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Introduction

Ennis Chamber has for the past number of years discussed the idea of Pedestrianisation with its members.  The issue has generated much interest and created much debate within the broader context of the overall development of Ennis.  However the position of Ennis Chamber has always been that any action to pedestrianise the centre of Ennis is premature until the Inner Relief Road is completed and until additional adequate car-parking is provided in close proximity to the core trading area.

Ennis Chamber Members have always been open to examining the possibilities and exploring the different options available in terms of the introduction of Pedestrianisation to Ennis.  However businesses are concerned about the current infrastructure in the town and the pace at which planned pieces of infrastructure are being realised.  It is vital to further increase the provision of car parking, along with the new Dunnes Stores multi-story facility, as well as completion of the inner relief roads, particularly the Station Road to Clare Road link, are in place before the pedestrianisation of O’Connell Street can occur.  Indeed Ennis Chamber has a record of letters to Ennis Town Council dating back to 2003, outlining these issues and inviting the opening up of such a discussion.  

Car Free Day: Business Feedback and Footfall Survey

Ennis Chamber conducted Business Feedback and commissioned a Footfall Survey from CREST Ireland in light of the Pedestrianisation of the town centre of Ennis on Car Free Day September 22nd.  The Business Survey was conducted among members of Ennis Chamber after Car Free Day.  Half of the responses were from O’Connell Street while the remainder were from Abbey Street, Bank Place, Barrack Street, Parnell Street and the Market Area.  In total only half of businesses are able to gain access to their business from the back of their premises.  Two thirds of the respondents were involved in retail while the remainder came from Hospitality, Travel and Professional Services.  Only 50% of the businesses reported a positive affect of Pedestrianisation on Car Free Day however 70% agreed that it did have a positive effect on customers in terms of their enjoyment of Car Free Day.  This was mainly due to the lack of congestion and the ease of movement – it was stated that the fine weather was a major factor for customers.  It is fair to say that the effect of Pedestrianisation on retail sales varied from extremely positive to extremely negative and everywhere in between as well as varying with the type of retail outlet in question.  

Many retailers referred to the fact that many offices do not operate on Saturdays and therefore parking is freed up to an extent.  These results reiterate the need to re-examine the traffic management in the town, particularly the turning from Lower Market Street to O’Connell Street which businesses have expressed support for abolishing.  When considering the improvements needed for Pedestrianisation, many said that the ad-hoc nature meant that not enough notice was given and proper consultation with businesses should have taken place over a longer lead in period.  Also many expressed the view that there were not sufficient details in available to the public in terms of available parking and traffic flow the press and on radio.  Therefore suggestions were made for maps and advertisements in local press.  Other common comments that came through in terms of the long term view in that trial pedestrianisation can lead to confusion and that Ennis had had its fair share – it is now time to seriously consider the issue and debate all views one way or another.  Similarly the issue of the need for increased surface parking, possibly on the outskirts particularly for employees, is necessary to free up the town centre.

Considerable concern has been expressed by members in the higher digits of O’Connell Street and also around High Street regarding the pedestrianisation of a percentage of O’Connell Street, O’Connell Square and Abbey Street, as this has significant effect on the traffic flows in these areas, often resulting in congestion.

Ennis Chamber conducted both a Footfall Survey and a Business Survey in light of the Pedestrianisation of the town centre of Ennis on Car Free Day September 22nd.  The Footfall Survey took place on the day and again on Saturday October 6th.  The results showed a significant and proportional increase in footfall both in Abbey Street and O’Connell Street.  However the researchers did condition the results with the view that weather conditions often has an impact on figures and that Car Free Day was a sunnier and warmer day.  Also the researchers found that people brought more children into the town centre on Car Free Day.

Ennis Fashion Week Saturday Pedestrianisation

Ennis Chamber is delighted to be supporting Ennis Fashion Week and would like to commend Ennis Town Council in their financial commitment to this hopefully annual festival.  The Chamber can see the benefit of pedestrainising the centre of Ennis on the Saturday to assist in creating a carnival atmosphere around the events that have been organised for families on October 27th.  We see this as a similar situation to St Patrick’s Day and the July Ennis Street Festival.  

However Ennis Chamber did receive a petition from a number of businesses around O’Connell Square who are opposed to pedestrainisation on this day.  We understand their concerns and indeed some retailers involved with Ennis Fashion Week would prefer not to have Pedestrianisation on this day based on takings on Car Free Day in September.  However these stores have agreed to it as they see that it will assist with the family events in O’Connell Square on the Saturday.  Some of these retailers did make the suggestion that Ennis Town Council should advertise free parking in order to attract shoppers to Ennis to make the culmination of Ennis Fashion Week on Saturday the 27th of October.

Christmas Shopping Weekend Pedestrianisation

In relation to the proposed Pedestrianisation of O’Connell Street, O’Connell Square and Abbey Street for the weekends of December, the reaction of businesses is that this is overkill.  Many members feel that the Christmas Pedestrianisation is simply imposed upon the business community, causing much uncertainty due to the lack of information available.  This at what should be retailers’ busiest time of year and what enables them to pay the increasing cost of doing business, particularly in the areas of Commercial Rates, Development Contributions and Water Rates.  Members have indicated that the busy pre-Christmas shopping period is not the ideal time of year to continue to conduct these trials.  It is a short term solution to a seasonal problem; instead a strategic approach is required giving consideration to traffic flow and parking.  However after much consideration and discussion it was agreed to make the following suggestions for Temporary Pedestrianisation for Christmas 2007:

· Pedestrainise Saturday the 8th, Sunday the 9th, Saturday the 15th, Sunday the 16th, Saturday the 22nd and Sunday the 23rd; from 12 noon to 5pm

· Ennis Chamber to request town centre schools to make car parks available for all day parking at a fee per car

· Free car parking in all Town Council Car Parks and Streets in order to reward customers for shopping in Ennis on Pedestrianised Days.

· Ennis Town Council to provide signage on approach roads stating that O’Connell Street & Abbey Street are Pedestrianised – not using world Closed – between certain hours and that all car parks are open and accessible

· Ennis Town Council to publicise pedestrainisation in a positive way that Ennis is open for business through advertisements from Mid-November onwards on local radio & in local press with Maps of the town showing temporary traffic flow system and highlighting where public and private car parks are located

· Ennis Chamber would replicate this information in the form of a leaflet for members to distribute to their customers for their information

Related Issues

Through the discussions on Pedestrianisation, a number of related issues arose for consideration by Ennis Town Council.

Many asked what is the current status with the timescale of the Market Street Redevelopment Plan.  It is believed that the first phase of this plan, which involves the pedstrianisation of Lower Market Street from Lysaght’s Lane to O’Connell Street, needs to move ahead without delay given the dangerous nature of this junction.

With regard to additional parking, the issue of the Post Office Field was raised as a possible site which could have mixed use for benefit of the entire community to include innovative parking, such as underground, as well as recreational facilities.

Retail mix is also a concern due to the impact that ground floor office based businesses can have on a shopping street.  Therefore it is suggested that the Planning Department of Ennis Town Council consider ways to attract retail outlets to locate on certain streets and that office space occupies first floor and above or particular areas in the town.

It has also come to the attention of some members of Ennis Chamber that Ennis Shopping Centre on Francis Street with Tesco as the anchor tenant is coming to the end of its 35 year lease.  The view was expresses that any redevelopment of this site should incorporate multi-storey car parking.

Many retailers in Ennis believe that the redevelopment of Cusack Park to incorporate retail units, parking, office facilities, apartments and green space would have a positive impact on the town.  Such a development would create a shopping mall within the town centre and therefore negate against the creation of such a facility on the outskirts of the town.  It would provide the large floor space required to attract national and multinational retailers to invest in Ennis.  This would therefore establish a complete shopping experience where existing independent, unique shops in Medieval Ennis and a state-of-the-art shopping mall of high street stores can co-exist to their mutual benefit.

Conclusion

As outlined by the former Galway town planner at the Ennis Chamber Ennis Beyond the Bypass Planning and Development Forum, extensive preparation and research that was carried out prior to the pedestrianistion of Shop Street along with the establishment of a committee to explore the feasibility and implementation process of pedestrianisation as a complete project from beginning to end.  It is worth noting that Galway is a city with no other city to its north, allowing a huge hinterland from which to draw its customer base.  When you consider towns of similar size to Ennis; Kilkenny and Athlone have decided not to pedestrianise its main street while traders in the centre of Tralee have suffered due to the establishment of an out-of-town development simultaneous to Pedestrianisation.  Disruption of any sort due to changes in infrastructure or conditions within a shopping district has shown to result in a flux where businesses come and go with no long term survival.  Therefore a complete and thorough Business Impact Analysis, examining various scenarios, conditional terms and possible situations is required over at least one calendar year to fully appreciate and determine the long term, overall impact of Pedestrianisation of the town centre of Ennis.  The time is now opportune given the current Review of the Ennis & Environs Development Plan which should in turn result in an updating of the Ennis Town Centre Concept Plan.
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