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3Restore Our County Town

Downpatrick is the largest town in South Down, the traditional County Town 

of Down with a wealth of potential; from world leading tourism assets, a solid 

entrepreneurial base, a history of strong public sector employment and a beautiful 

rural hinterland. It is well positioned between Belfast and Newcastle and is a 

significant commuter town to Belfast. Recent years have seen more and more 

people moving to Downpatrick and its surrounding areas, drawn in by all the area 

has to offer. 

The town and the stunning Lecale coast are largely untapped in terms of tourism 

potential, with visitors currently directed toward the Mournes, and investment 

following. We also have a globally recognisable tourism brand in St Patrick. The 

population and demographics (over 10k at last census which has grown significantly 

in recent years) present opportunities to sustain a thriving medium sized town that 

should be competing with the likes of Enniskillen, Omagh, Coleraine, Craigavon 

and Ballymena for regional significance, and should rightly retain its place as an 

important county town and the administrative hub of the council district. 

Strategy aims
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Unfortunately, Downpatrick has been severally neglected in recent decades, with 

little of the March 2011 Masterplan delivered and a general feeling from locals that 

Downpatrick is the forgotten town of the council district, with investment and 

services focused on places like Newcastle and Newry instead. Prior to the merger 

of the 2 Councils in 2014, InvestNI had noted that the Newry City area had attracted 

8,000 jobs in recent years, given its strategic location on the Dublin/Belfast 

corridor. InvestNI also noted that the Downpatrick area had lost 500 jobs over the 

same period. Unfortunately, it appears this trend has only increased in recent years.

The message of ‘Restore our County Town’ was a central focus of the 2022 

Assembly election campaign for Alliance, and we recognise that the party’s growth 

in Downpatrick reflects a desire for change and delivery. Whilst other parts of our 

district benefit from vision-informed strategies, the dominant political parties have 

failed to outline or advance such a vision for Downpatrick. That is why we have 

published this document. It has been informed by months of engagement with 

Downpatrick businesses, community groups and residents, and represents what 

we feel is an ambitious yet achievable plan to Restore our County Town. What is 

needed next is a new masterplan for Downpatrick which can boast buy in from all 

sectors, political parties and government agencies, and we believe this document 

can act as a precursor to that plan. 

Patrick Brown MLA

Photos from our consultation event on 19th October
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On 19th October the Alliance Party held a consultation event on the draft Restore 

strategy at Denvir’s Hotel, intended to give businesses, community groups and 

the public a chance to feedback and have their thoughts included within a revised 

version of the document. This event was very well attended, with over 50 key 

stakeholders present and a wide range of views and ideas exchanged. Additionally, 

a number of one to one meetings were held following this event between Patrick 

Brown MLA and those who wished to discuss aspects of the strategy in more detail. 

The notes gathered from all these meetings have informed this revised, final version 

of the strategy. Some of the main changes made since this event include: 

• The need for a collective or ‘clustered’ approach to promoting Downpatrick’s 

tourism offering, and ensure Downpatrick Racecourse and Down Arts Centre are 

included

• Greater emphasis on congestion and parking challenges 

• More information on the BID concept and the need for a town manager and/or a 

collective voice for businesses

• The need to involve and engage young people and ethnic minority communities 

in future plans for the town

• The need for a coherent brand message for the town, possibly centred around 

its rich culture of heritage-based arts and crafts 

In reworking the strategy, we felt some projects could be subsumed into wider 

sub-categories. For example, the opportunity to propose a collective, clustered 

approach to tourism projects through the concept of a ‘Downpatrick golden circle’ 

and combine a number of infrastructure projects into the need for a single town 

centre traffic plan. Therefore the final strategy contains 20 strategic projects, across 

the same four themes listed below. These projects will form the basis of our party’s 

priorities for Downpatrick across local and regional government in the coming 

years.
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Projects Overview

The projects identified within this document will form the basis of our party’s 
priorities for Downpatrick across local and regional government in the coming years. 
These projects can be broken down into 4 themes:

Enhanced 
Cleansing

Crime & Public 
Safety



7Restore Our County Town

Economic Development 
& Regeneration
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The high street as we know it is dying. Town centres must adapt and change or face further 
decline, swallowed up by charity shops, pound shops and gambling arcades. Downpatrick 
is a prime example of this, where small, independent retailers have been squeezed on both 
sides by the concurrent rise of business rates and online shopping. COVID and current 
inflationary pressures have only compounded this and will leave a legacy of risk-aversion 
and stunted investment.

Government must respond with a positive and innovative vision for our high streets, 
which can regenerate towns like Downpatrick right across Northern Ireland and make 
them attractive places to be. Indeed, Alliance believes the future of the high street rests in 
creating destination towns, focused on recreational experiences, green spaces and high-
quality amenities. They must move away from the standard model of being places where 
people come to do their shopping or access services. These are increasingly provided online 
and there is no reason why that will not continue. It is also estimated that 40% of disposable 
income is lost to the town by Downpatrick-based consumers shopping elsewhere, such as 
Belfast, when instead a town of Downpatrick’s size should have pulling-power to attract in 
shoppers from other areas. 

A number of proposals in this document relate to how we can revive Downpatrick town 
centre: infrastructure, public safety, rates reform and public realm schemes are all crucial. 
This section focuses on how we can bring private sector investment into the town and draw 
in anchor businesses which drive footfall and create an economic ripple effect that lifts all 
local traders. 

To deliver this vision, Alliance will be proactively reaching out to businesses which we 
believe could add value to the town centre: businesses which have a can create high quality 
jobs, have a strong brand and reputation, and can draw footfall into the town centre. This 
might include, for example, an up-market grocery store, fast casual restaurants, high-end 
cafes, new types of cuisine and ‘destination’ retailers. 

This will include utilising geodemographic data on the Downpatrick area to build a case 
that changes to the area make these sort of businesses viable. Down Business Centre (DBC) 
have recently carried out a dereliction study of Downpatrick and there are a number of 
viable properties listed online in prime retail locations. For longer-term derelict properties, 
some public investment may be needed to drive transformation, and this should be pursued 
through rates reform (see next section). 

The role of InvestNI will be crucial to this, and Alliance will be seeking an urgent meeting 
with them to highlight the lack of inward investment in the Downpatrick/South Down area in 
recent years, and what can be done to change this. 

Key stakeholders: Private sector, NMD Council, DfE, DBC, InvestNI

Time Period: Ongoing

Inward Investment
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Rates are one of the few revenue raising powers available to the NI Executive, and 
unfortunately this results in reluctance within central and local government to reduce them 
to support small businesses. Additionally, subsidies such as industrial derating create an 
unfair playing field between some large businesses and sectors such as retail and hospitality, 
pushing the regional rates burden onto traditionally smaller brick and mortar high street 
businesses.

The Alliance manifesto and Combatting the Crisis policy document have a number of policy 
points relating to rates and business support, including:

• Develop new rates relief schemes to tackle the cost of doing business crisis, similar to 
those offered during the pandemic 

• Lobby the UK government to reduce VAT for sectors worst affected by the cost of doing 
business crisis, such as retail and hospitality 

• Use Barnett consequentials from GB price cap to fund targeted energy relief grants for 
businesses 

• Commission an independent review of the rating system, including the rates cap, to 
assess whether the system is fit for purpose in the aftermath of the pandemic. 

• Revalue properties on a more regular basis, in order to ensure that rateable values 
accurately reflect economic trends. 

• Reform the rates system, including the potential expansion of the Small Business Rate 
Relief and making it easier for businesses to set up in vacant premises and promote 
growth. 

• Develop Business Improvement Districts, whereby businesses fund regeneration in their 
area through a levy on business rates

This is a substantial policy piece and does not relate to Downpatrick alone. However, it 
is something Downpatrick businesses frequently raise as their number one issue, and 
something Alliance is committed to leading on. 

Key stakeholders: NMD Council, DoF, DfE, Private sector, DfE 

Time period: Short term for lobbying and cost of living crisis repsonse, medium term for 
legislative/policy change

Rates Reform
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There is an historic spine of conservation-area streets which run around the periphery of the 
town centre and connect a number of tourism hotspots. This includes English Street, Irish 
Street and Church Street. It also includes Scotch street, which received regeneration funding 
around 10 years ago.

English St regeneration would appear to have stalled following plans published in the 2011 
Masterplan, with only a very modest fund allocated for Church St. More substantial promises 
have been made around Irish St regeneration – specifically the old police station site, and 
DfC have promised that following the successful vesting of a derelict building adjacent to 
the site which has held back progress, they hope to move to tendering for development 
in Autumn of 2022 and announce the outcome of this tender process by early 2023. They 
estimate this will be a 5-year development project and will transform the area, with potential 
for a wide range of private, community and public use within the site.

The project also intersects with infrastructure plans for the town, and any development 
must take into account how traffic flow can be improved around Market Street and Collins 
corner in particular. It must also take into account how public space can be utilised to create 
more green and open spaces in the area, allowing the town centre to ‘breathe’. The recently 
established Downpatrick Regeneration Working Group (DRWG) will be key to ensuring this 
project advances successfully.

Key stakeholders: DfC, NMD Council, Community groups, Local businesses, Private sector, 
DFI

Time period: Medium term

Historic Quarter Regeneration
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There is no representative group for Downpatrick businesses. Whilst the Down Business 
Centre, Downpatrick Business Connect and Downpatrick Town Committee all have business 
representation and do excellent work, there is no organisation that can claim to speak for 
all Downpatrick businesses. Recent calls for a Town Manager funded by the local council 
seem to have fallen by the wayside, and past attempts to set up a traditional chamber of 
commerce have also failed.

A BID is started when an agreed number of businesses in a defined area agree to raise a 
levy, based on a % of their rates, to support business improvement in their area. Newry 
has a highly successful BID, and there are BIDs in Strabane and Enniskillen which would 
be comparable in scale to Downpatrick. Because BIDs require buy in from all local 
businesses, they take work to establish, but do create collective buy in and solidarity. They 
are established and supported through local councils. Alliance will work with the local 
business community to explore and support the establishment of a BID. In doing so, we can 
learn from the highly successful Newry BID, who provided valuable advice at the Restore 
consultation event in October. 

Some of the initiatives which a BID could support might include:

Shop Front Scheme 
A Downpatrick BID could play a crucial role in lobbying Council and DFC to secure 
funding for shop front improvements in the town centre (see more under ‘Public Realm 
Improvements’)

Job & Investment fairs
A Downpatrick BID could lead on organising job and recruitment fairs for the town, pooling 
resources and employment opportunities to fill gaps in the local labour force and build 
relationships with employment agencies, universities and FE colleges (for more, see ‘Skills 
and Training’)

Downpatrick Business Improvement District (BID)
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Shop Local Scheme 
High streets cannot survive on their current trajectory. More needs to be done to bring 
people into town centres. Creating places that people want to spend time makes up much 
of this strategy, but price and value is also key. Local brick and mortar businesses cannot 
compete with online sales on price alone, but they can leverage local financial flows and 
technology to better compete in the modern economy. 

For example, an app could be developed to allow local residents to earn points or receive 
discounts/rewards on participating local stores. This is similar to the Bristol Pound local 
currency scheme, and a similar idea was proposed for Belfast a number of years ago but 
didn’t get off the ground. Similar options exist in GB including Loyalfree, iTown and Cally, but 
none are as yet available in NI. 

A ‘Down Pound’, which could function through credits added to an online account, and 
then paid out via contactless technology, would require investment to set up, but could be 
done by private sector investors in collaboration with council, business centre or a BID. For 
example, if the platform were to expand businesses could pay a small fee to be part of the 
platform.

Awards Programme for traders
As part of building a thriving, collective business community in Downpatrick, a BID could 
host an annual awards event, with several categories and prizes recognising Downpatrick’s 
businesses.

Research and Lobbying
BIDs in other areas, such as Newry, have often employed consultants to carry out research 
and lobbying on their behalf, for example to block out of town retail parks that would stifle 
town centre trade. Whether it be contentious planning applications, rates reform, training 
or valuable research, a BID can leverage professional support that may not be viable for 
individual businesses to commission, and apply it in the interests of all businesses in the area. 

Key stakeholders: NMD Council, local businesses, Down Business Centre (DBC), Downpatrick 
Town Committee, Downpatrick BIZ Connect, Newry BID

Time period: Medium term
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Downpatrick has a number of derelict buildings and is often referred to as a ‘shutter city’ due 
to the Troubles hangover of shuttered buildings. Prior to the merger with Newry and Mourne 
Council in 2014, the Downpatrick DEA was working on a project aimed at copying the Belfast 
City Council scheme that eliminated shutters from the night-scape of most of Belfast’s town 
centre.  Alliance will aim to revive this project and implement what is plainly ‘best practice’ 
locally. We will seek to copy many of the solutions found in Belfast to address worries over 
insurance and cost. 

Efforts will be made to lobby DFC, likely via NMD Council, to deliver a shop front and 
refurbishment scheme for the main retail streets: Market St and St Patricks Avenue. This 
could be extended to a regeneration scheme in the ‘Historic Quarter’ streets. It could also be 
pushed forward by a Downpatrick BID.

Additionally, the 2011 Masterplan references a lighting plan which could be incorporated into 
a refurbishment scheme to make the town centre more attractive at night. This should be 
revived in tandem with an evening economy strategy. 

A new, up to date dereliction survey needs to be carried out for Downpatrick to identify 
opportunities for development, and relevant stakeholders identified to progress these 
opportunities. At a legislative level, Alliance wants to make it easier for public bodies to use 
permitted development rights and compulsory purchase orders to combat dereliction and 
build more social and affordable housing.

Public Realm Improvements
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We need to see more funding support for businesses and communities to take on derelict 
properties and improve them, and community right to buy legislation which makes it easier 
for communities and non-profit groups to take on buildings of local importance. In doing so, 
safeguards also need to be put in place to avoid speculative development and gentrification 
which can have an adverse impact on local communities, and maintain the integrity and 
character of Downpatrick historic town centre. 

Schemes to increase the amount of people living over shops (LOTS) in town centres can 
also be an effective way to bring life into town centres, tackle housing needs, enhance the 
evening economy and boost accountability and security. A LOTS scheme was proposed in 
the 2011 Masterplan and should be revived with a focus on how existing derelict buildings 
could be appropriated, with private investment and public sector funding, to provide mixed 
use housing in the town centre. 

Finally, no public realm schemes should progress without cognisance of the enhanced need 
and desire for open green spaces in town centres. COVID has taught us all the importance 
of green space, and whilst Downpatrick is surrounded by beautiful countryside, there are 
limited green spaces in the town centre, and unfortunately they often attract anti-social 
behaviour. New strategies will be pursued to open up and protect existing space, make them 
safer and more accessible and look for opportunities to develop new green spaces. 

Key stakeholders: NMD Council, DFC, Local businesses, Down Business centre, NIHE, NMD 
Council, DFC, private sector, housing associations, Downpatrick Property Trust, Downpatrick 
Town Committee

Time period: Short-medium term 
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Whilst there are many pubs in Downpatrick, there are very few locations catering to patrons 
between 5pm and 9pm in the town centre, such as late-night cafes or restaurants. The 
quality of the hospitality offering is often inconsistent, and particularly limited for young 
professional or tourist customers. It also suffers from a lack of skilled workers, an experience 
being felt across NI’s hospitality sector, but particularly in Downpatrick where workers are 
often pulled into Belfast and Newcastle. Much more could be done to promote live music and 
homegrown musical talent, particularly amongst our young people. There is also a severe 
lack of transport options in the evening, with no buses after 11pm and a very limited supply 
of private taxis. 

An evening economy strategy was one of the deliverables in the 2011 Downpatrick 
Masterplan. Unfortunately, work on the evening economy stopped in 2014 when the old DEA 
stopped meeting and most of the powers of DEA’s were stripped away, focusing on social 
engagement issues instead. 

An evening economy strategy, designed in tandem with local residents and businesses and 
supported by other initiatives such as public realm improvements scheme, a ‘de-shuttering’ 
project, pedestrianisation, a shop local scheme and a BID, could revive the town centre 
and create a catalyst for Downpatrick’s evening economy. It would also include initiatives 
to support businesses such as cutting-edge training programmes and working closely 
with SERC to ensure adequate skills and training are provided locally. It could also explore 
community-based enterprises to support the evening economy, such as a social enterprise 
taxi firm or a voucher scheme for hospitality outlets. 

Key stakeholders: NMD Council, Local businesses, Local community & residents, NIIRTA, DFC

Time period: Short term

Evening Economy Strategy 
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Skills and Training

The old Down District area has a wide range of high quality post-primary schools and is 
served by three SERC campuses: Downpatrick, Ballynahinch and Newcastle. However, the 
synergy between educational establishments and the private sector is often limited, with 
course planning failing to reflect economic trends and available opportunities. 

Furthermore, recent years have seen a concentration of new courses in Belfast-area 
campuses such as Newtownards and Bangor, and a reduction in what is offered in 
Downpatrick and Newcastle in particular. 

Instead, the training offering at Downpatrick SERC should reflect the long-term ambition 
of the area, ensuring people are upskilled to fulfil the roles needed by the local economy, 
whether these be in tourism, hospitality, construction or any other field. This can be achieved 
through establishing better networks between local businesses and education providers, 
ensuring they can adapt and change as the local economy requires. 

This must also be supported by central government in the form of employment support 
schemes, especially for young people, such as Job Start. Efforts should also be made to 
ensure young people are included in designing these schemes and identifying the gaps in 
training courses locally. 

Key Stakeholders: SERC, DfC, DfE, Private sector, Young people

Time Period: Medium term
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Environment & 
Public Services
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The Bengoa report and transformation of the health service is to be welcomed, but also raises a 
number of challenges for smaller rural hospitals within large trust areas, such as the Downe (SE Trust) 
and Daisy Hill (Southern Trust). Whilst transformation is needed and it’s appreciated that not every 
hospital can host all services, the Department of Health also needs to be cognisant of the specific 
challenges of rurality in South Down, the severe lack of Ambulance cover and the importance of 
Downe hospital as an employer and anchor institution within the local economy.

It is not uncommon for ambulances diverted to Belfast hospitals to be either stuck in queues at the 
Ulster or diverted to cover calls in the Greater Belfast area on their way back to South Down. This 
has led to seriously ill people lying on main streets in Newcastle or Downpatrick for over an hour and 
dying before an ambulance could arrive. The situation in towns like Annalong or Kilkeel is even more 
worrying. Even if we had good ambulance cover, reaching the Downe or Daisy Hill in time would be a 
concern. Trying to get to Belfast or Craigavon in an emergency is a matter of serious concern. 

Alliance will take a pragmatic yet ambitious approach to opportunities at the Downe, fight for a fair 
share of service commission, particularly in elective care, and strongly resist any attempts to further 
curtail the available services, especially in emergency care. 

We note that the Greater Belfast Areas has 30% of the population of NI and with 4 major hospitals is 
probably the most over-medicated small city in the UK. If rationalisation of services is required as part 
of the transformation agenda, then such rationalisation in the Greater Belfast area could have positive 
ramifications for service provision in the rest of the region.

We welcome the siting of more regional elective care services at the Downe, recognising the 
impracticality of continuing to site more services at the already overcrowded Ulster site in Dundonald. 
We support calls for more hospital beds and an MRI scanner to support this. We are also calling for 
further investment in mental health services in the Downpatrick services, in particular delivery of the 
long-promised Downpatrick mental health hub, and believe Downpatrick’s track record in providing 
mental health services makes it a perfect candidate to host an acute eating disorder unit, which does 
not currently exist in Northern Ireland.

Downe Hospital

Furthermore, whilst the Downe never was and never will 
be a type 1 emergency department, the downgrading of 
24/7 emergency service provision and limited opening 
hours present unacceptable risks to the health outcomes 
of local people, especially when combined with poor 
ambulance cover. To address this, the SE Trust should 
move towards establishing a 24/7 phone-first urgent 
care service at the Downe, which would be able to treat 
a wide range of minor emergencies, whilst stabilising 
and triaging more serious ones for transfer to a type 
1 facility such as the Ulster. This will minimise all-
important travel times before patients can see a medical 
professional, whilst also ensuring an acceptable level of 
medical expertise is based permanently at the Downe. 

Key stakeholders: DoH, SE Trust, NMD Council, Downe 
Health Committee

Time period: Ongoing
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The Quoile should be a jewel in the crown for the entire district and was once a world-
famous coarse fishing destination. Unfortunately, years of neglect and under investment 
have left it highly polluted with poor infrastructure to support visitors. Much of this is by 
design due to a combination of resource limitations and reluctance towards any ‘built’ 
infrastructure in a nature reserve. However, it should be possible to both preserve and 
enhance the river, and a number of projects have been proposed to achieve this, including:

Quoile River Country Park 

This was planned as a key component of the Downpatrick Masterplan to include boardwalks 
and canoe and fishing stands extending up from the Quoile River Walk at the Belfast road to 
include all the lands and river front around the Mound of Down, the Cathedral and stopping 
at Down Railway to emerge at the Grove Walk under Down Cathedral in Downpatrick’s 
Tourist Quarter. See the 4 key linkages below:

1) Quoile River Walk Extension
This 200 meter extension of the boardwalk was planned to overcome the blockage at 
Steamboat Quay at the Eastern End of the Quoile River Walk and restore footpath access 
to the Quoile Barrier using Department of Environment lands. Additional work would be 
required to extend across Hare Island at the barrier to Delamont Park, and to link to Myra 
Road and Castle Ward to restore the old route of the Ulster Way. The Lecale area had lost 
the Ulster Way between Strangford, Downpatrick and Killyleagh when Steamboat Quay was 
blocked.

2) Inch Abbey Extension
Using the NI Water-owned forest at the Belfast road and a footbridge to link Inch Abbey 
and the new Hotel on the Belfast Road to Down Museum, Cathedral and Saint Patrick’s 
Centre via the Mound of Down.

Quoile Masterplan
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3) Hollymount Forest Extension
Using Forestry Service lands and a footbridge to connect to the Inch Abbey side of the 
Quoile to link the Tourism hub at Ballydugan to the main Downpatrick Tourism hub via Inch 
Abbey. Skirting the line of the Down Steam Railway via the lane up to Annacloy north of the 
river – while avoiding the working railway to the South of the river by sticking to Forestry 
lands.

4) Link to Saint Patrick’s Way and Lecale Way. 
The traditional Saint Patricks way was asserted by local council 30 years ago between 
the Slaney estuary on Strangford Lough, up into central Lecale and Loch Money and all 
the traditional Patrician Shrines. It links into the Ulster/Lecale way at the Slaney. It has not 
been maintained since 2015 and has deteriorated. The problem at Steamboat Quay also 
prevents access to the Tourism Hub around the Mound of Down and the Cathedral using the 
traditional coastal walks.

Quoile River Barrier upgrade
Featuring a lock and fish pass to allow boats up to Downpatrick Quays as in the 1950’s 
and before. The Lagan river has just been given the ‘make-over’ long sought for the Quoile 
barrier.  The barrier was built in 1957 and is no longer fit for purpose. It opens at the top, not 
the bottom, thus mud is not allowed to ‘scour’ out as in most modern barriers. This creates 
a toxic sludge in the Quoile basin that kills all fish and other wild life when it is stirred up 
during bad weather.  

• Restock the Quoile Pondage with coarse fish and make the Quoile an international 
fishery again.

• Allow parts of the Quoile to become a salmonid river again with a Lagan-style fish-pass, 
whilst ensuring adequate coarse fishing in other parts of the river.

• Dredge the toxic sludge in the Quoile pondage as part of the new river/canal lock 
scheme to replace the barrier.

• Open a Café at the Quoile Countryside area

• Creating a river trust so local stakeholders can draw down funding and help manage the 
river. Alliance will work to establish a list of community groups and key stakeholders who 
can be brought together.

All of these projects should be joined together via a masterplan for the Quoile, which should 
be produced by a lead partner in cooperation with all key stakeholders. Additionally, all 
projects would be subject to thorough environmental assessments. Alliance has already 
held several meetings with DAERA, local anglers and Finnebrogue foods, who are strong 
advocates of the river, and can play a key role in bringing these groups together to deliver 
for the Quoile. 

Key stakeholders: DAERA, Rivers agency, NMD Council, Finnebrogue Foods, Clean up the 
Quoile steering group, angling clubs, local community 

Time period: short-medium term
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The Downshire Civic Centre is the heart of a large public sector campus which includes the 
Downe Hospital, Finneston house and the new PSNI station. There are a number of anchor 
tenants, chief amongst them NMD council. Plans to build a new civic centre in Newry will 
inevitably lead to rationalisation of staff positions and the displacement of jobs to Newry, 
despite Downpatrick being the recognised administrative centre of the district. 

Alliance is clear that economic development across Newry Mourne and Down should be 
balanced to bring out the best opportunities in a sustainable manner across the District. 
Prior to the merger of the 2 councils in 2014, InvestNI had noted that the Newry City area 
had attracted 8,000 jobs in recent years, given its strategic location on the Dublin/Belfast 
corridor. InvestNI also noted that the Downpatrick area had lost 500 jobs over the same 
period. 

Public Sector employment has been central to Downpatrick’s economic health for decades 
with NHS, Civil Service and local council employment based in the town. Prior to 2014, 
the agreed economic strategy for the town had been to build and expand the public-
sector campus at the Downe estate and other locations around the town. A project was 
established to decentralise jobs to the Downpatrick area. A prospectus was developed and 
all public-sector bodies in NI were systematically approached to consider Downpatrick as 
an employment hub. Given that fact that 4,500 of the 5,500 daily commuters to Belfast 
in 2010 from the Downpatrick area worked in the public sector, it was a realistic objective. 
Initial successes were made in the decentralising project with Fisheries, NIHE, the regional 
Fire Service office, Probation Service and even the new hospital being based on the site. 
This project abruptly stopped with the merger of the two councils in 2014 and has not been 
restarted.

Downshire Public Sector Campus 
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We believe that a clear policy of unambiguously recognising Downpatrick as the sole County 
Town in the new council area is essential to stable, balanced economic development of the 
District as a whole, and to halt the slow slide of local council Services to the Newry area. 
The decentralisation project needs to be revived and re-staffed with a refreshed prospectus 
prepared and systematically presented to significant public-sector employers in the Belfast 
area. This will help to retain and expand its place as an important county town and the 
administrative hub of the local council district. 

Alliance will continue to challenge plans for the Newry civic centre, pushing for an upgrading 
of the Newry offices instead of an all singing all dancing civic centre, which is as unwanted 
in Newry as it is in Downpatrick, will cost upwards of £30m and will be funded entirely by 
ratepayer money. Alongside this, we will push to secure more civil service jobs into the 
Downshire site via the Dept of Finance’s plans for civic hubs across NI. 

Key stakeholders: NMD Council, DoF, NIHE, Fire service, PSNI

Time period: Ongoing
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Building a Green Local Economy 

Tackling the climate crisis is the most important global issue of our generation, an 
existential challenge that will require multilateral, national and local action from all citizens. 
Here in South Down, we must play our part in building a more sustainable economy that 
realises the opportunity of clean, renewable energy and moves away from extractive and 
exploitative economic models. We must work to protect our precious yet fragile South Down 
coastline, and ensure public agencies are leading by example when it comes to delivering 
a meaningful, just transition. Tapping into the potential of the green economy straddles the 
economic development and environment sections of this strategy, and is far too vast and 
diverse a topic to be fully realised within this document. Therefore, this strategy commits to 
developing a tailored policy for a local green economy for Downpatrick. For a wider policy 
document on delivering a regional green economy for Northern Ireland, please see the 
Alliance Green New Deal.

 Some of our key priorities for the local green economy, which will be fully realised in a 
further policy document, are:

• Lobby DfE to invest in the local electricity grid, on a scale similar to subsidies given the 
fossil fuel companies in recent years. This would support sustainable microgeneration, 
including farm diversification in the Lecale area, which will be vital to reach targets set by 
the NI Climate Change Act

• Influence the forthcoming Local Development Plan to identify more sites suitable for 
renewable projects, and ensure the planning ecosystem is favourable to applications for 
renewables

• Lobby Invest NI to attract green investment into the area through ‘green job fairs’, 
including PV farms, wind farms, manufacturing and offshore wind opportunities – 
bringing jobs into the area and ensuring Downpatrick does its bit to meet carbon 
reduction targets

• Continue to push NMD Council to set a rates income target for renewable projects, which 
has previously been agreed as policy through Alliance motions but has not been followed 
through. This has the potential to expand our rates base and bring millions of pounds into 
the district annually

• Ensure NMD Council delivers on its commitments to install more EV chargers in the area 
- there is only one currently in Downpatrick and it is frequently out of service – and that 
council transitions to a fully electric vehicle fleet

• Continue to push NMD Council to retrofit council buildings with renewable energies, and 
ensure all new builds use up to date building standards for energy efficiency  

• Continue work being done by Alliance representatives to carry out beach dune 
restoration projects and lead community beach cleans to protect our coastal areas from 
coastal erosion and degradation

 
Timescale: Ongoing

Key stakeholders: DAERA, DfE, Council, private sector, Invest NI
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Crime & Public Safety   

An often-raised concern from the community in Downpatrick is the increase of ASB/
public drunkenness in the town centre and very serious ASB in a number of the estates. 
Notwithstanding wider conversations around the need for support services, addiction 
treatments and so on, there are three main steps we will advance to promote a safer, more 
welcoming town centre:

1. Working with the PSNI to carry out more patrols in the town centre and worst affected 
estates

2. Bringing investment into town centre and creating more accessible and open public 
spaces

3. Increase amount of high-quality CCTV in the town centre

Initiatives like pedestrianisation, public realm improvements, lighting strategy, evening 
economy and others all have a role to play in creating a better, thriving town centre.

Key stakeholders: PSNI, NMD Council, local businesses, community groups

Time period: Ongoing
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Whilst a district wide problem, dirty streets, overflowing litter bins and chewing gum stains 
are a particular problem in our larger towns. There are also broader enforcement issues 
affecting all areas in Newry Mourne and Down District Council like dumping, littering, fly-
tipping, dog-fouling and stray dogs not found to the same extent in other Council areas.

Alliance Councillors have called this out for years and have published comparative statistics 
with Ards and North Down. Publication of our figures showing that enforcement fines and 
penalties in Ards and North Down monthly exceeded the annual figures for NMD Council 
triggered the current NMD ‘action plan’ to resolve this discrepancy. The new staff in the 
Downpatrick office have taken over compiling this data from Councillor Cadogan Enright so 
we can more regularly monitor progress on enforcement.

It has been something of a scandal that since 2014 the old Newry & Mourne district area has 
received more resource directed at cleansing than the old Down area.

Villages in the old Newry and Mourne from Crossmaglen to Rostrevor and Hilltown have a 
regular cleaning schedule. Every estate in Newry has a regular cleaning schedule. The fact 
that this has not been the case in the old Down Council area has been an election issue for 
the Alliance team, who would see both legacy areas treated equally. The local council have 
agreed a new strategy for cleansing which would see a more equitable distribution, and this 
will require approval in this year’s rates process. Alliance will push to ensure this is secured 
and the Downpatrick area can finally receive equity when it comes to cleansing. 

Key stakeholders: NMD Council, local businesses, DFI

Time period: Short term/ongoing

Enhanced Cleansing
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Community, The Arts 
& Tourism
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Downpatrick is unique in the sheer number of leading tourism assets it has within a 3-mile 
radius of the town. From the story of St Patrick and the draw of early Christian heritage, 
to the oldest racecourse in Ireland at Downpatrick Racecourse, and Ireland’s only full size 
heritage Railway, Downpatrick has a tourist offering that other medium sized towns can only 
dream of. 

Yet, we have consistently failed to see Downpatrick reach its potential as a tourism 
destination. This is in part due to our local council prioritising investment and promotion in 
Newry and promoting outdoors/adventure in Newcastle, and unfortunately that strategy 
shows no sign of changing. What Alliance wants to do, therefore, is develop a positive and 
proactive plan for boosting tourism in Downpatrick. 

To aid this, we propose the concept of a ‘Golden Circle’ of tourism assets: a map of 
destinations all within a 3-mile radius of Downpatrick town centre (shown below). We have 
to recognise that no one tourism asset alone is going to achieve our full potential, but by 
clustering our tourism offering into a cohesive concept, we can begin to build a brand 
around Downpatrick as a destination. This can further promote linkages and synergies 
between businesses and the community to the benefit of sustainable tourism growth. 

Downpatrick’s ‘Golden Circle’
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Downpatrick Railway

Down Cathedral & St Patrick’s Grave

Saul Church

Ballynoe Stone Circle

St Patrick’s Monument

Down Arts centre

Struell Wells

St Patrick’s Centre & Trails

Downpatrick Racecourse

Down County Museum

Mound of Down

Inch Abbey Quoile River

Ballydugan Medieval Village 

Downpatrick’s ‘Golden Circle’
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St Patrick’s Monument

Down Arts centre

Struell Wells

St Patrick’s Centre & Trails

Please note: the below destinations were identified as standalone priorities in the draft 
strategy and this detail has been retained below

Promoting St Patrick 
St Patrick is a globally recognised brand and must play an integral role in any tourism 
strategy for Downpatrick. The town’s name, schools, street names, churches and many 
other aspects of our day to day life reflect the legacy of Patrick and it would be foolish to 
ignore this (as our council have, unfortunately, done for many years).

So much more can be done to promote Downpatrick as St Patrick’s adopted hometown, in 
particular attracting visitors interested in Christian Heritage and developing long-distance 
walking routes associated with Saint Patrick. These pilgrimages, if done right, could be 
similar in scale and popularity to the Camino in Spain.

Down County Museum
The Down Museum is a hugely important community and tourism asset, yet recent 
restructuring by council officers has left it downgraded in favour of Newry museum, yet 
another example of council making cuts to service provision in the Downpatrick area in 
favour of Newry. 

Alliance councillors have been at the forefront of challenging these changes, securing 
a strategic review of museum services which will go some of the way towards restoring 
the rightful status of the museum, but much more needs to be done to rebuild trust and 
promote our county museum. 

Downpatrick and County Down Railway (DCDR)
DCDR is Ireland’s only full-size heritage railway and can be a major tourism asset if 
adequately supported. Unfortunately, the relationship between the Railway committee, who 
manage the railway voluntarily, and the Council who provide them with an Service Level 
Agreement (SLA) to manage it, has broken down as a result of council unilaterally revoking 
the partnership Agreement without consulting the Railway, expecting the Railway to take 
on additional maintenance responsibilities without any additional budget. This directly 
resulted in the Railway being closed for a number of months over the spring and early 
summer of 2022. 

It will be important to support the Railway Committee if they are to continue to effectively 
manage the asset and deliver on plans to expand the railway outside to the Downpatrick 
Racecourse. This means liaising with the Railway and the Council to improve working 
relationships and encourage council to better support this important asset. 

Key stakeholders: St Patrick’s Centre, NMD Council, Tourism NI, Private sector (particularly 
tourism and hospitality sector), local community groups

Time period: Short-medium term
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With a strong brand and a more interconnected, ‘clustered’ approach to tourism in place, 
we will be able to attract more tourists to Downpatrick. But a major obstacle remains in 
how we can facilitate them, once here. There is a significant lack of tourist accommodation, 
and a number of barriers to a thriving evening economy including late night transportation 
(covered in the evening economy section).

There has been much discussion around a premium budget hotel, such as Premier Inn, 
coming to Downpatrick for years (if not decades), but nothing has ever transpired. There 
are viable sites at the Down High School (which will be moving to Strangford road), the old 
council HQ on Strangford Road and the Abbey Lodge, although all would require significant 
investment. 

The historic Denvirs hotel at the centre of the old town is going from strength to strength 
offering boutique accommodation within walking distance of most attractions and amenities. 
The Mill at Ballydugan has a much bigger potential capacity if supported by Council and 
TourismNI to be a larger-scale player. The Mill is internationally competitive in the weddings 
market.

One of the key deliverables of the 2011 Downpatrick Masterplan had been a significant 
budget hotel that would allow the 1000’s of coach parties arriving at the Saint Patrick’s 
Centre to stop locally for the night rather than being whisked off to hotels in Belfast.  
Consideration was given for a footpath linking the Abbey Lodge site on the Inch Abbey road 
via the Abbey and a footbridge to the Lecale Way, Mound of Down, Cathedral and Saint 
Patrick’s Grave. Again, there has been no actual action here or staff allocated to follow up 
this point.

Some of the current management in the new Council management team did organise 
support for the planning permission for the new hotel proposed for the Abbey Lodge site 
and touted this as a success for the Downpatrick Masterplan. However, for the last few years 
there appears to have been no action to actually build the hotel, despite the huge demand 
for new hotel sites right across Ireland over the last ten years.

A large, family friendly, high quality budget hotel would be a major catalyst for tourism, and 
would enable buses full of tourists who visit the St Patrick’s centre and Game of Thrones 
locations to stop and stay in the town. There are only a handful of accommodation providers 
currently, and there is certainly room for more. Alliance will proactively engage hoteliers 
already operating in the region, encouraging them to invest in Downpatrick. 

Key stakeholders: Private sector, NMD Council, Invest NI, Local community groups, Local 
businesses

Time period: Short-medium

Tourist Infrastructure
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Community Asset Transfer (CAT) involves transferring a publicly owned asset, usually for 
little to no cost, to a community/voluntary group instead of simply selling it on the open 
market. The old police station site was discussed as a potential CAT but did not progress, 
and the old social security building at Mound Crescent is currently proposed for a CAT. 
Feedback from the consultation event also identified opportunities which may exist at the 
old SE Trust building between the library and bus station, and the Down High School Site at 
Mount Crescent. 

Development Trust NI (DTNI) are the key body responsible for assisting groups in this 
process, and council have some history of facilitating this process also. Where a public asset 
is desired for community use, Alliance will support this process, recognising the huge impact 
it can have on community development and giving local groups a space and asset to work 
with. We will work to actively identify sites for potential transfer.

Key stakeholders: DFC, DTNI, NMD Council, DoF, community groups

Time period: short-medium term

Community Asset Transfer projects

A common trend for towns and cities in recent years is to develop a brand image which 
people can associate with the area, whether that’s focused on history, culture, shopping, 
tourism etc. Many of these in GB have been promoted through successful BID projects. As 
previously stated, Downpatrick lacks a cohesive vision, and it is felt that harnessing some of 
the town’s unique selling points into a recognisable brand will enhance community pride and 
build a shared identity within the town that can help it go from strength to strength. 

To this end, we feel there is significant potential for Downpatrick to harness one of its 
many strengths, whether that be in arts, crafts, heritage, nature or other factors people feel 
reflect Downpatrick, to build a cohesive brand that can be used to market the town, cluster 
businesses to create synergies, and drive regeneration.

Public art and interpretive signage (for example, signage demonstrating the history of the 
town and key buildings/features) can be a low-cost way to improve the public realm, make 
the town more attractive and build a brand. The Downpatrick Town committee have already 
begun this work and have developed a number of gable walls and derelict sites into public 
artwork. Alliance will continue to support this work and look at ways it can be built upon to 
develop ‘brand Downpatrick’

Key stakeholders: Downpatrick Town Committee, NMD Council, DFC, Tourism NI

Time period: Short term

‘Brand Downpatrick’
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Infrastructure
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Roads Service (now DfI) since the mid-1990’s has commissioned more than 8 reports into 
congestion in Downpatrick’s old Town Centre, including

• Sub-Regional Transport Plan 2015 (2007)
• Ards & Down Area Plan 2015 (adopted 2009)
• DSD/Down District Council Masterplan (2010)
• Downpatrick Town Centre Traffic Study – Atkins (2010)
• Downpatrick Traffic Modelling – Amey (2011)
• Downpatrick Traffic Studies – Amey (2013)

In 2009, in consultation with Council, the PSNI, the Downpatrick DEA and local partners in 
the Downpatrick area, Roads Service proposed that Council acquire the derelict lands to 
build a ‘New Street’ around the old police station. Also to acquire the station itself once the 
PSNI moved to its new HQ on the Downe Public Sector Campus. 

In 2014, RPA and the merger with Newry and Mourne moved the focus of Council from the 
Downpatrick Masterplan towards the Newry Area. In August 2015 Roads Service and Amey 
brought forward a new report entitled “Downpatrick Transportation Review” that examined 
the Masterplan and gave dates and costs of those deliverables within the plan Roads Service 
(then ‘TransportNI”) agreed with.

Several other short-term projects were also costed for delivery by 2018 including; 

• Collins’ Corner (now delivered)
• Fountain Street Widening (delivered)
• Edward St one-way system by 2018
• Park and Ride Facility by 2018

The latter 2 projects are now at least 4 years late and are covered below, in addition to a 
number of other key projects which Alliance believes need to be considered as part of a 
traffic review in Downpatrick.

Town Centre Traffic Strategy
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Town Centre One-way System
As part of the “Downpatrick Transportation Review” the idea of a SECOND one-way system 
between Market Street and Collins’ Corner was introduced for the first time. This would 
include all of Irish Street and Saint Patricks Avenue.

There was a huge adverse reaction in 2015/16 by business people to this proposal as it 
would create a one-way system of over a mile long through the town. Residents also pointed 
out other disadvantages with this second long-loop one-way system including funerals 
being unable to proceed to the graveyard in the town by the shortest logical route.

Alliance believes that this was a missed opportunity, and it is time to look again at these 
proposals, in tandem with a smaller one-way system between Edward St, John St and 
St Dillons Avenue, and full or partial pedestrianisation of Market street. Ultimately, only 
innovative and radical solutions will address the decline of the town centre, and whilst 
a longer one-way system may add to overall journey distance, smoother traffic flow will 
reduce journey time, pollution through reducing idling, and overall congestion in the 
town. We will be pressing DFI to fulfil their past promises through a new traffic plan for 
Downpatrick. 

Edward Street One-way System
Edward Street is a site of continual congestion at peak times, yet plans for a one-
way system around Edward St, St Dillons Avenue & John St have not been adequately 
progressed. This was in part due to opposition from a small number of residents who feared 
a one way system would add to congestion on nearby routes. However, this has happened 
regardless, with increased traffic through the densely populated Knocknashinna area posing 
risks for residents there. 

Alliance is working with DFI to carry out a fresh consultation on the proposed one way 
system, which would come with minimal cost and greatly improve traffic flow in the area. 
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Pedestrianisation of Market Street
Pedestrianisation can play a vital role in creating safer, open and welcoming urban spaces 
and boosting retail and hospitality. It can also improve traffic flow, in this case removing 
traffic from the busy and often gridlocked Market Street junction. Market Street, as the 
centre of the town and a connector between the Irish Street regeneration project and 
Millennium square (both of which have or will have pedestrian elements), is seen as the ideal 
location for a pedestrianisation project that can transform the town centre. It is important to 
note however that whilst several businesses have voiced their support for pedestrianisation, 
a number of Market Street traders are currently opposed to it and a strong case will need 
to be made for the benefits pedestrianisation would deliver (in terms of regeneration, 
economic growth and traffic flow) in order to see it progress.   

A possible compromise would be half pedestrianisation which would still allow for some 
parking and access to shops for loading along Market Street, Irish Street and Saint Patrick’s 
Avenue. Pedestrianising the Eastern side of the street would seem to make more sense as 
this would connect and open up Millennium square, allowing a one way system to be put in 
place for traffic travelling towards Newcastle. 

Any pedestrianisation would have to be done in tandem with a new traffic plan and a one 
way system around the town centre. Without some new route to divert traffic the plans 
would not be viable and so these plans must be viewed in tandem with other traffic flow 
improvements in the town. 

Town Centre Car Parking 
Whilst there is a significant amount of free and paid parking in the town centre, the main 
car park serving the town centre (Irish Street car park) is awkwardly located, with poor 
signposting for visitors. If this car park could be opened up with better access, potentially 
through a new entrance on Market Street, St Patrick’s Avenue or the old PSNI station site, 
this would make town centre parking more convenient for shoppers. The Irish St car park 
does form part of the Irish St regeneration plans, and opening up of the PSNI station site 
will allow for more parking bays and an improved layout. 

It is also important to note people parking in Downpatrick run a much higher chance of 
getting a penalty notice, whereas similarly sized towns in South Down benefit from much 
more free parking and have very few notices given out each year. More attention needs 
to be given to parity between Downpatrick and other towns and a fairer, common sense 
approach to enforcement. 

‘Smart’ Traffic Lights
Recent innovations in signal technology allow for ‘smart’ traffic lights which feed 
information on traffic flow to each other, making signals more efficient. These lights are 
already in place at Collins Corner in Downpatrick and have greatly aided traffic flow in what 
was previously a major bottleneck. Opportunities now exist to introduce a similar scheme at 
the top and bottom of market street.

Key stakeholders: DFI, NMD Council, Private sector, Local businesses, community groups, 
local residents 

Time period: Medium term
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Downpatrick Bypass

There are a number of proposals for Western and Eastern distributor roads around 
Downpatrick. The western route has been largely abandoned in favour of a park and ride, 
and the Eastern route has stalled due to developers not funding it, as was previously 
planned. As Downpatrick continues to grow, so will the need for a proper ring road, with 
a number of unsuitable rural roads currently used as ‘rat runs’ for the town’s traffic. The 
eastern distributor road would connect up The Downe Hospital site to the Quoile via 
Saul and would significantly alleviate Belfast bound traffic in the most populous parts of 
Downpatrick.

The proposals outlined in the 2011 Downparick Masterplan fed into the 2015 Ards and Down 
Area Plan. The majority of the route was finalised within the Area Plan. This road is one of 
two roads in our Area Plan that is so far undelivered, along with the Ballynahinch Bypass. 
The Planning Permission for the new Downe Hospital included a requirement to build the 
first section of the Eastern Distributor Road with a roundabout on the Ardglass road and 
half a Kilometre section of the new road tailing off into open country. To date, this is the 
only section to be completed. 

The route was envisaged as serving the public service campus on the Downe Site, an 
industrial zone along the Flying Horse Road, diverting commuter traffic away from 
Downpatrick Town Centre by serving the Ardglass Road, Ballyhornan Road, Saul Road, 
Strangford Road and the Quay Road with a new bridge on the old Belfast Road to link to 
the Rathkeltair Road and Belfast.

Aside from the obvious economic necessity for the Eastern Distributor Road, the need for 
the road has sparked campaigns by residents of the Saul and Strangford Roads who are 
particularly affected by quality of life issues resulting from the lack of the bypass.

However, there is not significant political momentum for such a bypass, and it is very far 
down the department’s priority list, with local projects like the Ballynahinch bypass favoured 
for the area. A motion was passed by Alliance and Ind cllrs in 2017 in favour of the bypass, 
but it has not featured on any local council strategy documents. In fact, local council was 
instructed in 2018 to bring forward a paper exploring how the road could be partially 
funded through a section 76 levy on new developments in the vicinity of the proposed 
route. They have as yet failed to do so. Alliance will utilise tis representation in the Assembly 
and local government to build momentum for the distributor road and push it up the 
department’s priority list. 

Key stakeholders: DFI, NMD Council, Private sector

Time period: Long term
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In 2015 DfI committed to delivering a substantial (200+ cars) park and ride solution for 
commuters travelling to Belfast by 2018 at the latest. The site would have a bus stop used 
by both the express and the normal Belfast Service. This project has been discussed for 
years and was initially planned for behind the Maxol garage at Belfast Rd roundabout, 
however this land was undevelopable.

There are currently plans to deliver this park and ride at the Down Business Centre/Invest 
NI site on the Belfast road, offering up to 400 parking bays.. This would substantially reduce 
the number of cars commuting daily to Belfast and also reduce all day parking in free car 
parks in Crossgar and Downpatrick. 

DFI have since confirmed that they have completed the feasibility study for this project, and 
are now progressing the business case and planning process. Alliance has lobbied for this 
project for s number of years and will continue to apply pressure to ensure it is progressed 
as quickly as possible. 

Key stakeholders: DFI, Invest NI, Translink, DBC

Time period: short-medium term

Belfast Road Park & Ride
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