Cork Urban Regeneration Area 
A Time for Action
The Irish Government has successfully argued, in the context of its Regional Aid submission to the European Commission, that the Cork docklands area ‘suffers from very specific problems of urban blight and caused by de-industrialization, and the Irish authorities intend to transform this brownfield site in a high-density mixed-use urban quarter’.  
The categorization and designation of this area in the regional aid guidelines as The Cork ‘Urban Regeneration’ area, is the only such designation. It is unique!
This designation heralds a mixed-use future, it is time limited (expires in 2013), and it only provides a structure for investment support.  The guidelines will not in themselves drive investment in the area given the multiplicity of challenges facing the docklands, including Seveso restrictions, infrastructure and access deficits, significant planning limitations and the current state of  build quality.
What is needed now is a comprehensive package of measures to address the severe urban deprivation evident.  This is a major opportunity to transform what is the heart of Cork city.  However, the opportunity afforded through the regional guidelines expires in 2013. The five year window of opportunity is very tight for such a challenge and we need to commence this project now.  The clock is ticking!
Dublin transformed a similar area of docklands in the late eighties through the creation of the IFSC.  It used a special purpose planning and development authority to drive its transformation.  Within the context of the State Aid guidelines it provided; an incentive rate of corporation tax (10% until 2005 compared with a standard rate of 40% then obtaining) and accelerated capital allowances; a number of  property-based tax reliefs; significant grant support for companies locating in the area; and new infrastructure to help drive investment.  Local and national agencies such as the IDA were mobilized to ensure success.

The incentive rate of Corporation Tax was clearly the most important of these and is not possible for Cork.  It is therefore is essential that a full, and comprehensive suite of investment supports is put in place now to secure the transformation of the Cork docklands.  Given last year’s curtailment of widespread property investment reliefs a new specific targeted package of Urban Regeneration tax-based investment supports would have a major pump-priming impact.  However, given the challenges and the time-limited nature of the Guidelines, they are needed now.

The very categorization of the area – Urban Regeneration – is suggestive of the type measure that we have become expert in designing and the market expert in responding to.  Their introduction here would be linked to, and be derived from, the new regional aids guidelines and would not offend the general curtailment introduced last year.  They would be time limited by the very nature of the guidelines and they would be unique.  Their acceptance by Brussels should be forthcoming given their familiarity with similar schemes employed and accepted before in the context of Urban Regeneration.
However, along with the introduction of urban renewal type tax allowances, it is also essential that the organs of the State also mobilize now to respond to this once-off opportunity either through the creation of a dedicate authority (such as the Dublin Docklands Development Authority) or through the direct leadership of the City Council.  Whatever device is used an access infrastructure plan needs to be settled and implemented; a new planning and development regime must be put in place that addresses the Seveso and land use issues; Cork’s future harbour requirements need to be agreed and the relocation of some current facilities implemented; and both the IDA and Enterprise Ireland need to target this area for investment in a coherent and organized fashion.
