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The ongoing health crisis caused by the emergence of 
COVID-19, and the associated measures implemented 
to control the spread of the disease, has massively 
impacted on individuals and organisations across 
the UK and beyond. The impact on life in Belfast has 
been profound – with once bustling city streets, and 
a vibrant nightlife, heavily disrupted and often halted 
entirely through 2020.

Developers, policy makers, and businesses have  
been forced to adapt and re-orientate in the face  
of unprecedented challenges.

In spite of the new challenges however, it is evident 
that Belfast is confronting many of the same trends 
which we have identified and observed over previous 
years – albeit at an accelerated pace, and in a climate 
of global flux and great uncertainty for many business 
and individuals.

What had been a steadily increasing digitalisation 
of retail and work became an overnight necessity – 
pushing already pertinent questions about the future 
role of the city centre to the forefront. What we are 
witnessing at the moment is an extreme scenario, 
with individuals and businesses abruptly forced to 
change behaviours. The elasticity of these changes in 
behaviour will be of huge interest to decision makers, 
once we are in a position where lockdown restrictions 
can be relaxed.

The impact on tourism, which over recent years  
has been such a success story for Belfast and 
Northern Ireland, caused by COVID-19 has been  
of particularly stark – with the entire hospitality 
industry facing an extended period of uncertainty, 
challenge, and rebuild.

The implications of the EU Exit were not fully 
realised during 2020. However, the arrangements 
have left Belfast in a unique position, creating both 
opportunities and challenges. Time will tell how this 
impacts supply chain, talent and the wider economy 
more broadly.

This year’s findings give cause for hope also however, 
with schemes progressing in-spite of delays in year, a 
pipeline of projects across all sectors and substantive 
debate and engagement around key challenges of 
public health, climate change and the future of work.

Why? 
A report that measures the volume  
of development taking place across 
central Belfast and its impact.  
Property types include residential, 
office, leisure, hotels, retail, student 
accommodation, education and 
research facilities,  
and healthcare.

Where? 
The City Core, Waterfront, Titanic 
Quarter, Transport Hub, Inner North, 
Linen Quarter and Southern Fringe.

What? 
Developers building new schemes or 
undertaking significant refurbishments 
exceeding the following sizes: office – 
10,000 sq ft; retail and leisure – 10,000 
sq ft; residential property – 25 units; 
education, healthcare and research – 
10,000 sq ft; hotel – 35 rooms.

When? 
Data for the Crane Survey recorded 
development activity between 11 
January 2020 and 18 December 2020.

How? 
Research for this report was undertaken 
by Deloitte’s Northern Ireland team, 
based in Belfast. The Deloitte Real 
Estate team have also been closely 
involved in the development of Belfast 
over recent years. In addition to our 
in-house knowledge and field research 
we have used a variety of sources to 
collate and validate our research. These 
sources include the Northern Ireland 
Planning Portal, local media and trade 
publications, and construction and 
development industry contacts.
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Development snapshot Key findings
2020 has been a year like no other, but the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on Belfast has in large part been to shine a spotlight on 
pre-existing trends and challenges.

There were a total of seven new starts through 2020, representing 
a fall from the 11 new starts through 2019.

No. of new starts per crane survey

Breakdown of 2020 new starts by sector

Total number of schemes completed or under construction by sector

Eleven Grade A office developments 
were under construction or 
completed in 2020, amounting to 
1.3 million sq ft; over 300,000 sq ft 
more than the previous year. 
Approximately two-thirds of new office 
space remains available to-let.

Residential development continues
to be a challenge for the city centre, 
with no new residential starts 
recorded through 2020, and only 42 
units under construction. 

The education and student 
accommodation sector is affected 
by uncertainty around the outlook 
for in-person learning. From the 
completion dates recorded in the 
2020 Belfast Crane Survey, there was 
an average nine month delay to 
student accommodation developments 
under construction.

Throughout 2020, 175,000 sq ft 
of retail space was under 
construction. However there was 
a significant shift towards online 
shopping in 2020 as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic; and the full extent 
of this change in consumer behaviour is 
not yet clear.  

As in the previous year, 2020 saw no new hotel developments, following a surge 
in completions during 2016-2018. This sector clearly faces substantial uncertainty
with respect to the return of events and out-of-state leisure visitors and 
business travellers.
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Home delivery

Residential development in the city centre has remained slow,  
with no new starts recorded in 2020.

Residential
While promising conditions (referred to in 
previous Belfast Crane Surveys) remain in 
place − including the continued attraction 
of high quality jobs, a growing student 
population, investment in the city’s 
transport infrastructure, and affordability 
– the impact of COVID-19 has largely 
held back the already slow city centre 
residential market. 

There continues to be a healthy pipeline 
of projects brought forward to planning. 
However the progression of projects from 
the planning phase to delivery is slow.

There were 42 residential units under 
construction in Belfast in 2020, all in  
The Brickworks development on the 
Ormeau Road:

 • The Brickworks: A £5 million  
investment to create 42 residential  
units for social housing, split across 
three blocks.

The Brickworks, due for completion in 
Q4 2021, is situated on the site of the 
former Ulster Building Works, which was 
destroyed by fire in 2018. On completion, 
the housing blocks will be operated by 
Choice Housing and form part of an 
ongoing programme of development – 
with 175 additional social housing units 
currently under construction by the 
housing association across the Greater 
Belfast area.
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Looking forward

Another trend which has been observed 
over recent years is the emergence of 
‘built-to-rent’ schemes. While progress to 
date has been gradual, there continues 
to be an undercurrent of confidence that 
given the track record of the investors 
involved, projects will persist through the 
pre-construction phase.

Developing an economically vibrant city 
centre has become both more important 
and more difficult during 2020, and an 
aim should be to increase the size of its 
population. To achieve this, the most 
immediate pathway may be to retain 
more of the growing numbers of students 
in the city post-graduation. This may 
require a carefully considered and creative 
residential offering from the city, not 
least given evidence that the COVID-19 
pandemic has led a shift in demand 
towards properties with a garden and 
green space nearby – characteristics 
not commonly found in the city centre 
residential buildings currently2.

Growing the city centre population 
remains a key ambition for Belfast, but  
the pandemic has put a spotlight on 

‘liveability factors’ – green spaces, areas to 
play, cycle friendly and walkable streets, 
and the sense of neighbourhood and 
community − that have contributed 
to the mental and physical health and 
well-being of people during the past year. 
Accelerating the development of these 
themes will be important for Belfast in 
achieving its ambition.

Despite the uncertainty, a number of new 
projects have emerged. These include:

 • A 210 unit ‘build-to-rent’ apartment  
block on the site of the former Fanum 
House on Great Victoria Street

 • A 151 unit residential apartment block 
adjacent to Quay Gate House

 • A 180 unit apartment block on Dalton 
Street (with additional frontages on to 
Middlepath Street and Bridge End).

In addition, a 48 unit social housing scheme 
on College Square North by the South Ulster 
Housing Association, is expected to break 
ground in 2021.

The pipeline is further bolstered by the 
presence of residential complexes as an 
anchor for major investment schemes such 
as Tribeca (about 200 units), and Belfast 
Waterside (about 450 units) – both of which 
made progress in the pre-construction 
phase through 2020.

In spite of this pipeline, delivery against 
residential targets in the Belfast Agenda 
remains unlikely to be fully achieved with 
respect to volume, at least in the city centre. 

Capacity issues related to waste water 
and sewage, in addition to the wider 
macroeconomic pressures that currently 
exist, are contributing factors to this1.

However there has been progress with  
other priorities identified in the Belfast 
Agenda relating to residential development. 
The development of social housing, including 
the Brickworks scheme on the periphery of 
the city centre, is a positive step, together 
with the quality of the new-build housing  
in recent years.

Chart 1. Residential development pipeline
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1 https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/news/infrastructure-minister-opens-consultation-living-water-belfast-integrated-plan-
drainage-and 2 https://www.businessfirstonline.co.uk/other-articles/rics-and-ulster-bank-residential-market-survey-august-2020/

A recurring theme in recent years has been residential schemes  
failing to progress to the construction phase after gaining planning 
approval. The uncertainty persists around COVID-19 and the associated 
future outlook, further complicating investment decision making.

06 07

Navigating through adversity  | Belfast Crane Survey 2021Navigating through adversity  | Belfast Crane Survey 2021



Office Meeting targets

Eleven Grade A office developments were under construction or 
completed in 2020, amounting to over 1,300,000 sq ft; over 300,000 sq 
ft more than in 2019. For the first time since the Deloitte Belfast Crane 
Survey has been conducted, the office space either under construction 
or completed during the year has surpassed one million sq ft.

This represents a significant stride towards 
Belfast City Council’s target for Grade A 
office space set out in the Belfast Agenda 
(1.5m sq ft by 2021)3.

Chart 2. Office new starts 2016-2020
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There were five office new starts in 2020, 
equating to over 500,000 sq ft of Grade A 
office space, notably:

 • Olympic House: A 148,000 sq ft office 
development located in the Titanic 
Quarter, due to complete Q4 2021

 • 35DP: A five storey refurbished office 
development, due to complete Q4 2021

 • The Paper Exchange: The largest office 
new start of 2020, comprising 11 storeys 
and 200,000 sq ft, to be completed in  
Q4 2022

 • The Vantage: A 67,500 sq ft 
redevelopment of an existing structure 
on Great Victoria Street.

These new starts had been in the pipeline 
for a number of years. Many businesses  
are now deferring long-term decisions 
on their physical office footprint as they 
reflect on what the future of work will look 
like and how this might affect workplace 
needs, creating uncertainty in the office 
construction market.

3 https://smartbelfast.city/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Belfast-Agenda-3.9MB-PDF.pdf
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Four further developments concluded  
in 2020:

 • Eagle Star House: A 32,000 sq ft 
development occupying eight floors, 
concluded in Q3 2020

 • The Kelvin: A redevelopment and 
rebranding of the former Stokes House, a 
37,000 sq ft Grade A office development 
in College Square East

 • Chichester House: An extension  
and redevelopment of 46,000 sq ft 
Grade A office space, and 5,000 sq ft  
of retail space

 • Merchant Square: A 201,000 sq ft 
development, pre-let by professional 
services firm PwC and completed in  
Q3 2020.

Two ongoing schemes, amounting to 
460,000 sq ft of Grade A office space are:

 • City Quays 3: The biggest single office 
development, creating a total of 250,000 
sq ft beside the existing City Quays 1  
and 2. The construction is estimated  
to cost £50 million and once City Quays  
3 is complete, it will accommodate  
2,500 employees

 • Bedford Square: A 210,000 sq ft office 
building on Bedford Street. The scheme 
includes the redevelopment of the old 
Ewart's Warehouse into the foyer for an 
adjoining a 17-storey office block.

Both these schemes will continue 
throughout 2021, with City Quays 3 still 
to-let. Once these schemes conclude, 
the question will turn to their fit-out and 
use. Delays were experienced with these 
office developments due to lockdown 
regulations and the halt in construction 
during the year. From the completion dates 
recorded in the 2020 Belfast Crane Survey, 
there appears to have been an average 
three month delay in office developments 
under construction.

Despite the level of construction throughout 
2020, approximately 880,000 sq ft (67% 
of office space) remains to-let, compared 
to 465,000 sq ft in the previous year. This 
represents an increase of approximately 
48% in office developments which are still 
to be fully let. Given the impact of COVID-19 
combined with the large quantity of new 
office space coming to market, this is not 
unxpected. It is unlikely in the short term 
that office space will be taken up whilst 
would be occupiers evaluate their post-
pandemic accommodation needs.

Office refurbishment v office new build 2020

Chart 3. Office development pipeline (sq ft)
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A time to reflect

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a move to digital and remote working 
almost overnight. The return to the office will be much slower and at a 
reduced scale. The Deloitte London Office Crane Survey Winter 2020 
found that office-based workers would like to work from home for half 
their working week in the long term4. 

The situation undoubtedly leaves many 
organisations assessing their requirements 
for office space and the contribution 
their offices make to company culture, 
productivity and overall value. Emerging 
thinking indicates that in the future 
internal office space will be different, 
moving away from banks of desks (’desk 
factories’) towards designs with a much 
higher proportion of space dedicated to 
collaboration and group-work, bringing in 
a more social look and feel. These designs 
may require a similar level of space overall 
when compared with traditional banks  
of desks.

Looking forward, single use office 
developments and mixed use 
developments that include office space 
(Tribeca with 500,000 sq ft, Waterside 
with 800,000 sq ft, Weavers Cross with the 
potential to have 1,300,000 sq ft office-led 
space and Smithfield 150,000 sq ft) will 
need to factor in shifting demands as they 
seek to progress. This may require changes 
in the proposed uses of space.

4 https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/real-estate/articles/london-crane-survey-2020.html#/
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Student 
accommodation 
and education

Student accommodation

Over the past five years, Belfast has seen a surge in the construction 
of purpose-built student accommodation (PBSA). A slowdown in PBSA 
development has been expected, as previous developments complete 
and come to the market. Almost 3,000 new rooms have been completed 
since 2016, 430 of them in 2020.

There was one major new start in 2020.  
In contrast to the recent surge in PBSA in 
the northern edge of the city centre, this  
is located in the southern edge:

 • Botanic Link: A 253 unit development by 
CA Ventures and Lacuna Developments, 
due to complete in Q2 2022.

One scheme completed in 2020:

 • 26-44 Little Patrick Street: A 430 unit, 
11-storey PBSA, completed in Q3 2020 
in advance of the opening of the Ulster 
University Belfast Campus.

However, more than half the rooms  
in Little Patrick Street are to be used  
as an aparthotel for the next three  
years5; this highlights obvious concerns 
about the uptake in the accommodation  
in the short term. 

Undoubtedly COVID-19 has had an  
impact on student accommodation 
occupancy rates, and the long-term  
impact is still unknown.

In addition, there have been obvious  
to student accommodation developments 
due to the halt to construction during  
the year. From the completion dates 
recorded in the 2020 Belfast Crane  
Survey, it appears that there was 
an average delay of nine months in 
developments under construction.

Chart 4. Student housing development pipeline (units)
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5 https://www.irishnews.com/business/businessnews/2020/09/09/news/worked-completed-on-belfast-student-block-set-to-open-as-
split-aparthotel-scheme-2060220/
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Educating in a new environment

Construction of Phase 2 of the Ulster 
University Belfas Campus has driven 
many of the student accommodation 
developments over the past five years:

 • Ulster University Belfast Campus: 
An 800,000 sq ft enhanced Belfast 
campus development made substantial 
progress in 2020. The internal fit-out 
has commenced and the enhanced 
Belfast campus has been joined into 
one building with the installation of the 
glazed link bridge spanning across York 
Street. The development is currently on 
track to open in Q3 2021.

In addition, a development for Queen's 
University Belfast (QUB) continued 
throughout 2020:

 • Queen's Student Centre: A 120,000 
sq ft Student Centre, which will create a 
new integrated facility to accommodate 
support, developmental and commercial 
services provided by the University and 
the Students’ Union. This scheme is due 
to complete in Q3 2022.

 

An additional significant new start for  
QUB was the 70,000 sq ft expansion  
of Riddell Hall, located in South Belfast. 
Two education schemes concluded  
this year:

 • McClay Library: a £9.5 million 
extension and alterations to the QUB 
McClay Library in the south of the city, 
completed in Q1 2020.

 • The Medical Biology Centre 
Simulation Centre: A 34,000 sq ft 
development, completed in Q3 2020.  
The Simulation Centre is located  
within the existing Medical Biology 
Centre complex.

Looking forward

In the short term, it is unlikely that many 
more PBSA developments will emerge, due 
primarily to the surge in construction over 
the previous five years, so that supply is 
meeting the anticipated demand. 

Currently there are many unknowns 
surrounding the education and student 
accommodation sector. COVID-19 has 
increased uncertainty around whether 
overseas students will still want to travel 
to Belfast for their university education, 
and whether online learning will encourage 
more students to stay at home. The 
predicted slowdown in PBSA has likely 
come at a good time while these trends 
become clearer. However, the attraction 
of in-person university experience and the 
undoubted need for further and higher 
education to support and future-proof 
economic recovery, suggests there will 
be a continuing important role for the 
education sector in the city centre.

Chart 5. Education and Research Development Pipeline (sq ft)
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Work will continue on the Ulster University Belfast Phase 2 Campus in 
advance of its opening in Q3 2021. QUB will continue its rolling £700m 
capital investment programme, including the expansion of Riddell Hall 
and the Student Centre development.

Further and Higher Education has played a significant part in the success 
of the city to date by developing the skills of the resident population and 
attracting and retaining talent. This emphasis on developing skills and 
building talent continued throughout 2020.
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Hotel, retail  
and leisure

Now what?

No new hotel rooms were completed in Belfast in 2020, the same as  
in 2019. Given the substantial volume of hotel rooms completed from 
2016-2018, this is not necessarily a surprise.

However in the context of COVID-19, and 
the associated restrictions on travel and 
social mixing, it is important to consider 
not just the outlook for new developments 
in the hospitality sector, but also the 
sustainability of the existing stock in the 
short-to-medium term.

The Northern Ireland tourism narrative, 
and its impact on Belfast and the wider 
region, has been enormously positive and 
compelling. In combination with Belfast’s 
historical deficit of hotel rooms, the step 
change increase in visitor numbers (both 
leisure and business) led to a boom in 
hotel developments and tourism-related 
income for the city. It is a sad irony that the 
target of making Northern Ireland tourism 
a one billion pound industry was achieved 
in 2019, only for events through 2020 to 
upend that milestone6.

6 NISRA (Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency, Annual and quarterly tourism statistics publications).
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A sobering outlookReasons for resilience

This is illustrated by the progress with 
proposed hotel schemes including:

 • A six-storey 276 bedroom hotel to be 
constructed on Hamilton Dock in the 
Titanic Quarter, which gained planning 
permission in January 2020

 • A 78 bedroom hotel to be created from 
the re-fit and refurbishment of the long-
vacant former Belfast Children’s Hospital 
on Queen Street

 • A 175 bedroom aparthotel to be 
developed on Queen Street by 
Oakland Holdings. A long-term tenancy 
agreement has already been signed with 
hospitality operator room2 hometels

 • An innovative 21 bedroom development 
in CS Lewis Square, to be created using 
re-purposed shipping containers.

While these schemes are still progressing 
through the pre-construction phase, it is 
also notable that new projects continue to 
emerge. Challenges to Belfast’s hospitality 
sector through 2020 from restrictions are 
the result of global events, and do not 
detract from the quality and attractiveness 
of the city’s tourism offering, which has 
proved so successful pre-pandemic.

Chart 6. Hotel development pipeline (units)
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However, while there are factors at work that generate an undercurrent 
of optimism within the tourism and hospitality sector, the overwhelming 
story currently is one of disturbance and uncertainty.

Belfast is not alone in facing an uncertain outlook for the return of events 
and out-of-state visitors and business travellers; but while the pain in 
the short term has been, and may continue to be, immense, there is a 
resilient optimism in the face of the current challenges. 

Reassurance that conditions may improve 
in the medium term will be of interest 
and encouragement to investors with the 
freedom to ‘wait and see’, but will be of 
little comfort for operators navigating the 
market in the coming months who may not 
have the luxury of waiting for revenue to 
keep their businesses alive.

The room occupancy rate for the Belfast 
City Council area in 2020 is expected to 
fall below 45 per cent, once final annual 
figures have been compiled, down from 
an estimated 71% in 2019. Even with 
prospective relief in 2021, including 
a mooted tourism voucher scheme 
to encourage domestic tourism, the 
cumulative impact over a year filled with 
uncertainty and stress for operators and 
staff has taken a toll on the industry and 
the people who work in it. 

UK-wide statistics suggest that the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (or 
‘furlough’) had a take-up rate of 87% 
for ‘Accommodation & Food Services’ 
employers (equating to 73% of individual 
employments in the sector), the largest 
proportion in any sub-sector, and this 
figure does not include casual staff 
who have been without hours of work7. 
Revitalisation of the sector may require 
more than just the return of visitors, as 
the impact of COVID-19 resonates through 
2021 and beyond.

7 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-july-2020/coronavirus-job-retention-
scheme-statistics-july-2020
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Revaluation and resolution Retail revolution

The Belfast Agenda target will not be 
realised within the original timeframe; 
however the quantum of rooms  
delivered against the baseline is 
nevertheless substantial.

Circumstances beyond local control  
have impacted the market in ways that 
could not have been anticipated. EU exit  
is now a reality in 2021, and it will  
be important to minimise as much as 
possible the uncertainty this causes,  
given the pressures and difficulties  
created by COVID-19. 

With the increase in remote working 
during the pandemic, the future demand 
for business travel remains unclear. With 
regard to leisure travel, it is expected 
that domestic and visitors from GB and 
Republic of Ireland will return first and that 
international leisure travel will resume in 
earnest in the medium term. It is hoped 
the city and region’s previously success 
with visitor offerings, a pent-up demand 
for travel and an increase in savings 
amongst consumers (with an assumed 
associated increase in spending one travel 
has resumed) will mean that the city once 
enjoy welcoming large numbers of visitors. 

There were two retail developments under 
construction in Belfast through 2020:

 • 23-29 Castle Place (Calvert House): 
a redevelopment of the former DV8 
premises which were vacated following 
the Bank Buildings fire, creating 34,000 
sq ft of retail space to be occupied  
by JD Sports.

 • The Bank Buildings: the rebuilding  
of the iconic structure which was 
destroyed by fire in 2018 has entered  
the construction phase, and it will be  
re-occupied by Primark on completion.

In addition, the Frederick Street mixed 
use scheme adjacent to the new Ulster 
University campus will contain 7,500 sq ft 
of retail space – below the threshold for 

inclusion in our statistics, but a notable 
development in retail provision in that  
area of the city.

While there are active developments, this 
is not a narrative of retail ‘expanding’ into 
other areas of the city that are in need of 
revitalisation. The developments under 
construction through 2020 represent a 
restoration from the devastation of the 
Bank Buildings fire and refurbishment 
rather than an expansion.

The Belfast Agenda set a target of 2,500 new hotel rooms across the 
Belfast City Council area by 2021. Since January 2016 the Belfast Crane 
Surveys have recorded 1,432 completed new hotel rooms in the city – 
with zero new hotel rooms since 2018.

The shift in retail orientation from traditional city centre shopping to an 
increasingly online model was accelerated in 2020 as shops were forced 
to shut their doors for extended periods.

Chart 7. Retail space under construction and completed by year (sq ft)
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The insolvencies affecting Debenhams  
and Topshop present a challenge for 
two of the city centre’s foremost retail 
complexes. Debenhams is a major tenant 
in Castlecourt, and Topshop is a major 
tenant for Victoria Square. In addition, 
Tesco has confirmed that it will close its 
Royal Avenue premises. Filling the large 
spaces left behind should these retailers 
vacate will raise questions not just about 
the retail sector but also more broadly 
about the use of space in the city centre 
from 2021. In the past, Belfast has been 
successful in re-purposing space vacated 
by the demise of major retailers such 
as BHS, but this was in less challenging 
economic conditions, and before the big 
COVID-19 prompted shift by consumers  
to online shopping. 

It is not yet clear how permanent the 
changes in consumer behaviour will be, nor 
the extent to which government financial 
support is keeping struggling businesses 
afloat. Many changes in behaviour have 
been forced on businesses and individuals 

because of restrictions imposed on 
them. The large variations in city centre 
footfall from month-to-month as Belfast 
went through periods of lockdown and 
re-opening make it difficult to draw firm 
conclusions about local consumer’s long-
term preferences. However, it is clear that 
there is a big challenge in attracting people 
back into the city centre in a safe and 
sustainable manner8. 

Commentators have observed that a 
strength in the city’s retail offering is the 
number and quality of local independent 
retailers and hospitality businesses – 
many of which have a presence in the city 
centre. There are strong indications that 
consumers are becoming increasingly 
ethically aware and socially conscious, and 
locally-orientated businesses have become 
an invaluable support for communities 
through the lockdown period9. Local trade 
organisations have expressed an ambition 
for independent retailers to lead recovery 
on the high street10.

8 Belfast One BID suggest an overall footfall decrease of c.40-45% year-on-year from 2019-2020
9 Survey by HeyHuman, documented on ‘TalkingRetail’ < https://www.talkingretail.com/news/industry-news/local-stores-have-
become-the-backbone-of-the-covid-19-shopping-experience-19-10-2020/ >
10 https://www.belfastlive.co.uk/news/belfast-news/belfast-city-centre-retailers-appeal-19275590 

A major leisure project

The evolving role of leisure in the city centre

 • The Odyssey Pavilion: Work is ongoing 
to renovate and refurbish The Odyssey 
Pavilion. £17 million is being invested by 
the Odyssey Trust, in collaboration with 
Isle of Man-based company Matagorda 
2, in a scheme to reconfigure almost 
250,000 sq ft of space. The cinema and 
bowling alley will be retained, but will 
be refurbished and come under new 
management, and plans also include  

the creation of 16 units for bars/
restaurants, the construction of a 
climbing wall, and a new health club.

The Odyssey scheme has continued to 
progress, and is due for completion in 
2021. A number of other schemes located 
in the Titanic Quarter also progressed in 
the pre-construction phase through 2020, 
setting up a promising pipeline of projects 

for the area – in addition to the ongoing 
construction of Olympic House. Planned 
projects include:

 • An investment of £12 million by  
reefLIVE to create an aquarium on 
Queen’s Road, which gained planning 
permission in September

 • A 276-room hotel proposed for Hamilton 
Dock (referred to previously).

Providing areas for play, exercise and 
green space, such as Cathedral Gardens  
in the city or in emerging plans for multiple 
‘parklets’ to replace on-street parking 
spaces, are  ways in which city living  
could be adapted to meet emerging 
residential preferences.

An encouraging endorsement of this 
concept was a motion passed by Belfast 
City Council in January 2021, committing 
to developing a ‘30 by 30’ biodiversity 
campaign for the city – reflecting an 
initiative originated at the UN Biodiversity 
Summit in September 2020 to return 30% 
of land and sea to nature by 203011.

2021 will see the start of on-site 
construction work for the Belfast 
Transport Hub, expanding the existing 
bus and railway station on Great Victoria 
Street. In addition to transforming the 
city’s transport offering, the Hub will 
provide a large amount of new public 
space – including Saltwater Square, a 
space for art, entertainment, and leisure.

There was one leisure scheme under construction through 2020:

With the trend among home-owners to locate near green space, 
combined with changes in commuting patterns, the role of leisure in  
the city centre may evolve over the coming years. 

11 https://minutes.belfastcity.gov.uk/documents/s88804/Motion%20-%2030%20by%2030%20Biodiversity%20Campaign.pdf
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Outlook

The evidence in this year’s Crane Survey 
leads us to think beyond the pandemic.

 • The volume of office space completed 
or under-construction is at the highest 
levels recorded since the first Belfast 
Crane Survey in 2016, and this is 
primarily a signal of progress and 
momentum pre-2020. There remains 
optimism that the office will continue 
to play a key role in the future of work, 
albeit in a hybrid model alongside 
working from home.

 • While the pace of decision-making  
will undoubtedly slow down, there 
continues to be a number of ambitious 
mixed-use developments in the pipeline, 
including Tribeca, Waterside and 
Smithfield. Despite COVID-19 disrupting 
public transport, the Transport Hub  
and Weavers Cross will start 
construction in 2021.

 • The previous years’ surge in hotels 
completed in time for global travel to 
come to a virtual stop overnight, with 
significant uncertainty about the scale, 
shape and timing of a recovery in  
tourism and hospitality.

 • There is development activity in retail, 
due to restoration of existing space.  
This is happening against the current  
of well documented fears about 
increased vacancies and a continued 
shift to online habits.

 • While a wave of student accommodation 
has increased city centre living, a wider 
residential market has been slow to 
develop. This remains a policy priority 
and there are schemes in the pipeline; 
however the pandemic has enhanced 
the need for a greener, healthier city. 
Getting this right should both help the 
city centre to be more ‘liveable’ and  
sit well with the global challenge of 
climate change.

The drone video footage of empty city 
centre streets during the spring of 2020 
would have been unimaginable just a few 
months previously. Yet, even in the face of 
COVID-19 and EU exit, we are still talking 
about challenges that existed before. 
There has been a speeding up of some 
issues but fundamentally the shift from 
a retail-dominated city core to a broader 
mix of uses is well under way. Strategic 
initiatives such as the Belfast Region City 
Deal will support this further.

These changes will continue, possibly not 
as dramatically as in 2020, but the past 
year has certainly put a spotlight on the 
city that we have rarely seen before.

With the arrival of COVID-19, 2020 was a year filled with unexpected 
challenges, compounded by uncertainty around the nature of EU exit 
from 2021. It seems probable that until COVID-19 has been brought 
under control to an extent where it is possible to end lockdown and 
other restrictions, the uncertainty will persist.

Looking forward
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