
Building a World Class Belfast  
Real Estate Report



Welcome

World Class Belfast looks at how the city, 
its businesses, its organisations and locale, 
frame it as the best place to work, invest 
and grow.
 
Wilson Nesbitt has been talking to some of Belfast’s most successful business pioneers and 
organisation leaders, to find out their insights. Over the coming weeks and months, we want 
this World Class Belfast conversation to continue. 

Building A World Class Belfast

It’s not often that the stars align. But when they do, it’s time to get into action.

In Northern Ireland, we have the people, the economic drivers, the existing institutions and
corporations that we need for our city to take its place on the world stage.

The footprint of global institutions in Belfast means there’s so much opportunity right on our 
doorstep. New industries are flourishing here as they recruit our hardworking, loyal, and well 
educated people.

The next steps in our development are key.



A Different 
Perspective

One of the joys of having worked abroad, and then having 
returned home is that you get to see this beautiful part of the 
world with a fresh pair of eyes. You get to appreciate what we 
have that is genuinely world-class. Quite a lot, as it turns out.

We were very lucky when we came to research this report. Everyone we approached
about sharing their thoughts on the role of Belfast on the world stage accepted the offer.
Thank you to all of these individuals who have, to a person, made the city a better place.
What emerged as we interviewed them is a picture of a city in rude health. A city that
wants to grow. A city that wants to move on from its past. A city that wants to make 
the most of its brilliant people and their amazing work ethic. A city that is increasingly 
diverseand has a buzz. A city that has a plan, that has interesting work, and possesses 
an international outlook. Dare we say it: maybe even a city that is ready to be the next 
Berlin or Barcelona?

What cannot be contested is that there has never been a better time to capitalise on
those advantages. In this report, we consider how we should as a city take advantage 
of our circumstances, and we showcase where we are already doing so.

The majority of the interviewees have either worked abroad or travelled extensively,
extolling the virtues of NI companies, so their outlook is international by default, 
and they are all massively aware of the opportunities that lie ahead for us as a society.

These are their stories. Of entrepreneurs, financiers, those with political will and power,
and those who build and deliver things.

Together, they’re creating a World-Class Belfast.

Let’s help them.
Join us in conversation.

Drew Nesbitt
Partner, Wilson Nesbitt Solicitors



Alistair Reid 
Belfast City Council



The Third Act

Alistair Reid is onto his Third Act: that period in plays (and life) when 
things get resolved and protagonists get a new sense of who they 
really are. He’s a place maker has previously taken starring roles in 
the redevelopment of both Leicester and Bristol. He’s now been at the 
heart of Belfast’s rapid redevelopment for the past two and a 
half years. 

So why did he leave Bristol and why the need to have a third attempt at 
a major city?

“There’s a lot going on in Bristol and I’m really proud of the work that we achieved there. But I guess from 
my point of view, the one that we really wanted to get away was the arena,” he explains. “I spent four 
years of my life on that project, investing emotional energy and sleepless nights. But by the end, it just 
wasn’t meant to be and so I was faced with a choice: stay and live with the decision or move on and do 
something else with my life.

“I don’t like just giving up, so I needed to do something. I’d planned on a four-to-five-month African bike 
adventure which my wife was meant to talk me out of, but she said ‘No, you should definitely go and do 
that.’ We agreed that I would resign from Bristol, go to Africa on this trip and then when I came back, I 
would decide whether I wanted to take on a new challenge or possibly go into the voluntary sector to ‘do 
something with my life’. Well, the day I submitted my resignation in Bristol, this very articulate recruitment 
consultant from Belfast got in touch with me, told me about the role and asked if I’d be interested? His 
classic line was ‘don’t turn down a job you haven’t been offered yet’. So there was my challenge.”

What level of growth are you anticipating in Belfast?

“We’ve designed a 2035 plan that anticipates or rather envisions growth in the city’s population of 66,000 
people, 40,000 jobs and the requisite number of houses and apartments and growth in office space.”

What are the likely drivers for growth to hit those targets? 

“Belfast has a real opportunity to grow its city centre and it has a significant set of advantages in the 
two universities sitting to the north and south of the centre. I believe that a lot of population growth will 
initially come from the student population That’s something that we’re already starting to see as both 
universities are looking to the centre for more student accommodation. And then, in due course, we’ll 
see a greater proportion of those students staying on in the city afterwards as they take advantage of its 
improved economic success and emerging status as a hub for cybersecurity and more. Students become 
couples become families and we’ll be looking to serve all their needs with the provision of more play 
areas, offices and family-friendly infrastructure over time.



“Young parents will want space where they can grow and flourish with their young families. And up till 
now, there is a kind of tendency to move out to the countryside. But if you look at continental Europe, 
you find families live in cities because there’s provision for their needs. Until about six months ago, there 
was no children’s provision in Belfast City Centre. What we’ve put in place recently for those children has 
already proven hugely popular. We think that there’ll be a change in how many families stay on in future.”

The other huge influence on Belfast’s development surely has to be Covid?

“Just as we were beginning to make real progress, along came Covid. But I’m very clear that the future 
of cities will sustain. There’s a lot of talk now about how people in offices have left cities and, and they 
won’t come back or that the office life will change. I think that there’ll be, in the medium term, some 
degree of more flexible working between home and office. But I am very clear that people will want to 
reconvene in cities again to do business. And history has shown that the great cities of Europe are built 
following public health crises. So, the cholera outbreaks in London in the 19th century brought about 
Chadwick’s public health reforms and the public sector responded to that with reforms. And despite 
how cholera ravaged cities like London, people continued to convene in cities. After two world wars, all 
across Europe, people abandoned cities but soon came back. There’ll be dips and blips, but Covid won’t 
permanently affect urban growth. It may affect how we build our cities, but not if we build our cities.

“I also believe that the city will see a softening of edges as new communities softly merge with 
established communities. That’s going to need us to soften the line between the glass and concrete of 
the new builds and the long-established communities just a mile outside the city centre.

Is the city an attractive investment?

“Definitely. I think what we need is long-term relationships with some of these funders so that there’s 
sustained funding. Ideally, you’re not looking for people most likely to come in and out. You want to 
create a set of longer-term arrangements where we seek to understand the kind of criteria and rate of 
return that they need and they understand the product we need. It will have to be sustainable in all its 
guises: economically, socially and environmentally.

“Two and a half years ago, I had a conversation with one of the major pension funds that came to Belfast 
for their senior UK management team meeting and their head of city investment was there. I asked him: 
‘what kind of cities do you invest in?’ And he said, ‘we invest in culturally vibrant cities.’ So culture is not 
just an add on or on our wish list in terms of attracting major investment into our city. People, powerful 
investors, arrive in cities and make investment decisions. So those from elsewhere come here, and they 
look at the place over three to four days and they get a sense of the city. So that cultural vibrancy is 
vital to future investments.  Belfast clearly has it but it needs to be fed and sustained through the existing 
cultural institutions and engagement with communities to ensure that that is an authentic experience.”

Has Belfast got what it needs to deliver its 2035 vision?

“Using Stephen Covey’s circle of control versus circle of influence model, I’d say that at a city level, 
we have a small circle of control, but a need for a large circle of influence,” explains Reid with some 
circumspection. “For the benefit of the city and the broader NI economy, I think there’s a strong case for 
looking at how to expand the current regeneration functions of Belfast City Council.”

The Third Act
Alistair Reid, Belfast City Council



“The funny thing – well less funny and more ironic – is that I began these plans for cities in the 80s when 
the plans were all, every single one of them, called 2020 Vision. Now we’re in 2021 and one thing I am 
still committed to is that these plans need to be clear and deliverable. Our process has some rigour 
to it – we’re looking to set it up as its own statutory instrument and the plan is currently going through 
independent examination. Some visions can be seen as a piece of fluff, but this is a plan that we want 
to be very real for us. Our plan is to implement the Belfast agenda through existing community planning, 
resources and partnerships, but also through the local development plan.”

Is there a risk that all the growth is outside-led?

“Not at all. I think that there’s a great opportunity for the likes of the University of Ulster to attract 
the young local child who travels past the University on the top deck of a bus coming into town and 
asks ‘what’s that mummy?’ or ‘what’s that daddy?’.  The aim being to convert that into ‘Yes, that’s the 
University and that’s a place that you can go.’ And I think that’s the real-life challenge: building the scale 
of the university and at the same time making sure that the community which it’s adjacent to is part of 
the future life of that university building.” 

“As I say, I’m optimistic about the future of cities generally. And those cities that have ambition and track 
record and competitive product will continue to thrive. And there’s no doubt that Belfast falls into that 
category of city. It’s not a certainty, but I think that we’ve put the right bits in place to ensure that Belfast 
is well positioned. The planning system has been a bit overhauled and so is now a function of the local 
authority. In the last two years, we’ve managed to bring down the amount of time it takes to deal with 
major planning applications from 50 weeks to 34 weeks. It’s still too long, but it’s much better than it was. 
That makes it much more attractive to developers – it gives them robust certainty.

But there’s more to be done on the planning front?

“Sure. As well as planning conversations with developers around height, scale, or mass, I think we need 
them to be about the right buildings for our city. Everyone comes and they want to build height now, but 
funding height is difficult and sometimes people forget that. Plus, there’s a there’s a fine line between 
height and blight. So if we are too liberal, in terms of granting height, we’ll give permission to schemes 
that will never actually be funded. So there’s a need for some very robust conversations around planning 
in terms of quality, community engagement, building green environments, and not thinking there’s an 
easy answer just to just give the developer what they want. Because there is that gap between us giving 
planning permission and things being built.”

One last thing, did you still get to go to Africa before you started in Belfast?

“I did. From the trip, I took a real degree of personal resilience. So, whilst we’re surrounded by Covid at 
the moment, there are certain home comforts that are still available to all of us that are just not available 
there. The resilience that you gain from cycling across the Sahara Desert is something you can reflect on 
while you’re standing in a queue for Sainsbury’s.”

If anything brings down the curtain on the Third Act, surely it’s this: a man whose desire to prove himself 
still burns brightly, stood in a line outside a shop, contemplating quite how far he’s travelled. For the sake 
of our city’s future, let’s just hope that that recruiter doesn’t call again.

The Third Act
Alistair Reid, Belfast City Council



“Suddenly, we could move it up a gear in terms of things like private finance. Pre-merger, we possibly 
could have done the bond issue but it would have been less attractive to the investors. We were the 
first to come out of Ireland to do this and we were 300% oversubscribed. I’ve no doubt when we go 
back again, as we will do in future, that that figure will be higher as people have more confidence and 
knowledge of our sector and our organisation.”

The Third Act
Alistair Reid, Belfast City Council



Anita Conway
Radius Housing



The people building 
communities

When asked about what makes a business successful, how many of us 
would immediately say people, before perhaps a good business plan? 
Putting people first is second nature to Anita Conway, be they the 
staff at Radius or the thousands of tenants in its sustainable homes. 

Things have been tough since the COVID-19 crisis hit, but to Anita this has just emphasised even 
further the need and right for all to have a home that makes us feel safe and comfortable. So, she works 
tirelessly to be a provider of solutions and an overcomer of obstacles. But when told this she just laughs 
and says that tenacity is simply part of being Northern Irish - and you certainly won’t get far without it. 

How did your career start out after university?

“I’ve had a number of roles. I started in co-ownership, which is equity share Housing Association. 
Then I went to a small Housing Association, Triangle, which does a lot of fantastic work in the supported 
housing field. I went on to BIH, which became Helm, and then went on to Fold. Then I worked for five 
years in the private sector, and in both Northern Ireland and in Europe, and then came back to Fold. 
Fold then merged with Helm, who I worked with previously before it merged with Radius in 2017.”

What has the bond fundraising enabled Radius to do?

“Our ambition and aim is to build around 400-500 new homes a year, mostly social and affordable 
for sale units. To do that we obviously need funding. So for social homes, we get approximately 50% 
funding. For 400 homes a year you would be talking a £60m total investment- £30m of that would be 
our contribution to the private finance as a minimum. So we’re spending £60-£65m a year, and that 
equates to £200m a year in economic benefits terms to the Northern Ireland economy. And that’s just 
development, that’s not what the whole Radius portfolio - because then we obviously spend a lot more 
on maintenance, staffing etc. 

“What we’re really trying to do in the development - which is really important to us now and has moved 
up the agenda significantly - is maximise our ability to provide sustainable and quality new homes in 
areas of high demand in Belfast, and then in the wider regions of Northern Ireland.

“The private equity bond has given us greater certainty for the next three years that we can go out, we 
can land bank, we can take on larger projects. So we’re doing, you know, 200-300 unit schemes, which 
are £50-£60m each. And it’s given us the confidence to be able to do that, and to be able to develop 
that sort of pipeline so that year in, year out we’re delivering for those who need homes.”



Would that actually enable you to deliver more units in a shorter time frame, 
or is there a capacity issue that means things work this way naturally? 

“I think regarding Northern Ireland PLC, it would be great if we were able to work better together. 
There are a few blockages in the way, and we see our role as being to help unblock those and to be 
part of that solution. So we will work with the statutory agencies and the councils to try and make sure 
that we’re delivering. What we do, in essence, is take on really challenging sites where the market might 
not want to take them on, but in areas of really high demand. 

“What we need to do is to put in the time to acquire the site, to get the planning and the utilities in place 
so that we can develop a large project. It might take 5 to 7 years from the day that you start to look at 
it until we complete the last house. From the legal side of things, we’ve just acquired a large site with 
Wilson Nesbitt just before the summer up in West Belfast. And again, there were five or six landowners 
involved, and from the development side we have identified  NI water capacity as the biggest risk, but we 
remain hopefully we can be on site in 2/3 years. 

“The bond’s ‘A’ rating also gives us commercial credibility when we’re talking to other people, and they 
can see the scale of what we’re trying to achieve. If we’re looking to partner with large developers, 
it gives us the credentials and it says ‘we have business acumen, we’re a large business, we have a 
proven track record of delivering, and we’re certainly here to do good.’ We want to do social housing, 
we want to provide something that is high quality and sustainable, but it has to be commercially viable. 
And that viability and that commerciality is very important to us, because we are custodians of our 
tenants’ money, so we must make proper and good investments. But we obviously also want to have 
a really positive impact on the built environment as well, as we want to play a positive part in shaping 
future of the city..” 

You seem to have a multicultural approach at Radius. What are your thoughts 
on having people from different backgrounds, nationalities and communities 
represented within the roles you have there? 

“We do housing for everyone We recently completed  a scheme in Dungannon that was mixed tenure, 
so it was some ‘for sale’ and some ‘for social rent’. We translated our brochures/tenancy information into 
five different languages to represent all of the people that were in this community, because we really 
want to be an organisation that is inclusive for the communities in which we work, for the tenants which 
we serve and the staff who work with us.

“It’s really important for us to drive that acceptance and just make sure that everybody feels part of 
what we’re doing, whether you live in a house, or you work within our organisation. I think COVID has 
really made us appreciate the importance of our homes, and the importance of building good-quality 
accommodation, and for us at Radius it clearly demonstrated how fortunate we are at having such 
an excellent workforce. We can’t overstate that: we’re especially very proud of our care staff that 
throughout the whole pandemic managed all of our housing with care projects . They were dealing with 
people who have dementia, older people, or frail people, and they managed that with such enthusiasm, 
love and care. It was really very humbling. But it makes me very proud to work for an organisation 
where the staff just go the extra mile all the time. 

The people building communities
Anita Conway, Radius Housing



“And genuinely, that’s what they did. They came into work, and they just kept working. Everybody did 
what they needed to do and did extra shifts, and were often the only connection for a lot of those older 
people. We escalated our normal services and did a huge amount more good morning calls during the 
first lockdown, and that was maybe the only contact some of those people had. Everybody just rallied 
together and got on with it, and that’s a testament to the good staff and shows what we aspire and hope 
that we deliver for everyone.”

What could businesses learn from Radius’ model, and would make things a 
success if they came to Northern Ireland?

“The people, without a doubt. People are going to make it a success. I think it’s the attitude of the 
people here. We’re very resilient, and that has shown through very much in the last year - humour 
gets us through a huge amount too. We’re resilient Belfast is resilient, and its people are resilient. 
There’s a tenacity and a belief that we will do things, which is certainly the case in the development side 
of Radius. We never say we can’t do something. 

“Property development is just a series of problems, so you have to have the belief, patience and 
determination that you can resolve issues . And if you’ve got the hunger and the drive, and you want 
to do it, then Belfast is a good place to work. To me, that’s what sums Belfast and that’s why people want 
to come here, because people are resilient, we want to do a good job and we will welcome you here. 

What could be done to promote Belfast even further as a destination for FDI, 
for anyone coming here or even developers?

“I think we have great ambitions and we really want to do things and make things happen. There are 
some times that our policymakers aren’t as fast as they could be at being part of the solution -  I think 
we need to make sure that the business environment reflects our desire to build on our success and 
develop and drive the city forward, we must prove we have  the creativity and innovation, and have 
talented workforce. We need to make sure that we’re proactively removing any roadblocks, and we 
promote our desire to bring people to the city. We must make sure that we’re encouraging that 
innovation and creativity, and putting plans in place now for the next 5-20 years. 

“Sometimes I think we’re a little bit slow to tackle challenges. Invest NI does a really great job of getting 
people interested. We’ve got a unique story, and so many people feel an affinity for Ireland, and Northern 
Ireland especially. If they maximise that, once we have them here, we want them here so we’ll do what 
we can to make sure they stay. I think sometimes it’s that ripple effect, that extra benefit - do we exploit 
that as much as we could?”

We may not have spoken for long, but Anita’s spark and drive towards innovation has been palpable 
throughout. After working for so long in property development she’s found herself part of something 
much bigger than herself, yet her work is directly impacting the city itself. 

So, if you’re looking for a business model that is sure to be a success, why not start by finding the best 
people for the job and putting them at the heart of things? Belfast people.

The people building communities
Anita Conway, Radius Housing
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The giants of 
Causeway

“The people here at Causeway are very down to earth and focused: 
we get things done.” begins Causeway’s property director Damian 
Mitchell. It’s the kind of gentle understatement that only the truly 
successful can pull off. Mitchell has been part of an entity that has 
evolved, passing from being part of the Irish bad bank (Nama) post 
2008, through an incarnation or two into today’s lean investment 
machine: Causeway Asset Management.

“Over the last five years, we’ve been very active in development within Belfast, I’d say we’re probably 
considered one of the most active players in the city.”

Causeway, famously, let Nine Lanyon Place to the Ministry of Finance’s property division in 2017, which 
at 150,000 square feet was Belfast’s largest commercial real estate deal at that time. It also managed to 
get global cyber security business Rapid7 to commit to its new NI HQ at the beginning of the pandemic. 
The phrase ‘we get things done’ quickly becomes the theme of our time together.

“We’ve been consistently pushing the boundaries”. We consider ourselves pioneers and our aim is always 
to keep the market momentum moving forward. Whether that’s through new ideas, trying to push rents 
to help improve the quality of our end product, or bringing in new money, we’re always pushing forward, 
keeping the up the momentum because we believe in a brighter future for the city. We work with 
founders funders to give them confidence around entry and exit cycles with refinancing, we want them 
to trust that we know what we’re talking about. And each time we try and be a little braver to do the next 
thing and push the envelope that wee bit further.”

But 2020 has been hard and you must have been exposed?

“Fortunately, there’s still new money coming in looking at Belfast right now. But, ultimately, right at the 
beginning of the pandemic, we were just fortunate to have been clear of the speculative developments 
we had. A couple of speculative office builds are still happening, one of which is self-funded as the 
developer is cash rich, so it’s not reflective of the main funding market.”

How’s 2021 looking?

“People are saying that city centres are dead. I don’t think that that’s the case. City centres have been 
through various pandemics throughout history as well as a number of crashes and they’ve always 
adapted and changed to meet the post-shock dynamic. The need for humans to work and socialise 
together is still very much there. Plus, Belfast hasn’t got an oversupply of offices which helps us too. 
However, any occupier who tells you they know what’s going to happen over the next 12 or 24 months is 
guessing, all we know is things are going to be different, how different and in what major ways remains to 
be seen.



Will people ever return to offices?

“People in their 40s and 50s can use our networks. We can get on a Zoom call with people we know and 
make business happen whether we’re working from home, in the office or while travelling; not that there 
has been a lot of that this year. That said if you’re a graduate, and you’re working from home, how are 
you going to meet people? How are you going to learn the art of business? You can’t really hone these 
skills and gain the knowledge of your mentors unless you’re in an office environment. I believe, and based 
on some of the research I have read around this including conversations with various occupiers’, that at 
some point, we will all return to the office for around three days a week.

“The US cyber security company Rapid7, who let Chichester House as their NI HQ, completed the deal in 
March, and carried on with the fit out through the middle of a pandemic. Why? First, because they had 
modelled when people would return and needed to push on. Second, because you can’t build company 
culture sitting at home. They need to be ready for what comes next.

“How do you build a company ethos if you can’t bring your people to work together? To collaborate 
together? Because that’s the strength of any business. It’s easy to look at a business like Rapid7’s and 
think it succeeds because it’s about attracting young people and they’re great at recruiting. But for them, 
it’s as much about the people already in the business: they want to keep their environment fresh, to keep 
them generating ideas. They need a common place for their people to all to work together.

“You know what else is missing if you only work from home? Impulse discussion. When you’re meeting 
colleagues, and you’re talking about something, that impulse idea that you have, that you didn’t even 
know that you were going to have. That natural flow happens when you’re together.”

Why do you retain your focus on Northern Ireland?

“When we got out of Nama and back into controlled money again, we still held four significant assets in 
GB: a mixed-use shopping and office complex in Glasgow, an asset in Manchester, one in Middlesbrough 
and one in Wales. Lots of retail. We looked at the data and we made a conscious decision to exit those 
positions in 2015. We had the opportunity to buy more assets in Belfast and we could see that Belfast 
was rising at that point. 

“We’ve lived here for years, and I’ve been in the market for 20 plus years, and I could and can still see the 
gradual rise happening in the city. Core fundamentals are improving. So, we made a conscious decision 
to put the money back in and we can still see it rising, even in 2020. We can see a future of at least six or 
seven years where it’ll continue to rise. In part, it’s the influx of the tech companies.”

What attracts them to Belfast?

“Highly skilled graduates coming out of Ulster University and Queens. They both produce a great quality 
of graduate that’s ready and willing to work. These tech companies are able to hire these guys at maybe 
half the rate they can in Silicon Valley or on the East Coast of the US. The staff they hire here are 
generally happier and considered more loyal. They just don’t jump about as much as similar employee 
types elsewhere. Plus they can live a better quality of life in terms of housing affordability. That’s why 
these companies are continuing to come here. Often, they start off small, and then they scale. One 
company recently took 50,000 square feet of space: they came in here with just one employee in 2013.”

The giants of Causeway
Damian Mitchell, Causeway Asset Management



“The office market is helping to fuel everything else. It’ll help to fuel residential growth and it’s based on 
a consistent number of small companies coming in annually and scaling. When they get their second and 
third funding rounds, they start to then grow up into, you know, 50, 100, 250 staff, so they move from 
needing a room to needing much more square footage.”

You said somewhere that Belfast had ended its brain drain…

“The brain drain has slowed, but it hasn’t completely stopped. People still want to go and experience 
things outside of Northern Ireland, so people leaving will still happen. But it is significantly lower due to 
a combination of two things. First, there’s been peace here for 20 years, which has helped considerably. 
Second, young people want opportunity. Now they can see what the rest of the world looks like directly 
from their smart phones and they can compare that to the exciting opportunities that they can access 
here. Some will still leave, but more are staying as they can see the benefits of staying. It’s certainly 
slowed, there’s no doubt about it.

“Plus, people are coming home because they realise they can return from London or other big cities 
in GB and try to build a business here, with not only a better quality of life for their family, but also 
a better earning capacity. We’re seeing that across various industries. So, whether you’re in tech, 
property or legal, people are coming back. We’re known as a very friendly place to do business and in 
the FDI outlook, we’re right at the top of the tier two cities, ranked second in terms of overall business 
friendliness. That’s a very, very strong statistic.

“If you talk to anybody who has invested here, whether that’s on the on the real estate side, or a growing 
tech business, one of the things they’ll say is that it’s really easy to do business in Belfast due to our very 
friendly atmosphere for commerce. I think that’s one of our biggest strengths as a city: how we go about 
things. We’re very resilient and we get things done. And people are just glad to be moving forward after 
all the rubbish we’ve had to deal with for the last number of years.”

“Invest NI is playing an important role marketing NI abroad. They look to help a company over a three-
year cycle, and they want to create 3,000 new jobs per annum which is really, really positive in a small 
city. There’s also a lot of good stuff happening at council level. But the majority of our growth and 
success has come from the private sector. It’s not like the Northern Powerhouse model at all. 

“I’m keen on sorting out our infrastructure in the city. I’m keen for us to have a master plan. Right now, 
there have been a lot of very positive conversations happening. But they should have been happening 10 
plus years ago. We’re coming together, trying to fix a broken system to some degree. It’s a huge topic.

“The Weavers Cross site will become a real hub for Belfast. Translink are now on site, and that location 
will see maybe a million square feet of space being developed. That’s a seismic change. But we need a 
master plan that connects all the developments. For example, the city needs to improve how we move 
everybody around the university? We’re moving 17 or 18 thousand people into the city and there’s no real 
infrastructure plan on exactly how we do that. That is a fundamental flaw in the city planning.

“We’d love to see something built in Belfast that significiantly reduces our carbon footprint and for the 
city to have  dedicated bike lanes. That’s a huge, huge topic worldwide. But you must consider Translink’s 
hands are tied in terms of funding and the task of improving how we move people around our city should 
not be solely left to Translink to sort but rather all stakeholders need to play their part. If you follow 
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things up the line, you’re looking to Westminster to fund these types of strategic projects. That is part of 
the issue in Northern Ireland: traditionally, we’ve had very little fiscal leverage. 

“What’s changed is that the triangle (Belfast, Dublin, London) has never been more germane. There’s an 
opportunity because of where we sit in the scheme of Brexit and what’s happening between Europe, 
GB and Northern Ireland. The relationships between those three cities puts us in a unique position. 
This is where I think the Northern Ireland the Executive is not doing enough. I think there needs to be 
a collective voice saying, ‘there’s an opportunity here’ and ‘how do we specifically leverage Northern 
Ireland’s position to make the best of where we’re at in the world of Brexit?’

“We should be improving our transport links with Dublin and I know there are evolving conversations 
about a high-speed link between Belfast and Dublin which will be crucial to this end. Historically, we 
would look to compare ourselves to GB cities like Leeds, Bristol and Manchester. Today, though, I really 
think we should be concentrating on trying to improve our connectivity with Dublin and the rest of the 
island of Ireland. Consider rents are £60 per square foot in Dublin and here, only an hour up the road, 
we’re one-third of that price. There’s so much activity happening there. Cork and Galway are benefiting 
from it and we’re seeing some benefit here. But with greater connectivity, we’d see an awful lot more”

So, the next phase is going to require more from Government?

“For me, that’s where the focus has to be. The issue is getting them to agree. Getting the Executive lined 
up is key because they control the budget. Right now, it takes an inordinate amount of time for them to 
take any action which is a huge part of the problem. We can’t waste that time: the opportunity is now. 
Is it possible? Yes.

“Thinking back to 2016 and the first joint Belfast trip to MIPIM in Cannes (the property industry’s largest 
conference), we all sat around the table and people barely knew each other. Now, if you look at how far 
we’ve come in just four or five years as a joint public/private platform, everybody’s trying to engage 
pro-actively and contribute positively to the growth of our city.  

“This is why Belfast is so exciting. Look at what’s already happened in Belfast without that proper 
joined-up forward thinking. Imagine the opportunities that we will unlock as we continue to work 
together as a public/private sector team. Investors find it hard to believe that there isn’t an infrastructure 
plan or a master plan for the city, because they see all these things are happening. So, imagine what 
would happen if a proper plan was put in place, and it was a proper government initiative that made rents 
attractive to outside FDI, but also improved the residential offering too? If you had that in place, what 
could the city achieve? It would have an amazingly positive domino effect for the city. That’s the 
exciting part.”

Beyond real estate, what sector would you invest in if you had to invest £50m 
of your own money?

“Health & Life sciences could be the new cyber security for Belfast. Belfast is known as a European 
cyber capital: there’s a lot of activity happening. And I think it also has the opportunity to do the same 
in health and life sciences.
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There’s a picture of you at MIPIM two years ago stood next to the DeLorean 
from Back to the Future. If you could choose to bring people forwards from 
1985 to today or back to today from 2035 which would you pick, and why?

“I’d bring them back from 2035,” he says without missing a beat. “And I’d say, ‘is this all you were doing in 
2020?’ Because I can see where the city is going. 

Are you worried about how changing the free movement of people will affect 
the UK and particularly Northern Ireland?

“It’s one of the huge challenges around Brexit. We’re an island so we need to bring new people in and 
import the new ideas and perspectives with them. The improving railline between Belfast and Dublin is 
a quick win that could be major. If we can get that triangular effect between Belfast, Dublin and London 
working, then that would be good for all of us.

How are we going to make it happen?

“I guess it’s incumbent on all of us to do things like this and projects such as Renewed Ambition and 
just keep on pushing forward. Most people don’t take the time to look at the big picture, say the next 
20 or 30 years. But I now see a lot of people here in Belfast who are in their 30 and 40s who are willing 
to invest their time doing that, because they know what we’ve lived through and how this place was, 
particularly during the troubles. It wasn’t nice. So, people of that age, like me, we see the better future 
for our kids, and we’ve given up our time to try and make sure that better future is realised. A rising tide 
lifts all boats.”

There’s a fleeting glint in Mitchell’s eyes as we finish. The thought of this legacy is what drives him and 
perhaps everyone at Causeway. Understated, unspoken, but clear nonetheless: it is to leave this city a 
better place for the next generation than it was for them.
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“ In GB right now, there’s a lot of use of the phrase    
 ‘Build back better’. And I don’t think we’ve really built   
 anything here yet. Not really. But I can see the growth   
 coming. I would love to bring someone back from 2035.   
 I think there’s going to be a lot more change in the next 
 15 years than there has been in the last 30.”



“Traditionally, we were a bit more sort of retail-focused. And retail is still a hugely important part of our 
membership. But, to be a good Chamber of Commerce, it can’t just be retail any more than it could just 
be hospitality . To be a good business network, you need to be as diverse as you possibly can to have 
the strongest voice. So we’ve been trying to grow and that’s been quite successful so far and we hope 
that that continues.”

As for what’s next, Hamilton is clear that Belfast needs to be ready to take its place in a post-pandemic 
world: “We’re ready and we have the appetite for change. Even though things are really difficult at the 
moment, if we were able to jump into a DeLorean and go into the future, our city would be utterly, 
utterly transformed, and I’m glad that we and our members are playing our part in that.”

Metaphorically, he’s already set off for goal with the ball at his feet. I think we all know what 
happens next.
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Professor Gillian Armstrong
Ulster University



Where there’s a brilliant 
foundation, there’s a way

Professor Gillian Armstrong’s strength lies in her ability to listen 
deeply and respond with an absolute laser focus. It’s no surprise 
then that she’s taken on the role of Director of Ulster University 
Business School’s Business Engagement Unit. 

Conveniently for us, that means she’s also perfectly placed to talk about how the private sector can help 
to build a World Class Belfast. More importantly, she can tell you how many of their partners are already 
doing so.

We begin.

Do you think we’re currently in an era of opportunity or has the moment passed?

“Between Brexit and COVID, it’s been a very changeable and difficult environment. But I think we have 
different components of what’s happening in Northern Ireland at the moment, and there’s a brilliant 
foundation there too. There’s something really interesting happening in recent years and we’re seeing 
that a lot of firms that come into Northern Ireland tend to stay and grow.

“There’s some really impactful case studies of firms we’ve worked with, where over five years Belfast 
went from being almost a satellite service centre to being a major force in those global firms. When I 
talk to firms about the talent that comes out of the Northern Ireland schools and the education system, 
they are still very good.” 

Why do you think that that’s the case?

“The Business School does a lot of work around customising programmes and learning solutions - maybe 
it’s a degree programme that really suits the knowledge, skills and behaviours that an employer needs. 
A great example of this is Deloitte’s growth in Belfast and the Deloitte BrightStart Degree Apprenticeship 
programme in Business Technology. This programme was co-created between the Business School and 
Deloitte and is reported to be a key component of their growth for Belfast.

“Just recently, we launched a new Degree Apprenticeship opportunity with PwC in Leading on Customer 
Operations which will support the continued expansion of PwC Operate in Belfast. Apprenticeships are 
providing a dynamic new pipeline of talent to these firms in a short time frame and the apprenticeship 
provision is expanding every year. 

“So it’s all joined up in Northern Ireland, and that’s the scale. Everyone knows everybody else here. Many 
US firms coming in have said that this is really unusual - that they would never get such access to the 
university sector, never mind a university that’s willing to change its programmes and respond quickly. 



“I think all parties play a really effective role in that. But for firms coming in and growing it has real 
potential, because it means that you’re getting the very best talent, and you’re shaping their education 
in a range of ways with us. Businesses are also supporting programmes to retain their talent and the 
Business School is a key partner in that. And that’s really the way that the Business Engagement Unit 
was set up, to try and build on that. If we get that right, we grow jobs and retain the best skills.”

What industries are you inspired by right now, and that will be important in the 
coming years? What should we keep our eye on? 

“I’m probably very biased because of those we work very closely with, but for us at the moment I think 
the services sector - in the broadest sense - is what we should be looking at, be that financial services 
and fintech, technology and professional services, business and shared services. That all seems to be 
in growth. 

“At the Business School that’s something we’ve focused on for a few years now and increasingly with 
our colleagues within the School of Computing, and as a result we’ve gained some valuable expertise 
in it. But there’s great synergy in these sectors, with much more sharing of practices. I think that will 
continue to happen, and those are the sectors I would certainly want to support and see growth in. 

“At the moment there are some major multi-million pound office developments happening in the city, 
between PwC’s move to Merchant Square and Deloitte to Bedford Square, which between them will 
house more than 3,000 staff. Such significant growth planned is tremendous and offers new opportunities 
for collaboration and innovation. 

“But that’s not to say we’re exclusively in those sectors. SMEs and start-ups make a significant economic 
and social contribution to the Northern Ireland economy and we are also focused on deepening our ties 
with these indigenous companies to help them realise their growth potential. We have been doing that 
for many years through practical advice, tailored support, research and schemes such as Innovation 
Vouchers and Knowledge Transfer Partnerships which have had great impact. For Northern Ireland 
to have a strong economic recovery, the SME and entrepreneurship landscape is an area of huge 
importance.

“We also have a strong Business School presence in the Coleraine and Magee campuses. So although we 
have our enhanced Belfast campus coming on board this autumn, we’re very active on all the campuses 
to ensure high levels of business and community engagement across the region. Having said that, the 
level of change, expansion and innovation tends to be led by Belfast City.”

Is there a buzz in the city around the new campus?

“It’s funny, since lockdown is starting to relax, and we’ve had a bit more movement in recent weeks, I’ve 
started to do a bit of walking around the campus in the city on the weekends. I think it really will be 
interesting - it’s great to have the two universities in the city. I think for us to have that physical presence 
in the city centre will be a great reminder to the wider public of Ulster University and the sort of work 
that we’re doing. The Business School prides itself on being very approachable to businesses, with an 
open door that’s here to help. Being in the city will allow us deepen our relationships with industry and 
increase collaborations. 
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“On the other hand, there’s still a bit to do about raising awareness. Parents, young people and Schools 
are starting to realise that you might get a better experience at the current time in Northern Ireland, and 
you might get better access to key employers, and you might have a better chance of getting a well-paid 
graduate job here rather than going somewhere else in the UK. I don’t think we have enough awareness 
about the new jobs and the growth in the areas and what’s happening in Belfast, and that’s something 
we’re trying to change.” 

Do you think the two universities are at the heart of transforming the city 
centre experience as well? 

“Our institutions have huge potential to transform what we do in the city. It could change where people 
will live now and even after they have graduated and have had families. I’ve been looking at some of 
the new student accommodation and it looks excellent. And, I love the fact that the university is in the 
heart of the community. I think that the architect’s original idea was that you shouldn’t know where the 
university starts and the city begins, that should all merge into one. What a perfect metaphor for how 
we are part of this city.

“We have huge potential there, but we need to remember that it’s building on what we already do. 
We already play a civic role in Northern Ireland and that sort of leadership role in a city like Belfast 
gives you a great opportunity, just by being in that central location, and deepening relationships and 
partnerships with some of those stakeholders.

“Ulster University’s new innovative Belfast campus demonstrates a commitment to Belfast that stretches 
back many decades. It will be a catalyst for the city, delivering a creative, innovative, transformative 
and vibrant environment to inspire staff, students, local communities and wider society. The City Centre 
location will connect local people, businesses, academics and students to each other.” 

Does the community understand the role you do/can play? 

“We are keen to progress activities around widening access and participation. One potential challenge 
at the moment in the city is that you have an increasing competition for skills and talent. We should not 
just rely on the amazing talent coming out of Northern Ireland schools, because increasingly we will need 
to consider other options to feed that supply chain. So as a region, we really do need to be looking at 
other sources of talent, for example older individuals, those who want to retrain and upskill, and look 
at some areas that are hard to crack. With the right upskilling programmes and support initiatives, the 
opportunities are there.

“We’ve done a little bit of work recently around those that were impacted by COVID. The Department 
for the Economy ran some initiatives around reskilling and upskilling and these were funded programmes. 
Those have been really interesting. People at all ages from all sectors have taken a leap of faith and 
University staff have been very committed to supporting such programmes. And actually, those initiatives 
can work really well. But we’re going to have to look really creatively at different pipelines, so that we’re 
not just focusing on the school leaver to meet the level of growth that the region wants longer term.

“We need to be proactive and innovative, and always looking at new models to help employers with that 
and work in partnership.”
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Is it perhaps countercultural in Northern Ireland to celebrate achievements in 
an individualistic way, as is sometimes the case with entrepreneurial culture? 

“That’s such a good question. This is an important part of the culture here, and we’ll take time to change 
that. Our US partners, Babson College (a private Business School with a central focus on entrepreneurial 
education) report that the more entrepreneurial somebody is and their experience of business failure 
– it’s seen as a badge of honour. It’s something that tends to be respected and valued, but in Northern 
Ireland it’s very different. We don’t always view risk taking as a good thing, and it can sometimes hold us 
back. It could take a while to change this, and I think a lot of it also has to do with confidence. 

“As a region we are quite restrained, and we’re not particularly good at shouting about what we’re good 
at. And I know for a lot of investors or FDI clients that come in, they’re always very surprised when they 
get here, and they hear the case studies of what is happening here – the “joined up” approach between 
the development agency, government and the education providers. I think that might be a cultural issue, 
that we tend to get on with the work rather than talking about it.”

Is there anyone getting it right? Do you see a city or institution which has a 
model you’d love to emulate?

“Northern Ireland is getting it right with upskilling and reskilling more than most, with the increasing 
availability of apprenticeships and innovative skills training models; in addition to the provision of 
relevant academic programmes. There’s a lot of parties involved in that and it’s having a positive impact 
on the city and the region generally. But I think that there’s a time for new conversations, particularly 
around hard to reach communities and experienced individuals who have the potential to develop a 
range of new and enhanced skills. And there’s always been a lot of work done by the University to 
ensure community and political engagement.

“But to me, the Business School in particular plays an essential role as a bridge or a broker to try and 
bring all the relevant parties together and demonstrate a leadership role.

“There is a lot that could go really well, the potential is huge. But at the same time it’s a big job to get a lot 
of parties joined up and the relevant infrastructure in place - but there’s a real will there to do it from all 
stakeholders.”

It’s unclear if Gillian means a collective will or her personal drive. Either way, it would be unwise to bet 
against it happening with Professor Armstrong at the head of the Business Engagement Unit.
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