Belfast’s Donegall Place sees surge in retail occupancy and footfall after rate cuts
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In recent months, Belfast's city centre has witnessed a rejuvenation in retail activity, particularly along Donegall Place, previously marred by numerous vacant units. Business group Belfast One has reported that several high-profile brands, including the lingerie retailer Victoria’s Secret, have started to occupy previously empty spaces, signalling a potential turnaround for the area. The arrival of new names, alongside established favourites like LEGO and Bershka, is heralded as a turning point for Belfast's shopping landscape.
Donegall Place, heralded as the city's primary shopping avenue, has faced significant challenges over the past decade, impacted by a combination of factors including a retail recession, the emergence of the Victoria Square shopping centre in 2008, and the fierce competition from online retailers. This myriad of pressures left many units unoccupied for extended periods. However, recent developments suggest a revitalisation, with stores like Zara undergoing extensive renovations and new tenants such as Gap and DW Sports securing substantial leases. The downward revaluation of property rates, with cuts reportedly as steep as 55%, has played a pivotal role in making the city a more attractive prospect for retailers. This reduction has not only alleviated the financial burden on businesses but also contributed to a newfound optimism among consumers, who are returning to shops in greater numbers.
Several indicators suggest that this positive trend in retail could continue. Notably, Donegall Place and nearby streets have recently gained traction as desirable locations for both UK and international brands. The surge in activity has been underpinned by a year-on-year increase in footfall, with a reported 39% more visitors to the city centre compared to last year. Initiatives aimed at tackling vacant properties, such as the Vacant to Vibrant scheme, have also injected life into the commercial landscape by providing vital funding for entrepreneurs to open new establishments. 
Among the recently sprouted enterprises is Bodega Bagels, which has found success in a formerly empty shop space, aided by financial support that has allowed the owner to invest in necessary renovations. This initiative reflects broader efforts by the Belfast City Council to combat the high levels of commercial vacancy while simultaneously enhancing the city's appeal to shoppers, workers, students, and tourists. Improvements to infrastructure and amenities, coupled with an increase in leisure-focused offerings, position Belfast well on the path to becoming a thriving retail environment once again.
As the city adapts to current market dynamics, projections indicate continued interest from retailers, driven by robust economic recovery in the region. Enhanced consumer confidence suggests that, as more brands establish themselves in Belfast, the city may indeed be entering a new era of retail prosperity, reminiscent of its shopping heyday.
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