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Commercial Property Sector in Northern Ireland
Raymond Wilson Senior Partner at Harrisons Solicitors
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The spectre of doom and gloom
surrounding Northern Ireland’s
hitherto buoyant commercial
property sector may still have
sometime to go. The property
market “bottom” is hard to
define never mind answer the
question as to whether the
market has reached the
bottom.

he market inactivity would suggest
Tthat no-one wants to raise above the

parapet with banking in crisis and
interest rates higher than previously with
no likelihood of lower rates. If one can
look back and say that it was only 2008
that marked this downturn, then I believe
that I would be echoing everyone’s
sentiment that, while it was painful, it was
manageable. As one commentator also
put it, on a more positive note, there are
likely to be opportunities with the benefit
of hindsight that perhaps should have
been taken by investors and were not!

The last few years witnessed
unprecedented activity in Northern
Ireland’s commercial property sector with
investors being lured to the market by
prospects of a lasting peace and
expectations of a more favourable
economic climate. The sustainability of
that activity probably could not have
lasted given that The Sunday Times
compared the Northern Ireland property
market with Klondyke. The comparison
may well have been apposite for
residential property but certainly had not
been translated into the office sector.
Northern Ireland office rental rates

remain very competitive. New, purpose-
built and fitted-out office space will
continue to be developed with large floor
plates as more and more companies view
the lowest net-rent in the UK as the
reason to locate. Cost savings are
significant with office space going for £15
per square foot in the greater Belfast area
giving significant savings compared to
London at £60 per square foot and
Glasgow and Manchester close to £30 per
square foot. Interest has been shown by
US banking giant Citi in the redeveloped
Titanic Quarter to establish a 39 strong
legal and compliance division to support

its European markets. They are unlikely to
be the last in coming to Belfast and clearly
developers are likely to shelve plans to
build new city apartments and turn to
office space if major interest develops.

The retail market has been busy too
with yields on prime sites holding up well
against major new developments such as
Victoria Square which opened in March
2008. The fear that this would take
business from elsewhere in the tightly
drawn retail heart of Belfast appears to
have been misplaced. The challenge for
retail in Belfast is to consolidate its new
found shops in Victoria Square with the
rest of Belfast. The continued growth in
tourism and the attraction of Northern
Ireland from the rest of Ireland, due to
the favourable exchange rates between
sterling and euro existing through 2008,
bodes well for the sustainability of
Northern Ireland’s retail space.

Northern Ireland can be justifiably
proud of the recent developments in and
around Belfast and it is clear that it should
be able to compete for business and
tourism with any other region of the
United Kingdom on an equal or even
better footing in the years to come.

...Northern Ireland office rental
rates remain very competitive.
New, purpose-built and fitted-
out office space will continue
to be developed with large
floor plates as more and more
companies view the lowest net-
rent in the UK as the reason to
locate...
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Northern Ireland Science Park

The Appliance of Science to Enbance Commercial Success

John Simpson
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NORTHERN IRELAND

SCIENCE PARK
[

Transforming d) into cial reality

Northern Ireland Science Park
The Innovation Centre
Queen’s Road

Queen’s Island

Belfast

BT3 9DT

Mervyn Watley
Director of Corporate
Real Estate & Facilities
Tel: 028 9073 7800
Fax: 028 9073 7801

info@nisp.co.uk
WWW.hisp.co.uk

Innovation Centre

The Northern Ireland Science
Park is a dynamic commercially
motivated organisation to
facilitate the exploitation of
scientific knowledge,
innovation and commercial
ability into a catalyst for the
development of ambitious and
successful business
entrepreneurs, many of whom
have matured through the two
main Northern Ireland
universities.

here is more than a symbolic
Tsignificance in the location of the

Park in Titanic Quarter on Queen’s
Island, the home of what was one of the
world’s leading engineering businesses for
over a century. Alongside the 21st century
location are some of the retained
examples of what, in the late 19th century
were path-breaking shipbuilding
engineering ideas,particularly in the
Titanic’s Dock and Pump-House which

has been restored as an educational
resource and interpretive centre alongside
the dock where the great ship received its
final fit-out prior to departure for
Southampton so many years ago.

The Science Park is a modern facility,
initiated in March 1999, providing a high
quality physical environment. It is
endowed with a quality set of buildings,
including advanced IT capacity, with the
added dimension of a campus-style
community drawing on the support of
senior academics from Queen’s University
and the University of Ulster, as well as
frequent visits from internationally
regarded academics and industrial
specialists.

Dr. Norman Apsley, himself a
prominent physicist, has been the Chief
Executive since the Park was created and
has seen it quickly mature as an attractive
location for many projects, a campus with
a buzz of achievement, and as a viable
project following an initial investment
from the main stakeholders. “The
concepts and design of the buildings have
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been consciously orientated to
accommodate a range of specialisms and
different sizes of units. Bio-sciences or life
sciences can sit beside computer science:
our units are capable of many differing
uses.”

Alongside the original Innovation
Centre, which opened in 2003, where the
empbhasis is on the provision of modern
services in units that are usually quite
small, more recently, a major project led
by Professor John McCanny has moved
into a large neighbouring building housing
the ECIT [Electronics, Communications
and IT Institute] project employing over
200 people doing advanced research and
development, sponsored by Queen’s
University.

Currently, plans are at the
implementation stage for a further
200,000 sq.ft in a concourse of three
connected buildings, with the first to be
completed in the autumn of 2008.
Applications from potential new tenants
are now being progressed.

Strong working relations with Queen’s
University and the University of Ulster are
built into the governance structure of the
Science Park and these relationships also
draw on close personal contact with senior
staff. The Vice-Chancellor of each
University is represented on the Board
with responsibility for strategic planning
and this high level involvement extends to
representation for decision making on the
acceptance, or rejection, of applications.

Currently, in mid-2008, there are 20
organisations leasing space in NISP —
ranging from smaller indigenous
companies up to big-name multinationals
like Citi, Polaris and Microsoft. In
addition to the Innovation Centre, tenants
spread across ECIT, White Star House
and The Legacy Building, employ a total
of 1,400 people. This is estimated to
generate additional incomes approaching
£60m.pa.

A key selling point for the Science Park
are the arrangements that offer flexible
desk space, IT facilities and secretarial
support with different scales of service to
meet the emerging needs of individuals
developing their ideas. Whether it is a
desk on a month’s notice or a full building
on a 15 year lease, the Science Park is

...Currently, plans are at the
implementation stage for

a further 200,000 sq.ftin a
concourse of three connected
buildings, with the first to be
completed in the autumn

of 2008. Applications from
potential new tenants are
now being progressed...

flexible enough to meet a range of
different needs.

The outreach of the Park is extended by
a series of functions, seminars and special
conferences where invited experts come
to the campus and exchange ideas and
information with local experts. Twice a
year, at ECIT’s international advisory
committee, senior figures from firms such
as Sony, BT and Max Planck take the
opportunity to listen to their development
programmes to challenge and extend the
reach of Northern Ireland’s budding
scientists.

The stimulus of professional
connections is made slightly more formal
through the work of NISP Connect.
Sponsored by Belfast City Council, Invest
NI, NISP and by the private sector, this is
an independent organisation fostering
entrepreneurship by accelerating the
growth of promising technologies often
through early stage companies. The
objective is to link people, technology and
capital to allow innovative projects, based

on high value intellectual property
content, to develop. Nearly a hundred
small companies have joined the network
Five hundred business people have
offered their informal support whether as
advisors, mentors or sources of
information. NISP Connect acts as an
independent honest broker bringing the
key components together.

For projects reaching the stage where
raising capital becomes important, the
Science Park hosts the ‘halo’ partnership.
This partnership, supported by
InterTradelreland as part of its Equity
Network as well as Invest NI and the NI
Bankers Association, brings together
nearly 50 potential private investors
(business angels) and new entrepreneurs
through an experienced team of business
advisors and investors to examine
potential business deals.

In a relatively short period (less than 10
years) the Science Park has gone from
concept to reality. Now with the first
building open five years it continues to
attract new business whether linked to
new business coming to Northern Ireland
or to the aspirations of business spin-outs
from the Universities. Not only is it open
but it has already demonstrated through
the demands of its tenants that it fills a
critical gap in the institutional
arrangements to harness the knowledge
based economy in ways that lift the
achievements of the Northern Ireland
economy. Almost without exception, the
businesses locating in the Park have been
successful.

Northern Ireland Science Park

The new 200,000 sq ft Concourse Development
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