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Mr Chairman and members of the Committee, ISME welcomes the opportunity to discuss the issues 

and problems being experienced in Irish town centres and the ways in which we could rectify these.   

ISME, the Irish Small & Medium Enterprises Association, is the INDEPENDENT body 

representing owner managers of small & medium businesses in Ireland. SMEs constitute 99% of all 

businesses in Ireland, employ over 900,000, which equates to 64% of Private Sector employees and 

54% of total employees. 

The Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association (ISME) was formed in 1993 to guarantee that 

Small and Medium Enterprises in Ireland have an independent voice.  The Association represents 

in excess of 9,000 SME businesses throughout the 26 counties. Our independence stems from the 

fact that as a business organisation we uniquely rely on the resources of our members. We are not 

reliant on big business which compromises other representative organisations. We are the only 

independent representative body for SMEs in Ireland. 

Our organisation’s members employ over 225,000, from the sole trader with no employees right up 

to businesses with 250 employees. We also are a ‘broad church’, representing all sectors, from 

importers to exporters, agri-food to engineering, retail, manufacturing, distribution, service 

industries, including accountants, solicitors and other professions. 

The defining feature is that the businesses are run by the very people who own them and invest their 

life savings and their family’s’ life savings in their enterprises.  

 

Introduction 

The difficulties currently experienced by main streets and town centres are well documented.  

Retailers are facing a myriad of issues such as competition from suburban shopping centres and 

decreased domestic demand, parking problems, the increasing popularity of internet shopping and 

high commercial rates and local charges, not to mention the black economy, which is booming in 

Ireland at the moment. A reduction in footfall, stemming largely from decreased consumer spending, 

and empty premises are contributing to the ‘ghost-town’ effect we are currently seeing in so many 

town and village centres. The decay of Irish town centres did not happen overnight and a speedy 

resolution while preferable, will not be possible. A sustained economic upturn would do much to 

revitalise once bustling high streets but this alone will not address the problems being encountered 

by town and village centre businesses. A comprehensive strategy for renewing main streets and 



town centres must be agreed and implemented as quickly as possible if the streets that were once 

the focal point of community life are to be maintained and revitalised.  

This presentation will identify the main issues facing town centres as identified by ISME members, 

and will suggest potential resolutions for same. 

 

The Parking Issue  

Local Authorities fell in the greedy trap of, as they saw it, easy money up-front for huge out-of-town 

stores which in the long term kill off competition. Where one can go to their free car park and do all 

one's shopping there without giving business to anybody else.  

Traditionally in town centres there was competition, which helped the community. A much fairer 

system and much better for the town and the community because there was variety, quality and 

choice, everyone is shopping around. Now due to the lack of foresight by councils and an eagerness 

to grab the shilling we have decimated our towns. Local neighbourhood centres where all services 

could be availed of are closing. 

We have sacrificed communities for perceived convenience.  

Suburban shopping centres are purpose built to offer a variety of stores and amenities in order to 

entice the maximum amount of shoppers. Consumers can usually meet most of their shopping, 

dining and entertainment needs under one roof and with the added bonus of parking spaces just 

outside the door. These parking spaces are usually free or heavily discounted in comparison to the 

cost of parking in town centres.  

 In order for town centres to compete with this suburban convenience they must first address this 

parking issue that plagues virtually every urban area. There is simply not enough parking and the 

parking that is available is usually too expensive. City and County Councils must assist their rate-

paying business customers by offering parking incentives to consumers. Free or discounted parking 

periods must be introduced where possible. Each council has the responsibility of consulting with 

relevant stakeholders to decide on a package of parking incentives that would best suit their town 

centre. Restoring footfall and rebuilding the ‘hustle and bustle’ previously seen on main streets must 

take priority over raising revenue through parking fees. Councils must think long-term and prioritise 

boosting footfall above the short-term profit in parking fees and attendant fines collected. 



There is a definite correlation between a proactive and supportive local authority in relation to 

village and town centres and strong business revival, where businesses are encouraged to remain 

or move to town through a range of schemes and incentives. The long term outcome is a vibrant 

town and increased revenue all around. 

 

Aesthetics and Atmosphere 

Town centres need to be an attractive place to visit in order to draw customers in. They also need 

to be safe and easily accessible. Who wants to shop, dine or enjoy leisure time on a dirty street full 

of boarded up premises and a high rate of crime? Councils must take stock of their town and village 

centres and analyse how they could be improved upon. Litter issues must be addressed and 

streetscaping plans implemented in conjunction with the relevant businesses. 

Vacant units are particularly aesthetically displeasing and attract vandalism and graffiti. They are of 

no benefit to town commerce and must be avoided where possible. The Mary Portas review of high 

streets suggests imposing disincentives on landlords to prevent them from leaving units vacant. 

Measures such as this could assist entrepreneurs in acquiring premises to trade from at reasonable 

rents. It would also make the town centre a more attractive and worthwhile place to visit. It is clear 

that vacant units are an issue and a plan of action must be drawn up as soon as possible to 

encourage landlords to ensure all units are utilised.  

Many town and village centres are currently lacking an inviting atmosphere. It must be remembered 

that main streets are not solely for shopping. They are the centre of a community and should contain 

a balanced mix of outlets for retail and social purposes. Town centres cannot exist for retail purposes 

only and it is essential that we create main streets with a wide range of uses. 

Regular community events such as village/ town fairs or festivals do much to encourage footfall back 

in the town centre. Most Irish towns have been pro-active in organising such events in recent years 

and this good work must be encouraged and aided by councils.  

Town centre crime is a priority area for local garda stations and the use of ASBOs and increasing 

engagement between community guards and business owners is to be lauded. These efforts must 

be sustained and developed. If a main street is perceived to be dangerous people will simply avoid 

it. We must ensure that they can feel safe when using local amenities and are not encouraged to 

retreat to suburban shopping centres which usually have a much more visible security presence in 

the form of private security guards than the garda presence witnessed on our streets.  



Town Teams 

The Portas report also introduced the concept of Town Teams who would work towards improving 

the prosperity of Town Centres and create a viable and sustainable Town centre economy. They 

would take a collaborative, consensus based approach to rejuvenating main streets. Each town team 

could contain representatives of various stakeholder groups in the town. This would ensure that a 

broad range of knowledge and experience was available in creating plans to renew the town centre 

in a manner that suited the town in question. Town teams could reinvigorate community involvement 

and reinstate a sense of a pride in improving the locality.  

 

Rates, Charges, Rents and Costs. 

Businesses are struggling to remain competitive in this difficult economic climate because of the 

excessively high costs foisted upon them. Local authority rates and changes contribute to this 

problem. Rates are a necessary charge for the provision of services but must be levied fairly, in a 

manner that allows businesses a chance to thrive. New businesses especially find it difficult to carry 

the burden of rates and measures to assist them such as rates holidays must be examined. 

ISME is calling for a rates freeze for existing businesses for the short to medium term future. Owner-

managers are reluctant to create new jobs in the face of economic and cost uncertainty. The simple 

act of a guaranteed rates freeze for a specified time would help to instil confidence and make it 

easier to predict future growth and job creation opportunities.  

Red tape and charges for simple requests such as a licensees for outdoor chairs and tables must 

also be reduced and, where possible, eliminated. Councils must work with owner-managers who are 

attempting to improve town centre trading rather than viewing them solely as an opportunity to boost 

the town coffers.  

The issue of Upwards Only Rent Reviews requires attention. The bill to redress this problem, as 

published by Senator Fergal Quinn, is currently working its way through the Houses of the 

Oireachtas. This Bill requires, and we in ISME are asking for, cross-party support to have it passed. 

Constitutional concerns can then be tested by the Supreme Court, if necessary. Upwards Only Rents 

are an unsustainable legacy of the Celtic Tiger Era and must be eliminated.  

The increase in employer’s PRSI from 4.25% to 8.5% has had a major effect on retailers in particular, 

mainly due to the part-time nature of many of the jobs involved where employees are earning below 



the €356 threshold, through their own lifestyle choice. Not alone has this 100% increase in 

employer’s PRSI costs curtailed recruitment but is threatening existing jobs, particularly in retail. The 

4.25% rate of PRSI should be reinstated immediately for at least the next two years and then 

reviewed. 

In addition to the PRSI increase, we now have the proposed new fees for retailers who sell 

cigarettes. Another example of out-of-touch Government. Imposing a ‘punishment tax’ on retailers 

will place an additional burden on already struggling businesses, threatening their viability while 

driving smokers to contraband and it is ludicrous for the health Minister to pursue this. 

 

The UK Example  

A Billion pound package for assisting town centres was set out in the UK last December. Initiatives 

include a new consultation to tackle aggressive parking policies, which harm high streets; and a 

review of double yellow lines, legislating to allow “grace periods” and stopping CCTV being used for 

parking violations.  Also introduced was a £1,000 discount from 2014 to 2015 and 2015 to 2016 for 

retail premises with a rateable value of up to £50,000 including shops, pubs, cafes, and restaurants. 

They have capped the Retail Price Index (RPI) increase in bills to 2% in 2014 to 2015 and are 

allowing businesses to pay their bills over 12 months instead of 10 in order to help with cashflow.  

The importance of online technology was also recognised with a new multi-million pound 

competition, run by the Technology Strategy Board, being announced to support business-led digital 

town centres. Additionally the government, in partnership with business, will fund £4.7 million of 

research on e-commerce and digital high streets innovations. In planning, changes to permitted 

development rights will offer town centres the flexibility they need to adapt existing buildings. The 

Government plans to consult on permitting change of use from retail to restaurants and retail to 

cinemas, gyms, skating rinks and swimming pools. These British measures can be analysed and 

tracked and adapted so that their mistakes and successes can influence any initiatives adopted for 

Irish town centres.  

 

Competing with Online Retailers 

Internet shopping is now a huge, and rapidly increasing, industry. Online retailers have the 

advantage of easily targeting a wider geographic area and a wider audience. Online retailers often 



operate solely from warehouses and do not require expensive retail units in which to display their 

wares. Town centre businesses find it difficult to compete with these lean cost models. The solution, 

of course, is to develop a website and complement shop sales with online sales. Unfortunately, this 

requires a speedy and reliable broadband infrastructure, something we are still waiting for, and an 

initial cash injection to commence trading online. Retailing has evolved to a point where people 

expect to view products online prior to visiting a store. Consumers also expect to order online and 

collect in store or to have fast delivery of goods. The stores that survive in the coming years will be 

the ones that adapt to the evolving world of retail now, in order to meet their customer’s expectations 

in the future.  

We often hear rhetoric discussing the opportunities for growth that exist for businesses who embrace 

the world of internet sales. However, we are also aware of the alarmingly low numbers of Irish 

businesses who are actually engaging in online selling at present. We need to understand the 

reasons behind this as it is not enough to simply draw conclusions based on assumptions and 

anecdotal evidence. Irish businesses are lagging behind in the digital revolution and many now face 

a difficult game of catch-up. An in-depth review of the obstacles hindering development in this area 

must be conducted. We need to know if it is simply a lack of finances, expertise, interest or 

understanding that is holding businesses back from developing an online presence or if other issues 

are posing a problem. It is clear that there is a problem with regards to Irish businesses getting 

themselves online so we need to fully understand the reasons for this. Only then will we be able to 

implement successful initiatives and training to redress the problem. The Online Trading Vouchers 

launched as part of the National Digital Strategy should potentially get more businesses online but 

the low number and alarmingly slow roll out of these has meant the scheme has been ineffective 

thus far.  

Government needs to prioritise this issue immediately. We are an export-focused economy that is 

allowing the vast majority of town and village centre businesses to miss out on the export 

opportunities offered by trading online.  

 

Shop Local 

Now more than ever we need a national effort to save and retain Irish jobs. By demanding quality 

Irish products we will at least give a fair chance to local producers and retailers to survive and serve 

the local community. Buying from locally owned businesses keeps money circulating closer to where 



you spend. Local shops use local services, accountants, insurance brokers, PR companies as well 

as employing local people. They also carry a higher percentage of locally-made goods. 

Every €10 spent locally on Irish products in local stores generates €24 of benefit to the local 

community.  

45 cents of every Euro spent is reinvested locally in comparison to only 15cents for the 

foreign multiples. 

With recent job losses at record levels and local retailers and suppliers struggling to survive, it is 

vital that we support our own local enterprises during these difficult times. By buying Irish we secure 

Irish jobs. If every consumer switched just one tenth of their ‘imported shopping’ to Irish produced 

goods it would shift the balance in favour of local producers, manufacturers and retailers and go a 

long way to sustaining Irish jobs. Demand quality Irish when shopping, shop locally and save local 

jobs. 

 

Conclusion 

ISME believes that by implementing the recommendations discussed the vitality of Irish town and 

village centres would be restored. This would inevitably lead to the creation of jobs and greatly 

enhance community life for locals and tourists. Examining rates and the way in which they are spent, 

introducing town teams, improving the mix of businesses and services available and exploring ways 

in which to exploit the opportunities available online will all work together to restore town centres to 

be at the heart of community life.  


