city centre that goes
beyond gaudy tourist attrac-
tions, glass shopping centres and
the halcyon days of linen and
shipbuilding and begins to speak
of what we’ve been through,
confronting us with how awful it
was in our day to day civic en-
gagements. This will enable us to
move forwards and mark off how
far we’ve come More than this,
it will allow us to reclaim the city
before someone else does.




