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Executive Summary 
(To be completed)

The City Centre Regeneration & Investment Strategy identified car parking as a major issue for Belfast 
City Centre and recommended that the Council work with the Department for Infrastructure to develop 
and implement a strategy for car parking for Belfast. The Council wish to provide a strong civic leadership 
role for the promotion of a modern, safe, accessible and integrated transportation system for the City of 
Belfast and its wider regions. The role of parking in contributing to the success of a city is recognised, 
however it needs to be effectively managed as part of a balanced approach. The Council’s rationale for 
developing the strategy is to ensure that parking supports the local economy by making it easy for 
shoppers and tourists to visit Belfast and provide access to key services and facilities for special needs 
groups and the mobility impaired. It is important that the parking strategy for the city encourages 
sustainable travel modes and helps reduce reliance on the private car whilst enhancing the built and 
natural environment. 

The draft Car Parking Strategy makes recommendations relating to Council owned car parks and car 
parking provision outside our ownership. A key component of the strategy is to facilitate and encourage 
stakeholders to work together to achieve the vision and objectives.  

Vision 
Belfast is a city offering sufficient, high quality and appropriately located parking which supports 

economic development and regeneration within the city by balancing the requirements of 
residents, businesses, commuters and visitors.”

Objective 1
Ensuring appropriate provision and location of car parking to support and improve the economic 
vitality of the City Centre and district centres 

Objective 2
Ensuring car parking provision encourages sustainable commuter travel, especially for journeys 
into the City Centre and supports access by public transport, cycling and walking

Objective 3 
Minimising the potentially negative impacts of parking on residential communities in the city 
particularly in inner city areas 

Objective 4 
Work with stakeholders to improve the quality of parking and information available, ideally 
through technology and in particular develop a new parking signage and information system that 
supports parking and wider applications 
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1.1 Background
The city of Belfast is changing. It is growing and continues to seek more investment, more jobs, more 

opportunities, and to be a better place to live. The city’s transportation network and in particular it’s 

parking have a key role to play in achieving a vibrant competitive city which can compete on a global 

scale.

In recognition of the role of parking in contributing to the success of the city, and as outlined in the City 

Centre Regeneration and Investment Strategy published in September 2015, a strategy for city centre 

parking is needed. The actions and interventions proposed here will complement the Regeneration 

Strategy’s following core principles: increasing the employment and residential population; managing the 

city’s retail offer; maximising tourism opportunities; creating a green, walkable and cyclable city centre; 

create regional learning and innovation centres; and promoting shared space and social impact. The 

actions and interventions within this document include the innovative use of technology to make parking 

‘smarter’ and promote better use of city centre space to provide the right environment for investment and 

for city user’s and while enabling further city development.  

On 1st April 2015 the Department for Regional Development (now renamed as the Department for 

Infrastructure – DfI) transferred all of its off-street car parks (excluding Park and Ride/Park and Share) to 

local councils as part of local government reform. The Council is therefore now responsible for the 

operation of 30 car parks that were previously operated by the DfI, however on-street car parking remains 

under DfI’s control along with other transport responsibilities. 

Local Government Reform also provided local councils with a range of new place-shaping and economic 

powers including developing a new Local Development Plan as part of the wider planning function and 

community planning. This Strategy will seek to inform the development of future statutory plans and 

policies developed under the Council’s new powers.

The current city centre parking strategy is set out in the Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan (BMTP) 

which continues as the statutory transport plan for Belfast. It was developed to manage the transportation 

issues and is currently under review. 

1 Introduction
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1.2 Vision
As outlined in the City Centre Regeneration and Investment Strategy, fundamental to Belfast’s success 

will be the city’s ability to continue to attract investment and retain a competitive advantage over other 

cities. This means being competitive in terms of tax, rates, skills and incentives. But it also means having 

a lifestyle offering that will attract and retain people. The role of transport and car parking is clear: they 

are key elements of how a city functions, not only in terms of business but including the broader ‘lifestyle’ 

offering. 

Car parking clearly is an important resource that supports the economic and social vitality of the city, 

however, it also can have some negative impacts that need to be effectively managed and addressed. 

Primarily these issues are associated with inappropriate parking provision. For example, a high proportion 

of all day commuter parking in the core of a city centre uses up valuable space that could be used for 

broader regenerative purposes and restricts parking opportunities for shorter term uses such as 

shopping, business and leisure activities. Similarly, the ability of commuters to park for free in 

predominantly residential areas prevents those residents from parking and negatively impacts on the 

quality of the area and can undermine on the viability of local businesses that depend on a turnover of 

parking spaces.

Our vision for this strategy is as follows:

This Strategy was developed through close working relationships between Belfast City Council (BCC), DfI 

and Transport NI (as the highway authority), as well as consultation with Elected Members, members of 

the public and other city stakeholders. A joint approach with these stakeholders will be needed in order to 

achieve the objectives within the Strategy that Belfast needs to continue growing and in order to fulfil its 

role as the capital city and the economic driver for the region.

“Belfast is a city offering sufficient, high quality and appropriately located 
parking which supports economic development and regeneration within the 
city by balancing the requirements of residents, businesses, commuters and 

visitors.”
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It is important to consider why people need to park as this is fundamental to understanding how the 

issues should be addressed and also the impacts that peoples’ parking choices have, as many parking 

issues are common in numerous towns and cities. The review considers parking within Belfast city centre, 

examining parking supply, location and the current approach to policy. 

2.1 Why People Park
For many people the private car is an important means of accessing Belfast, particularly for trips to work, 

shopping and leisure. Most of these trips result in an act of parking near to or at the intended destination. 

The availability of somewhere to park is therefore a key consideration for these users, however, parking 

cost and convenience are also significant influences as is the availability of practical alternatives including 

use of public transport.  

Some users may only need to park for a few minutes or for a few hours, such as if they are attending a 

meeting, using their car as part of  their job, going on a shopping trip or visiting a tourist attraction. 

However people who park for work often need to make use of a single parking space for upwards of eight 

hours per day. 

Any consideration of parking needs to take into account the various 

reasons why people need to park their vehicles. It also needs to 

consider whether these parking acts need to be made at all if other 

transport options offer the user a viable alternative. A careful 

balance is needed between the level of parking provided and the 

comparative viability of using other forms of transport to make the 

same trip.

Within cities, it is the movement, connectivity and transportation of people that can be key drivers to 

promoting and sustaining economic growth. Parking is a crucial strand of delivering a ‘joined up’ city 

transportation strategy, and Belfast is no exception. As the city continues to grow, both in terms of 

population and employment, pressures on the transport network will increase and therefore careful 

ongoing management and planning are required.

2 Context & Baseline Review 

“A careful balance is needed 
between the level of parking 

provided and the comparative 
viability of using other forms of 

transport to make the same trip”
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2.2 The Impacts of Parking
Whilst an efficient city parking system can help to sustain a local economy, there are a number of 

considerations needed in order to reduce the adverse impacts that parking often creates. These can be 

attributed to a combination of user behaviour and the level of infrastructure provision. For example, some 

users may have always parked in particular locations as they have been able to, yet there may now be 

unacceptable local impacts associated with this activity. In other areas, an over-supply of free or cheap 

parking can increase traffic congestion on adjacent roads.

When excessive demand materialises on a road network with 

limited capacity, it results in congestion for all road users. This 

impacts on journey time reliability, delivery timeframes for goods 

and services and adds to driver frustration. There are also impacts 

on the environment through increased air and noise pollution.

Cities typically experience large demands on their transport systems, and an abundance of parking 

supply can create high competition for limited road space due to large numbers of drivers looking to park 

their vehicles. As can be seen at many out of town shopping centres, there is an intrinsic link between 

abundant parking provision and large private car demand. Yet in comparison with such out of town sites, 

cities offer more viable travel alternatives to the private car through public transport provision. 

Careful consideration of parking supply within cities is needed in order to achieve an appropriate balance 

that meets demand yet does not encourage less sustainable travel, particularly for commuters. As city 

economies grow, working and resident populations both increase and this causes additional pressure on 

existing transport networks. In order to maintain the effectiveness and lifespan of a city’s transportation 

system, people need to be able to make an informed choice on their method of transport to work/study, 

and ideally users should see mass transit systems such as bus or rail travel as their preferred choice from 

both a cost, convenience and travel time perspective. 

As such, parking price within cities needs to be at a level sufficient 

to sustain the market yet also at a level that does not induce 

excessive demand, thereby undoing efforts to increase use of more 

sustainable transport modes. It also needs to be sufficiently 

competitive so that it does not disadvantage and price out certain 

“Cities typically experience large 
demands on their transport 

systems, and an abundance of 
parking supply can create high 

competition for limited road space 
due to large numbers of drivers 
looking to park their vehicles.”

“…parking price within cities needs 
to be at a level sufficient to sustain 
the market yet also at a level that 

does not induce excessive 
demand, thereby undoing efforts to 
increase use of more sustainable 

transport modes.”
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users for whom sustainable modes are not currently a viable option. This balance can be difficult to 

achieve when the majority of the parking provision is in the hands of the private sector.

A close link between land use and transport planning is essential. This means that new development is 

located in areas that have suitable means of access by a variety of transport modes and ensures prime 

development land in not inappropriately used by low quality surface-level car parking. As the transport 

impact of land uses are examined by the type of development being proposed and the proximity to the 

transport network, this reduces the adverse impacts of private car use and parking. 

Many city buildings such as offices provide their own parking spaces, such as basement parking or lock-

up car parks mainly for employee use. Such spaces are typically not publically available and are termed 

‘Private Non Residential’ (PNR). Whilst this provides additional parking capacity within cities to 

accommodate the demand which is arising from development, the level of PNR parking needs to be 

carefully considered in order to avoid inadvertently maintaining car dependence and adding to traffic 

congestion. In city centre locations where public transport access is good, the need for large numbers of 

PNR spaces is questionable.

Parking space also needs to be provided for tourist coaches, preferably close to attractions so that 

passengers can be dropped off. Lack of coach parking space can cause tour operators to think twice 

before planning city excursions, however, it can be difficult for local authorities to find suitable parking 

locations within heavily built up city centres. Similarly, tourists and other visitors arriving by car can often 

be unaware of parking locations and a lack of signage and information can compound this issue.

All day parking, where a vehicle is continuously parked in the same spot, can take place in inappropriate 

locations. This includes commuters who park in mainly residential areas; preventing local residents from 

parking, adding to the cluttered feel of individual streets, decreasing perceived safety levels and reducing 

access for the likes of emergency service vehicles. 

A high proportion of all day parking can also use up valuable space 

for people who need to park in the city for short durations such as 

for business meetings or for shopping. Typically this is more an 

issue with on-street rather than off-street parking spaces, but the 

result is that the turnover of high value spaces is low which means 

“A high proportion of all day parking 
can use up valuable space for 

people who need to park in the city 
for short durations such as for 

business meetings or for shopping.”
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that people spend time circulating to find a space or are ultimately dissuaded from visiting an area 

altogether.

The majority of parking acts require some sort of enforcement system to ensure effectiveness. 

Enforcement can assess whether parkers have stayed beyond the maximum time limit stipulated on the 

adjacent signage, or if they are parked on urban clearways or on double yellow lines, etc. 

However it is virtually impossible to enforce all parking acts within any given city, and limited enforcement 

resources can only deal with a certain amount of parking infringements. City areas are generally split into 

those with parking restrictions and those where parking is unrestricted. Typically the areas with 

restrictions are city or local centres; however any restrictions are reliant on enforcement. 

Aside from not abiding by parking regime rules, users have been known to abuse the system in other 

ways such as ‘feeding the meter’ which enables users to stay in the same space beyond the time limit 

stated. Similarly, misuse of Blue Badges (which is a nationwide problem) enables people without genuine 

disabilities to park on-street all day for free. The effects of this behaviour are reduced space turnover, 

impacts on traffic progression, circulating traffic looking for a parking space as well as annoyance to local 

residents and businesses.

Increasing volumes of cyclists are being seen throughout the UK 

and Ireland, with many cities also implementing bike hire 

schemes. In order to sustain this recent level of growth the overall 

offer to cyclists needs to be improved, and this includes provision 

such as dedicated cycle lanes and cycle parking. In the absence of suitable and secure parking, cyclists 

often have to lock their bikes to street furniture which adds to the feel of cluttered streets and leaves their 

bikes exposed to the elements.

This lack of good quality parking provision for cyclists can add to crime levels and perceived safety fears, 

which can also be apparent in low standard car parks. If such sites are located in areas of high vehicle or 

personal crime, are poorly lit and unsurfaced or unmanned and without CCTV, users feel unsafe and 

therefore park elsewhere. A lack of provision for disabled users and adults with children can also 

decrease car park attractiveness. Disabled or limited mobility users in particular are often dissuaded from 

paying for parking off-street when they can park for free on-street and closer to where they want to go to.

“In order to sustain the recent level 
of growth in cycling, the overall 

offer to cyclists needs to be 
improved, and this includes 

provision such as dedicated cycle 
lanes and cycle parking.”
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Taxis perform a vital public transport service within cities. They offer convenient door to door transport at 

all times of the day. To ensure this availability to customers, public hire taxis need sufficient on-street rank 

space to be able to wait and private hire taxis also need parking space while they await instruction on 

customer pick up. 

Where the public hire rank space provided is not commensurate with taxi supply, overcrowding occurs 

and this can impact on the local area and impinge traffic flow. This detracts from the overall taxi offer, 

ultimately affecting the local economy. 

2.3 Parking in Belfast

2.3.1 Parking Supply and Demand in the City Centre

The first consideration is how much parking supply and demand there currently is within Belfast. Within 

the city centre’s Controlled Parking Zone (CPZ), which is divided into core and fringe sub-zones, there 

are approximately 28,300 publicly available parking spaces, split as 45% on-street and 55% off-street. 

These zones are shown in Figure 1.

Within the core and fringe zones there are 12,800 spaces where on-street parking can take place, of 

which only 14% are currently ‘controlled’ i.e. have an enforced time limit or payment regime, 

predominantly located within the core zone. This means that there are 9,100 (80%) uncontrolled spaces 

located in fringe areas such as the lower Shankill and Crumlin Roads as well as Donegall Road and 

Lower Ormeau. There are also nearly 1,900 spaces within the core that remain uncontrolled.

There are a further 15,465 off-street spaces within the core and fringe provided in 58 car parks. The city 

council recently received responsibility for 1,476 of these off-street spaces within 17 car parks (two of 

which are free), with the remaining 13,989 being provided within 41 car parks predominantly provided by 

private sector operators. 

Fourteen multi-storey car park (MSCP) sites provide around 58% of the total number of off-street spaces 

within the core and fringe, again predominantly provided by private sector parking operators although a 

small number are provided by public sector bodies. 

The remaining 44 sites are small surface level car parks which typically provide fewer than 100 spaces 

each. The condition of some of these sites is low quality, with poor signposting on approach. It should be 
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noted that some of these surface sites could be redeveloped; therefore the use of these sites for parking 

purposes could be seen to be on a temporary basis. If redeveloped, these sites could be put to more 

appropriate uses.
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Figure 1 – Belfast City Centre Controlled Parking Zones



AECOM Belfast Parking Strategy and Action Plan 13

There are also a number of car park sites that are not generally publicly available but privately owned or 

contract operated. Often these are associated with businesses and offices and are termed as ‘Private 

Non Residential’ (PNR) spaces. Within Belfast city centre’s core and fringe zones there are over 10,400 

PNR spaces, split as around 6,700 within the core and 3,700 in the fringe.

This gives a total parking supply of 38,681 spaces within the city centre core and fringe. Note this 

excludes those provided at supermarkets and out of town shopping centres. The breakdown of spaces in 

the core and fringes respectively is shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 – Approximate Number of Spaces in Core and Fringe Areas of Belfast City Centre

Day to day demand for off-street parking spaces typically uses up 50-60% of capacity at any one time, 

according to biennial surveys undertaken by DfI that have taken place over the last decade. On-street 

spaces typically have higher occupancies at between 70-80% on average, with around 90% of spaces in 
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the core and 70% of spaces in the fringe being used. Demand also changes throughout the year, 

particularly in the run up to Christmas when demand is high.

According to the DfI surveys, the level of parking in the city centre 

has remained relatively constant over the last decade. This means 

there are around 18,000 parking acts within the city centre at any 

one time on a typical day. This equates to around 9,000 parking 

acts in each of the core and fringe areas, and this excludes PNR 

usage figures.

It should be noted that the south fringe area shows the highest level of on-street parking of all of the 

areas considered (~4,000 acts at any one time). This includes areas around Queens University and City 

Hospital where no parking regime is currently in place. Within the core, the level of off-street parking is 

relatively equally spread out however the demand for on-street spaces in the south core area (which 

includes the likes of the Linen Quarter, Donegall Pass and Sandy Row) is double that of other core areas. 

This is considered to be due to the majority of city centre offices being located in this area and limited 

parking regime implementation. 

Figures for the use of PNR spaces are not available; however anecdotal evidence would suggest 

reasonably high use of these spaces since many are provided by businesses and public sector bodies for 

employee use. 

It is therefore apparent that with typical demand for around 18,000 spaces and a supply of 28,300, there 

is sufficient overall public parking supply within the city centre. Occupancy in core areas, which are 

largely subject to parking charges is around 65%, whereas in fringe areas where costs are significantly 

lower, occupancy is around 70%.

It is acknowledged that some car parks are full however others 

sit with lower occupancies. Also it means that there are areas of 

on-street provision completely saturated, largely as a result of 

the lack of any parking regime in those areas. It is therefore clear that the provision of parking is 

fragmented and imbalanced across the city centre. 

“It is clear that the provision of 
parking is fragmented and 

imbalanced across the city centre.”

“According to DfI surveys, the level 
of parking in the city centre has 

remained relatively constant over 
the last decade. This means there 

are around 18,000 parking acts 
within the city centre at any one 
time on a typical day... and this 
excludes PNR usage figures.”
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In addition to the abundance of free parking opportunities on the edge of the city centre, the provision of 

PNR spaces provided is also considered to add to the 

attractiveness of driving into the city centre as these spaces 

are often offered to employees at no or modest cost. This 

also guarantees that people will always get a secure parking 

space upon arrival and therefore entrenches behaviour. 

The proportion of PNR spaces provided in Belfast is 

considered to be high in relation to other similar size cities; in Belfast there is one PNR space per 46 

people, whereas in Cardiff it is one space per 50 people and in Newcastle-upon-Tyne it is one space per 

70 people.

The number of spaces provided overall in Belfast is considered to be high compared to other cities of 

similar size. In Newcastle-upon-Tyne city centre there are around 9,500 off-street spaces provided, 

compared to 15,482 in Belfast. Provision in Cardiff is even lower, with an estimated 6,860 public parking 

spaces in the city centre.

This demand for parking affects the city centre in a number of ways. Most obviously it adds to traffic 

volumes and therefore congestion at key locations. This has impacts on noise and air pollution. Users 

often circulate in their vehicles looking to find a space. On-street spaces are highly valued yet it is more 

difficult to find a free space and users do not appear to be as familiar with nearby off-street alternatives.

It also means that some people park in unsuitable areas such as streets within city centre residential 

areas. Many of these streets, while sitting within the existing Controlled Parking Zone, do not have any 

time limits or parking regime. Despite there being parking capacity in dedicated sites nearby, commuters 

can park all day for free, just a short walk from the city centre. Consultation feedback and observations 

have shown that these areas fill up very early in the morning with commuter parking. 

Belfast also experiences the typical parking enforcement issues whereby some parkers stay beyond their 

time limits, do not pay for parking when they should or feed the meter. This means that some on-street 

spaces are used for longer than they should be which reduces parking opportunity for others and 

ultimately could have an impact on the viability of the local economy.

“In addition to the abundance of free 
parking opportunities on the edge of the 
edge of the city centre, the provision of 

PNR spaces provided is also considered 
to add to the attractiveness of driving into 
the city centre as these spaces are often 

offered to employees at no or modest 
cost.”
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Blue Badge holders are able to park for free on-street and there is evidence to suggest that this is a 

common practice in the city centre and it means users can often park much closer to their destination. 

Since Blue Badge holders also have to pay to use off-street car parks, there is currently little incentive for 

them to use them.

2.3.2 Parking Duration in the City Centre

The volumes of people parking in the city centre suggest a significant proportion of long stay, all day 

parking. This is mainly associated with work related trips which normally arrive early morning and then 

leave in the evening. 

The current on-street parking regime is designed to prohibit all day parking by limiting stays to one, two or 

up to four hours, depending on location, for any one parking act. This aims to maintain space turnover 

which increases parking opportunities within the core of the city centre. 

High quality off-street sites are better suited to all day parking, particularly those located outside of the 

central area, with multi-storeys offering the most efficient use of space in this regard. Recent surveys of 

the City Council’s surface car parks have shown that nearly 90% of the total number of spaces are 

occupied at around midday, which appears the busiest time of day for parking at these sites. The surveys 

have also shown that some sites have very high turnover whilst others have low turnover and therefore a 

high proportion of all day parkers. 

However there is no clear pattern apparent between the 

distance from the centre of the city (i.e. City Hall) and the 

proportion of all day parkers. An efficient system would have 

a lower proportion of all day parkers the closer towards the 

city core. This appears to be the case for car parks located 

on the edge of the city centre such as Corporation Street and Corporation Square where up to half of 

parkers park all day, however car park sites that are much closer to City Hall such as Cromac Street and 

Charlotte Street show up to 30% all day parking (i.e. around one in four spaces at these car parks are 

used all day, reducing availability for short stay parkers). Other sites nearby such as Hope Street North 

and Bankmore Street have less than 5% all day parkers, however all four sites are a similar distance from 

City Hall.

“There is no clear pattern apparent 
between the distance from the centre of 
the city (i.e. City Hall) and the proportion 

of all day parkers. An efficient system 
would have a lower proportion of all day 
parkers the closer towards the city core.”
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It would appear that the convenience and modest cost of parking at the likes of Cromac Street and 

Charlotte Street all day is the reason for this behaviour. Tariffs therefore need to be re-examined to 

ensure that all day parking takes place in appropriate locations. This is particularly important as the 

Cromac Street and Charlotte Street sites are located within an Air Quality Management Area.

A number of privately operated car parks also operate contract and season ticket parking. This means 

that a proportion of the overall spaces within a car park are set aside for this purpose, however for some 

of these sites the number of contract/season tickets offered is in excess of that stated within planning 

conditions.

2.3.3 Facilities & Payment

A review of each of the individual car parks has shown significant differences in terms of quality; for 

example only around one in five car parks have provision for parents and children, with less than half 

providing dedicated spaces for disabled users. 

Some car parks are completely unmanned and have no 

CCTV. In certain areas of the city centre there are high 

instances of vehicle crime and this inevitably has an impact 

on parking behaviour. 

This means that car parks located within some areas of the city centre are not attractive to use and may 

be a reason for lower occupancies in these areas. At the other end of the scale, a number of the large city 

centre multi-storey car parks have achieved the ‘Park Mark’ standard, which is a scheme aimed at 

reducing crime and the fear of crime in parking facilities by encouraging car park operators to raise 

standards. 

Current payment technologies for parking in Belfast include cash, credit/debit card, pay by phone, web 

and smartphone ‘app’. Traditional cash pay and display machines are also provided on-street and off-

street, however more modern systems are now available 

which could be further investigated.

Use of the ‘parkmobile’ service, which can currently be used 

at all DfI on-street and BCC off-street sites, has shown an 

increase in popularity recently and this is considered to be 

“Only around one in five car parks have 
provision for parents and children, with 

less than half providing dedicated spaces 
for disabled users.”

“Use of the ‘parkmobile’ service, which 
can currently be used at all DfI on-street 
and BCC off-street sites, has shown an 

increase in popularity recently and this is 
considered to be associated with the 

ease of use and payment that it provides”
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associated with the ease of use and payment that it provides. Ease of payment assists operations and 

maximises usage and revenue for providers. Some city centre residents and businesses also rent out 

their parking spaces to commuters via websites, often at attractive rates. 

The average cost of parking across the city centre is largely commensurate with cities of similar size or 

characteristics such as Newcastle, Middlesbrough and Nottingham; however Dublin, Manchester and 

Cardiff all have higher parking costs. For the Council’s car parks, which were recently inherited from DfI, 

tariffs have remain largely unchanged for a number of years and there does not appear to be a strategic 

approach to the pricing of each car park.

2.3.4 Parking information

Belfast does not currently benefit from an integrated city-wide 

parking signage system. While there are some localised 

areas that provide modern electronic signage upon approach 

to car parks such as Victoria Square and Titanic Quarter, 

fixed plate signage is used in most locations to advise users 

of parking locations as they approach them. 

There is an absence of information for users as they approach the city from further afield; therefore those 

who are unfamiliar have to rely on signage information which is located just a few metres from individual 

car parks. This results in people circulating the city centre looking for parking spots.

Integrated parking guidance and information systems monitor individual parking locations electronically. 

Data is then fed through to a communication system which advises motorists of the availability and 

location of parking via a network of variable message signs. Allowing the public to access this parking 

information before they start their journey can help them make a more informed decision and also 

influence their modal choice. 

This could result in better management of demand and supply, potentially reducing environmental 

impacts through lower vehicle emissions. It would also raise the overall attractiveness of the city, leading 

to improved revenue generation, better utilisation of off-street car parks and improved accessibility to 

short stay on-street parking areas.

“Belfast does not currently benefit from 
an integrated city-wide parking signage 

system… There is an absence of 
information for users as they approach 

the city from further afield.”



AECOM Belfast Parking Strategy and Action Plan 19

2.3.5 Coaches / Tourism

The tourism industry and in particular the coach tourism 

industry is vital to both sustaining and growth of the 

Northern Ireland economy. Local coach operators invest 

millions in vehicles and bring much needed revenue both in 

terms of what they spend and the numbers of tourists brought into the country.

There is provision for 19 coach parking bays in the city. While these are essential to have for short term 

city centre parking particularly for day time parking, demand regularly exceeds supply. There are a lack of 

facilities in Belfast and also a perceived lack of enforcement of the existing facilities. Furthermore, there is 

a need for off-street coach parking facilities and convenient signage for coaches and passengers, so that 

visitors keep coming back and attract further visitors.

2.3.6 Cyclists

DfI data has revealed that there are over 700 cycle parking locations in Belfast city centre. However with 

the increase in the popularity of cycling both from users using their own bikes and the recently 

implemented Belfast Bikes hire scheme, there is a need to enhance the quality and volume of cycle 

parking.

This should ideally include weather-protected and secure cycle parking in the locations where people 

want to park their bikes, and the implementation of additional Belfast Bikes docking stations at key 

attractors such as transport hubs, shopping centres and centres of employment. 

2.3.7 Taxis

Public hire taxis in Belfast benefit from a number of ranks from where they can pick up customers. 

However it has been acknowledged that there is significant competition for kerb space across the city 

centre and that ranks need to be better distributed across the city centre so that they more closely align 

with footfall in particular areas.

There are particular areas where localised issues occur due to taxi supply being in excess of the rank 

space provided. This pressure is likely to increase with the introduction of single tier licensing whereby 

private hire taxis will also be able to use ranks.

“There is a need for off-street coach 
parking facilities and convenient signage 

for coaches and passengers, so that 
visitors keep coming back and attract 

further visitors.”
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2.3.8 Outside of the city centre

The Council also provides a further 720 spaces in 14 car 

parks outside of the city centre. Ten of these car parks 

are located in east Belfast and four are located in south 

Belfast. The East Belfast sites are primarily located off 

the Newtownards Road.

Recent surveys have shown that the average weekday occupancy of these 14 sites is 78%, with six sites 

having occupancies of 90% – 100%. Only two of the 14 sites have a form of charging.

Surveys have also shown that between 30% – 80% of people parked for more than four hours at eleven 

of the sites. Therefore nearly all of these free sites are showing high levels of all day parking and this may 

be due to people parking due to their involvement in local activities but it may also include people parking 

before catching the bus into the city centre. 

Many of these car parks are located adjacent to key arterial routes. The all-day parking that occurs at 

these sites has impacts on adjacent shops and businesses by reducing opportunities for customers to 

park. It is clear that the lack of charging at these sites encourages longer duration parking, which reduces 

space turnover and availability.

2.3.9 Residents Parking

There are some areas within the Controlled Parking Zone such as The Markets, Sandy Row etc where 

the level of driveway parking provision is not generally commensurate with car ownership levels in these 

areas. The lack of an on-street regime encourages commuters to park in these predominantly residential 

areas.

The impacts on residential communities also extend 

further out of the city centre. Areas such as the Lower 

Malone, Stranmillis and College Park Avenue / Rugby 

Road also experience issues from people who work and 

therefore park in the area but who do not live locally, as 

well students utilising the surrounding education institutions. This results in excessive parking demand 

throughout the day.

“Areas such as the Lower Malone, Stranmillis 
and College Park Avenue / Rugby Road also 
experience issues from people who work and 
therefore park in the area but who do not live 
locally, as well students who live in the area 

but in dwellings that have multiple occupants. 
This results in excessive parking demand 

throughout the day.”

“Nearly all of the free sites are showing high 
levels of all day parking and this may be due 
to people parking due to their involvement in 
local activities but it may also include people 
parking before catching the bus into the city 

centre.”
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Compared to the city centre residential areas these outer areas only generally benefit from historic on-

street parking provision.

This means that when space is occupied by workers or students, local residents find it difficult to park 

outside or near to their houses. Parking is also at a premium for local businesses in these areas. There is 

also reason to believe that commuters are travelling into these areas from further afield and then getting 

the bus or walking into the city centre. 

These largely residential areas, in addition to those within the city centre, have been subject to 

consideration for Residents Parking Schemes in the recent past. Residents Parking Schemes assign on-

street spaces to residents and local businesses by way of a permit, thereby preventing use of the space 

by non-residents and businesses outside the area. 

However, none of the Belfast schemes have been implemented to date. It is considered that in the 

absence of such schemes, these issues will remain and there is reason to believe that as the city grows 

the problem will intensify and expand to other areas.

2.3.10 Park and Ride

Parking on or adjacent to the major radial routes into the 

city centre has received attention in part due to the 

implementation of the Quality Bus Corridors. On-street 

parking provision on the likes of the Ormeau Road and 

Newtownards Road is enforced by the use of Urban 

Clearways and bus lane operation restrictions during 

peak periods.

A large number of Park & Ride sites have been implemented in the last decade by Translink and DfI. 

These provide parking nodes for users to avail of bus and rail services into the city centre and include 

sites at Dundonald, Cairnshill and Sprucefield. Parking is free and users only pay for the cost of travel, 

thereby removing car traffic from radial routes and the city centre.

However there are some disparities between the cost of onward public transport travel from these sites 

and the cost of city centre parking. If it is possible to park in the city centre for less than it would cost to 

take a bus from a Park & Ride site, users will be unlikely to make the switch. For example, users who 

“…careful consideration of the comparative 
costs for users is required. This could be 

addressed in a number of ways... for 
example it could provide improved bus 

journey times through implementation of 
further priority measures, or if city centre 

parking is made less cost attractive this could 
attract users over to Park & Ride.”
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currently make use of free on-street parking in city centre residential areas such as the Markets or who 

benefit from a cheap city centre PNR space or would, in either instance, be highly unlikely to start using 

Park & Ride.

Whilst DfI has developed a Park & Ride Strategy for the city, careful consideration of the comparative 

costs for users is required. This could be addressed in a number of ways rather than just making public 

transport fares cheaper; for example it could provide improved bus journey times through implementation 

of further priority measures, or if city centre parking is made less cost attractive this could attract users 

over to Park & Ride. 

Similarly, some radial routes into the city centre such as Castlereagh Road do not benefit from significant 

Park & Ride provision, yet this could influence the proportion of car journeys made along this corridor.

2.3.11 Policy

Key relevant policy documents which have shaped, and will continue to shape transport, parking and 

planning policy include the following:

- Regional Development Strategy 2035;

- Regional Transportation Strategy 2002-2012;

- Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015;

- Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan 2015;

- Belfast City Council Transport Policy;

- DOE Parking Standards;

- Belfast Air Quality Action Plan 2015 – 2020;

- Strategic Planning Policy Statement for Northern 

Ireland; and

- Planning Policy Statements (PPS3 and PPS13).

These policies, which the strategy aims to support, are typical of those implemented in many other UK 

and Ireland cities, and in relation to parking they are generally in accord and include concepts such as 

managing demand, reducing supply of all day parking, having parking controls and areas of restraint, and 

influencing parking behaviour.

“[Current] policies are typical of those 
implemented in many other UK and Ireland 

cities, and in relation to parking they are 
generally in accord and include concepts 

such as managing demand, reducing supply 
of all day parking, having parking controls 

and areas of restraint, and influencing 
parking behaviour.”
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Specific actions include reducing the supply and increasing the cost of commuter and long stay parking in 

Belfast city centre; reducing the reliance on the private car; introducing strategic Park & Ride sites at key 

locations; restraining the level of (PNR) parking provided for new city developments; introducing residents 

only parking schemes; cycle parking. 

Of particular note is the Air Quality Action Plan which sets out measures to be implemented throughout 

Belfast to attain compliance of the nitrogen dioxide EU limit under a clear timetable.  As such Belfast City 

Council identified four Air Quality Management Areas (AQMAs) namely:

- M1 Westlink;

- Cromac St & Albertbridge Rd;

- Upper Newtownards Rd; and

- Ormeau Road.

As such it is noted that a number of car parks are located within or adjacent to these four areas. As traffic 

volumes and congestion have a direct bearing on air quality, the role that these car parks have on these 

individual areas should be of significant concern.

The Parking Standards applied to new developments also have a significant bearing on the level of 

parking provided.  Whilst on the whole the current policy is similar to that employed in many other UK and 

Ireland cities,  the standards applied within areas of parking restraint are generic and not specific to the 

development type. This means that in some instances the level of parking required in the standards is not 

actually suitable for the development being planned. Therefore adding greater clarity to the parking 

standards could result in more appropriate levels of parking associated with new developments.
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3.1 Key Issues

The baseline review has indicated that there is sufficient parking stock in Belfast and this should be kept 

under review and closely monitored. There are 28,300 spaces publicly available (45% on street and 55% 

off street) and demand indicates a requirement for 18,000 on average per day in Belfast. The Council has 

responsibility for 17 of the 59 off street car parks containing 1,476 parking spaces. The number of car 

parking spaces provided in Belfast is considered to be high compared to other cities of similar size. 

Whilst there is currently sufficient parking stock in terms of overall spaces the provision is fragmented and 

imbalanced across the city centre.  The current location of car parking spaces, particularly surface car 

parking, is not necessarily aligned to either existing nodes of demand or to future redevelopment 

proposals, particularly in the context of the City Centre Regeneration Strategy.  The provision and 

location of parking should reflect the changing shape of regeneration across the city. 

There is a high level of all day commuter parking in specific areas of the core city centre area that is 

inappropriate. This reduces the amount of short stay opportunities for shoppers, business meetings and 

other visitors. 

There is a high level of private non-residential parking (10,422 spaces) provided in the core and fringe city 

area which encourages the use of the private car as the mode of transport. This is generally free car 

parking provided to employees as part of public and private office developments.

The review has found that parking tariffs in Belfast are comparable with cities such as Newcastle and 

Nottingham, but generally cheaper than cities such as Manchester, Dublin and Cardiff. Council site tariffs 

were found to be generally lower than those in adjacent private sites. 

There is a lack of information for visitors as to where available parking is located resulting in circulating 

traffic looking for available spaces contributing to congestion in the city which could be more efficiently 

managed. Site audits have identified that some car parks are of low quality in terms of facilities and 

provision for users which leads to security and crime issues impacting on parking behaviour in the city.

Commuter parking in city centre residential areas is a known issue and individual Residents Parking 

Schemes have been developed by DFI, however to date none of these schemes have been implemented.

3 Key Issues and Challenges
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There are a number of low quality surface car parking sites in the city centre where consideration should 

be given to maximising their wider regeneration potential particularly in the context of the City Centre 

Regeneration Strategy and redevelopment proposals.  Consolidation of existing parking or alternative 

provision could potentially be facilitated as part of any new development or consideration given to the 

provision of new multi storey/underground car parks. This would allow better use of valuable city centre 

land and bring wider economic and regeneration benefits, as well concentrating traffic movements to 

fewer parking sites.  

Parking is not seen as a major decision factor by investors, particularly as other cities do not have 

significant city centre parking although it was noted that many other cities have a range of alternative 

sustainable transport options. 

Potential solutions that could be implemented through the introduction of new technology include more 

efficient enforcement, development of a Belfast parking website and app, improving parking information 

as you approach the city (city wide Intelligent Transport System, innovative wayfinding and upgrading 

payment methods).

Accessible parking in Belfast City Centre is limited in comparison to the number of standard spaces 

available. Blue badge holders can park for free on street if the blue badge is on clear display. A review of 

the existing provision of accessible parking has indicated that Blue Badge provision could also be 

considered within Belfast City Council off street car parks.  

Issues of parking in some district centres outside the city centre has been raised in particular the use of 

free car parks for all day commuter parking in areas such as East Belfast. 

The progression and promotion of sustainable travel options should also be considered in  parallel 

including further Park and Ride facilities on both radial and high frequency public transport corridors;  

enhancement of the quality and volume of cycle infrastructure and parking; improved taxi facilities and 

coach parking and the development of the Belfast Transport Hub and the Belfast Rapid Transit system.  

Belfast has recently had success in relation to cycling with the introduction of Belfast Bikes aiming to 

provide low cost and accessible travel throughout the City. Usage is increasing and additional docking 

station locations are currently being developed, however improved parking opportunities and knowledge 

of their location hinders usage throughout the City.
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There is an immediate need to look at setting up a city centre coach park. It is one of the key elements of 

the city’s tourism infrastructure that is missing and would fit very well within BCC’s current city 

regeneration plans. 

Although positive steps have been taken to address the environmental issues caused by vehicle traffic in 

the City, some areas still experience issues. The Council currently has four Air Quality Management 

Areas and has noted reductions in some pollutants, however parking activity in these areas may be 

contributing to the issues. 

3.2 Challenges and Opportunities
Major Masterplans, regeneration projects, highways schemes, planning applications and development 

proposals have been considered in terms of loss/gain of parking provision within the city. Despite possible 

forthcoming losses of parking provision (i.e. over 1,000 spaces overall across the city), these projects will 

add to the overall attractiveness of the city. They will also change the use of some current surface parking 

sites to more appropriate uses.

Development proposals do include additional parking, largely in the form of multi-storeys which will be 

publically available (i.e. around 2,000 spaces), however it should be noted that this will primarily 

accommodate the additional traffic generated by these developments.

In particular it is anticipated that there will be a net loss of provision in the north of the city centre due to a 

number of development and transport scheme proposals in that area. These will result in the loss of 

around 850 existing spaces however this could be compensated to some extent by provision of around 

1,390 spaces, although these will primarily serve development. Ulster University is relocating to the 

northern side of the city centre which will cause an influx of students to the city therefore consideration 

should be given to the impact on parking and public transport. The opportunity exists to influence travel 

behaviour at the onset, away from private car use and parking via further investment and upgrade to 

existing public transport facilities in that area.

It has also been identified that electric vehicle (EV) use is increasing in Northern Ireland and additional 

charging points could assist in wider EV uptake, with associated air quality benefits arising as a result. 
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The need for Residents Parking Schemes is evident however their delivery has stalled. While there are 

still intentions to implement these schemes, it is clear that a revised approach is needed in order to gain 

stakeholder support. This needs to consider a number of factors and leadership is required on all sides.

The upgrade of Great Victoria Street Station as part of the £120m Belfast Transport Hub proposals will 

provide additional services for both bus and rail travel in the city, making the use of other modes to travel 

more attractive and therefore encouraging the use of more sustainable transport modes other than the 

private car. 

The implementation of the £98.5m Belfast Rapid Transit (BRT) system, which is a new bus-based public 

transport service will help to address the current and future transport needs in Belfast and support 

sustainable economic growth and regeneration. BRT will provide a modern, safe, efficient and high quality 

service which will encourage people to travel by public transport. It will help to integrate communities and 

link people to jobs, shops, leisure, health and education services.

The BRT network will initially include three rapid transit routes, which will link East Belfast, West Belfast 

and Titanic Quarter via the city centre. Construction of the BRT infrastructure commenced in 2014 and 

should be complete by 2018.

DfI recently published their Bicycle Strategy which seeks to transform cycling in Northern Ireland over the 

next 25 years. Its three pillar approach seeks to build a comprehensive bicycle network, support people 

who choose to cycle and promote the bicycle as a mode of transport for every day journeys. An integral 

element of the delivery of the bicycle network is cycle parking, and surveys have shown that public 

awareness of bike routes and parking is currently low, particularly amongst local residents. The 

opportunity therefore exists to assist with delivery of this key element of the Bicycle Strategy and increase 

cycling levels amongst the resident population.
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4.1 Vision
Our vision for this strategy is as follows:

To enable this to happen, a number of objectives have been developed that the strategy should meet. 

These are based on the wider aspirations and goals of Belfast City Council and also follow the analysis of 

the issues and challenges identified and discussed in the previous two chapters.

4.2 Objective 1
Ensuring appropriate provision and location of car parking to support and improve the economic 
vitality of the City Centre and district centres 

The appropriate level of parking within the city has a crucial part to play in its economic vitality. However, 

an overabundance of parking will add to the current traffic congestion problems, which will detract from 

the attractiveness of the city from an investment perspective as well as being detrimental to the urban 

environment. 

The location of parking also has a crucial part to play. One large multi-storey parking site performing the 

same function of four or five small surface sites is a better use of valuable city centre land and more 

efficient in terms of traffic movements and it also frees up those surface sites for regeneration and 

development.

Council priorities 

 Review current provision to ensure an appropriate provision in the right location to support 

economic vitality.

4 Objectives 

“Belfast is a city offering sufficient, high quality and appropriately located 
parking which supports economic development and regeneration within the 
city by balancing the requirements of residents, businesses, commuters and 

visitors.”
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 Consider how optimal use can be made of surface car parks to best support city centre 

regeneration in terms of alignment of provision with re-development and maximising valuable city 

centre land to deliver on wider regeneration outcomes.

 Identify opportunities to consolidate existing parking or alternative provision as an integral part of 

new development and consider provision of new multi storey /underground car parks where 

appropriate.  Adjacent local communities will be consulted on location and design.

4.3 Objective 2
Ensuring car parking provision encourages sustainable commuter travel, especially for journeys 
into the City Centre and supports access by public transport, cycling and walking

Parking availability, cost and ease of use have a direct impact on people’s choice of mode of transport 

and therefore there is potential to cause traffic congestion and to undermine the viability of sustainable 

transport options. The level of parking provision is therefore a key demand management tool, as 

managing the amount of parking provides a form of restraint that can help to limit traffic levels and also 

strongly influence modal shift. 

Council priorities 

 Work with stakeholders to consider how parking tariffs in the city centre core can be reviewed to 

ensure sufficient short-stay parking facilities to support commercial and leisure activities and deter 

long stay commuter parking. 

 Work with stakeholders to develop and improve the sustainable transport modes for travel to and 

within the city, in particular to deter all day commuter parking.

4.4 Objective 3 
Minimising the potentially negative impacts of parking on residential communities in the city 
particularly in inner city areas 

Commuters use inner city residential areas in Belfast to park in order to avail of effectively free parking 

facilities within walking distance of a workplace. This has negative effects on residential communities in 



AECOM Belfast Parking Strategy and Action Plan 30

terms of accessibility to residents’ homes, area safety and access for services e.g. ambulances. These 

latter schemes have been investigated throughout the city but none have been implemented to date. A 

review of criteria for implementation, scheme design, operational times and community support should be 

considered in order to increase the potential for delivery.

Council priorities

 Work with DfI and local communities to consider parking management for these areas, either 

through the implementation of on-street parking regimes or Residents Parking Schemes. 

 Identify surface car park sites suitable for consolidation and redevelopment in order to improve the 

built environment for inner city areas.

4.5 Objective 4 
Work with stakeholders to improve the quality of parking and information available, ideally 
through technology and in particular develop a new parking signage and information system that 
supports parking and wider applications 

The provision of high quality and safe car parks is an important element as it is often the first impression 

for visitors to the city. Better provision in terms of parking information and quality should be sought and 

importantly the need to ensure parking is sufficiently attractive to those with limited mobility or with 

families. 

Council priorities

 Bring forward technological solutions to make it easier to navigate and park in the City Centre.

 Work with key stakeholders to ensure that key destinations have appropriate levels of disabled 

parking and family friendly provision.

 Encourage car park operators to invest in their facilities to the extent that they will achieve the 

Park Mark standard.

 Reduce supply of poor quality surface level space and replace with higher quality well-managed 

space.
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4.6 Complementary Objectives 
There are also a further three complementary objectives:

C1.Promote  sustainable commuter travel, especially for journeys into the City Centre and 
support access by public transport, cycling and walking

C2.Identify opportunities to provide secure bicycle and coach parking in appropriate city 
centre locations

C3.Ensuring appropriate provision for taxis within the city centre
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5.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a high level overview of the key features of the strategy that are priorities for the 

Council. Specific actions are then detailed in Chapter 6, including those associated with the 

complementary objectives. 

5.2 Parking Provision
Parking provision has a significant impact on economic vitality and should also not encourage less 

sustainable commuter travel. The strategy addresses three broad areas in relation to parking provision 

within the city:

i. Parking Supply:

a. The current level of city centre parking supply will be maintained in order to provide 

opportunities for short stay parking, however demand will be regularly monitored. 

b. Extend current controlled on-street parking zones in the city centre core 

c. City centre surface parking sites should be redeveloped for other uses and parking acts 

migrated into multi-storey sites located alongside the Inner Ring in consultation with local 

communities.

d. New car parks within the city will only be provided where they replace existing spaces or 

where they are an essential part of new development proposals.

e. Parking standards for new development across the city should not encourage car 

commuting and the associated overspill onto neighbouring streets.

f. The amount of private non-residential (PNR) parking provided across the city will be more 

tightly controlled in order to influence traffic demand in the city centre

g. Consider parking initiatives to promote the evening economy and provision to cater for 

overnight/weekend visitors to hotels. 

5 The Strategy
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ii. Parking Location:

a. Long stay parking should only occur in off-street sites away from central areas of the city 

centre, on the edge of the Inner Ring.

b. Central areas should only be used for short stay parking.

c. On-street parking in the city centre core should only be used for short stay parking and for 

those with Blue Badges.

iii. Parking Price:

a. Tariffs for on and off-street parking should be reviewed, including consideration of variable 

pricing.

b. Pricing should reflect the desirability of central areas.

c. Long stay parking in suburban areas should be charged in order to increase turnover and 

maintain space for local activities.

d. Pricing should encourage space turnover in desirable areas.

e. Parking cost should be comparable with other transport options such as public transport.

5.3 Residential Communities
The need to support the city’s residential communities through parking interventions is also an important 

objective. As part of the strategy, a review of criteria for implementation, scheme design, operational 

times and community support should be considered in order to increase the potential for delivery.

The Council will work with the relevant agencies and stakeholders to facilitate the implementation of 

residents parking schemes within applicable areas of the city centre.

 

5.4 Parking Information and Quality
In order to improve the quality of parking and information available, the strategy will address the following:

 Investigate options for utilising technology to improve ticketing and payment systems.
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 Provide more information for visitors via electronic media including a dedicated website and app.

 Assess the feasibility of an integrated signage system for the city centre and wayfinding for 

individual areas.

 Look to integrate parking payment and management technologies with information systems within 

a single comprehensive city wide system.

 Raise the standard of parking facilities, including those with families or limited mobility.

 Encourage car park operators to invest in their facilities to so that they can achieve the Park Mark 

standard.
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This chapter identifies specific actions and measures that will underpin the strategy and support each of 

the objectives. The actions are those that are priorities for Belfast City Council, although some of the 

actions themselves rely on delivery by and cooperation from other stakeholders. A further set of 

complementary measures are identified in section 6.4, and these are to be considered by other 

stakeholders. 

6.1 Parking Provision

6.1.1 On-Street
In terms of on-street spaces, within the city centre core, there are still a number of locations where un-

controlled parking remains (in fact there are still more uncontrolled than controlled spaces). While 

responsibility for on-street parking still lies with DfI, the Council will work with this organisation to seek to 

achieve delivery of the following actions.

The current area of controlled on-street parking within the core should be extended either through 
the implementation of parking regimes or residents parking schemes. This will help to remove the 

bulk of all day parking from these areas and open up space for short term parking. It will also help to 

rebalance demand across the city centre.

Within the city centre fringe, parking studies should be undertaken to assess whether a form of 

parking restriction is required in each of the four sub-zones. 

Furthermore, tariffs for on-street parking could be examined at a more strategic level. It is apparent 

that parking costs within Belfast are competitive compared to other similar sized cities, and the premium 

nature of on-street spaces should be reflected in the cost.

For example, charges could be based on the distance from City Hall, with an increasing cost based on 

proximity. This would ensure that turnover of the most valuable spaces would increase and the increased 

costs would deter users who might want to feed the meter. 

It is apparent that there is particularly high demand for charged on-street spaces in the south core area 

(Linenhall Quarter). Consideration of tariffs in this key business district should be heavily biased towards 

short stay parking in order to free up spaces for others. 

6 Strategy Actions
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Variable pricing should also be examined in order to influence parking demand at key times of the day 

or year. Similarly the operational hours of on-street spaces should be reviewed with a view to achieving a 

better match with demand. For example this could mean lowering tariffs during late afternoon hours in 

order to stimulate the evening economy (most on-street and BCC sites are free after 6pm anyway).

The ticketing and payment systems should be reviewed to assess whether further investments could 

improve revenue raising. This would be in addition to the current provision delivered via ‘parkmobile’ for 

DfI on-street and BCC off-street sites. 

For example, a cashless and ticketless payment system could result in improved revenue taking and 

reduced waste. Users would purchase their parking act via phone or mobile app and provide their location 

and vehicle registration number. This could facilitate more targeted enforcement by enabling officers to 

only target those vehicles with registration numbers that the system was telling them had overstayed their 

time limits.

Similarly, parking bay monitors are a more efficient way of managing high demand spaces. They detect 

when a vehicle is parked in an individual bay and can alert the parking provider when the parking act has 

extended beyond its time limit. This means that instances of ‘feeding the meter’ can be reduced and it 

also means the enforcement can be more targeted. As such, DfI should consider a pilot of parking bay 
monitoring for the areas of highest on-street demand i.e. Linen Quarter as this is the type of area 

that is most likely to justify any such investment.

Free on-street parking for Blue Badge holders should remain. As such, these should be the only 

‘long stay’ parkers parking on-street. Providing free parking for blue badge holders in off-street car parks 

is discussed in the next section.

The actions are listed in Table 1.

Table 1 – On-Street Actions
No. On-Street Action Meets Objective(s)

1 Extend controlled on-street parking area within the core. DfI to undertake parking 
studies within the city centre fringe in consultation with the council.

1

2

3

2 Tariffs for on-street parking to be examined at a more strategic level 1
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No. On-Street Action Meets Objective(s)

3 Variable pricing to be examined 1

4 Review of ticketing and payment systems 1

4

5 DfI to consider a pilot of on-street bay monitoring 1

4

6 Free on-street parking for Blue Badge holders to remain 1

7. Improved enforcement to reduce inappropriate parking such as pavement parking 1

3

6.1.2 Off-Street – Public Parking
It is evident from parking surveys over the last few years that, while some individual car parks operate at 

capacity, there is ample spare capacity in the overall provision.

More recent surveys have indicated a slight increase in parking demand in the last couple of years, and 

this may continue however the historic trend has been flat. It is apparent that there are key areas where 

charged on-street demand is high and at capacity. On-street users who are parking for significant 

durations need to be encouraged, where possible, to move to off-street sites in order to free up capacity.

Future proposals also need to be factored in. These include the impacts of the closure of some car parks 

due to development, transport schemes and regeneration initiatives. The extension of charged on-street 

parking areas within the CPZ in tandem with the implementation of Residents Parking Schemes in the city 

centre core, fringe and also in areas of South Belfast could result in commuters relocating their parking 

acts into the city centre. 

Whilst the opportunity is evident for these users to switch to more sustainable transport, Northern Ireland 

has traditionally been highly car dependent and the increasing proportion of jobs that Belfast offers in 

relation to the rest of the country may see an increase in parking demand. Other localised factors such as 

the relocation of UIster University to the north of the city centre need to be factored in. A seemingly high 

proportion of local university students nowadays live at home while studying and therefore have to travel 

to campus on a daily basis. 
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As such it is proposed that the current parking stock is kept under review with demand levels 
regularly monitored. As the development market continues to improve, individual surface sites (in both 

private and public ownership) may become available for development, and these will be considered on a 

case by case basis to determine the impact on the overall parking stock. 

It is clear that the overall parking experience needs to improve for users. Four out of five car parks in 

Belfast are surface car parks which offer very limited capacity and a lower quality experience than multi-

storey car parks (MSCPs). In comparison with many other cities, the majority of Belfast’s current MSCPs 

are modern. They also represent a good use of city centre space in terms of the number of spaces they 

provide for their area.  

There should therefore be a shift away from surface car parking into multi-storeys. There are 

currently 14 MSCPs in the city centre compared to 45 surface sites. The vast majority of these surface 

sites, irrespective of individual ownership, represent development opportunities. Most of the MSCPs are 

already located on or near to the Inner Ring; however there are some gaps in provision in certain areas 

such as the north of the city at North St and Donegall St; in the south-east at Cromac St and Ormeau Rd. 

These areas already experience parking demand or will soon experience more of it due to forthcoming 

development. There are already plans in the pipeline for additional MSCPs in certain locations, however 

these will be constructed to accommodate a mix of development and non-development associated 

parking.

It is therefore recommended that additional MSCPs are provided to complete the ‘ring’ of sites 
around the Inner Ring. These should only be provided when a number of adjacent surface sites 
are closed and in consultation with adjacent communities. It is evident that large additional capacity 

is not needed from a demand perspective, therefore providing additional MSCPs is for strategic rather 

than demand based reasoning. This will ‘mop up’ these individual areas and concentrate traffic 

movements to fewer parking sites. It will also free up these surface sites for development. Parkers using 

these MSCPs will be able to make the short walk or cycle into the city core.

The individual BCC car parks should be gradually ‘migrated’ to these MSCPs as opportunities arise, 

however the Council should seek to maintain a level of influence in the patterns of usage at these 

MSCPs.
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MSCPs located on the main radial routes should catch traffic before it enters the city core, after which 

users can walk or hire a bicycle through to their destination. This reinforces the area within the Inner Ring 

as being considered to be the ‘walking zone’. As this understanding develops, perceptions will change 

and there will be gradual acceptance that the core is primarily for people rather than for parking.

The selection of individual MSCP locations will require careful consideration in order to avoid any 

detrimental impacts on air quality within the vicinity and impact on the local residents areas. However, 

advocating that surface car parks are eventually rationalised into MSCPs should result in reduced traffic 

volumes from fewer circulating vehicles. This will have benefits of reducing air pollution and improving 

road safety, particularly in those areas that are within AQMAs.

Furthermore the freeing up of city centre space for other use offers the potential to further ‘green’ the city 

and make it more liveable and walkable. The removal of unsightly swathes of surface parking will improve 

the feel of individual areas and encourage activity, permeability and footfall.

To add to the overall quality of the parking offer and thereby increase the willingness of users to pay, 

BCC should encourage car park operators to invest in their facilities to the extent that they will 
achieve the Park Mark standard. This will include examining how car parks can be improved to reduce 

crime and the fear of crime, and should also consider how provision can be improved for disabled users 

and parents with children. This will include increasing the number of dedicated spaces set aside for 

disabled users and families.

As a minimum, this will be expected to be achieved for all 14 MSCPs in order to enhance attractiveness. 

Given the gradual shift away from surface car park use to MSCP sites, operators should be able to see 

the value in such investment.
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It is acknowledged that migrating parking out towards the Inner Ring would result in greater walk 

distances to key shopping and employment areas. While the intention is that this would provide health 

benefits for car park patrons, it is acknowledged that some users may have more limited mobility such as 

parents with young children. To address this, an Inner Ring Shuttle Bus could be considered with 
Translink which would connect all of the Inner Ring MSCPs and the main shopping and 
employment areas.

This would operate at a high frequency and short journey time throughout the day. Integration with 

Translink’s existing services should be considered. The costs for this service could be met by the 

participating car park operators who would see the added value that it would bring. The service could also 

connect into city centre transport hubs such as Europa and Great Victoria St in order to promote public 

transport use.

Key to the delivery and management of parking across the city centre is the dialogue and cooperation of 

car park operators. While the vast majority of parking is provided by the private sector, there needs to be 

acknowledgement that parking requires careful management. For example, reducing parking prices could 

just encourage traffic back into the city centre and therefore add to congestion.

For this reason it is recommended that a Parking Forum is developed which will include 
stakeholders from both the private and public sector. This will help to ensure a partnership approach 

to parking and achieve consensus as part of the overall transportation strategy for the city.

As BCC has a stake in off-street parking, participation in the Parking Forum will ensure that influence can 

still be exercised with regards parking pricing, as well as ensuring an increased likelihood of delivery of 

the actions detailed in this parking strategy.

Collaboration within the Forum will result in greater clarity and information for users, encourage 

compliance with planning conditions, raise standards and manage parking prices. 

A key action of the Parking Forum could be the development of a parking ‘app’ which could 
encompass all off-street parking sites within the city centre. Building on the popularity of existing 

apps such as ‘parkmobile’ (which is already in use at various sites), the dedicated city parking app could 

include information on the location of car parks (including Park & Ride sites), their typical occupancies at 

certain times of the day and their costs. This would provide information at the fingertips of users, enabling 
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them to decide before they start their journey on where they would like to park. The system could also be 

used to pre-book and pay electronically for parking, increasing user confidence about parking availability.

This app should be developed through a public-private sector partnership and could utilise local software 

development expertise. The app could then be marketed widely, enabling tourists to make use of it as 

they plan their trip to the city. Some parking apps include GPS routing to individual sites, thereby wastage 

mileage while users try to find a site, and this could also be included subject to users obeying traffic laws 

regarding mobile phone use while driving.

Private sector parking providers should be encouraged to consider investing in parking 
technology. For example, CCTV camera systems at the entrance to car parks can be used to record 

vehicle number plates on entry and exit, with the parking fee then drawn down directly from the user’s 

online account. This would provide efficiencies in terms of back office systems and provide a better 

service for customers.

The potential to extend free parking for Blue Badge holders to off-street sites was recently considered by 

DfI however with the transfer of these sites to local councils it was recommended that councils take this 

matter forward. As such the extension of free parking for Blue Badge holders to off-street sites 
should be considered by the Council in order to weigh up the potential impacts.

6.1.3 Off-Street – Parking for Development
The level of PNR parking within the city centre is considered to undo many of the efforts being made to 

promote sustainable transport and the mass movement of people into and out of the city. If users can 

avail of free or cheap work-based city centre parking, they will inevitably continue to commute by car. 

Whilst the level of PNR provision between older and newer developments has gradually declined as a 

result of planning policy, there still remains extensive provision. Some of this is provided by public sector 

bodies, yet this goes against broad government policy which seeks to reduce the dependence on the 

private car. Government and local authority bodies should therefore lead by example and seek to 
remove PNR spaces or charge users for use of the PNR spaces that they provide. 

This will encourage users to consider other modes or parking opportunities, resulting in benefits to the city 

in terms of reduced congestion and therefore improved economic vitality. It is apparent from consultation 
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that the provision of city centre parking for employees is not a critical factor in foreign direct investment 

decision making. 

The level of contract parking offered by some existing city centre parking operators is over and above that 

stipulated within development planning conditions and the enforcement of these conditions needs to 
be improved in order to manage parking demand.

Whilst the level of parking stipulated for new development within the current Parking Standards is broadly 

in line with that requested in other UK and Ireland cities, it is recommended that the current Parking 
Standards for development within areas of parking restraint should be re-examined in order to 
provide greater clarity by development type.

Table 2 lists the Off-Street actions for public parking and that provided for development.

Table 2 – Off-Street Actions for Public and Private Parking
No. Off-Street Public and Private Parking Action Meets Objective(s)

7 Keep current parking stock under review with demand levels regularly monitored 1

2

8 Additional MSCPs are provided to complete the ‘ring’ of sites around the Inner Ring. 
These should only be provided when a number of adjacent surface sites are closed 
and with consultation with the local communities 

1

9 BCC should encourage car park operators to invest in their facilities to the extent that 
they will achieve the Park Mark standard and improves spaces available for disabled 
and family parking 

4

10 Inner Ring Shuttle Bus to connect all of the Inner Ring MSCPs and the main shopping 
and employment areas should be considered in consultation with Translink

1

2

4

11 Establish a Parking Forum 1

2

12 Development of city parking app 1

4

13 Private sector parking providers should be encouraged to consider investing in 
parking technology

1

4

14 Extension of free parking for Blue Badge holders to off-street sites should be 1
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No. Off-Street Public and Private Parking Action Meets Objective(s)

considered 4

15 Government and local authority bodies remove PNR space or charge for use 2

16 Enforcement action against car parks operating outside their planning conditions to 
be improved

2

17 Parking Standards to be re-examined by development type 2

6.1.4 Off-Street – BCC sites

6.1.4.1City Centre

Whilst all of BCC’s 17 city centre car parks are surface car parks, recent surveys have shown that they 

are well used on the whole; indeed only three sites show peak time occupancy of less than 80%. The 

parking costs at these sites are generally lower than adjacent private sites and there is therefore the 

opportunity to re-examine the tariffs at each site. BCC has recently invested in re-surfacing and provided 

disabled parking and family friendly provision in some of these sites, therefore localised demand may 

increase in the short term.

Similarly some of the car parks have a high proportion of all day parkers despite their close proximity to 

central areas. This means that there is a lack of parking space for those who need to make shorter visits. 

The tariffs and permitted parking durations at these sites should be re-examined to relocate long 
stay parkers to areas further out. This will ensure that the most desirable car parks return the highest 

revenues and will encourage the ‘walking city’ approach whereby all day parkers can park on the edge 

and either walk or cycle into central areas.

Season tickets can currently be purchased at seven of the BCC operated city centre car parks, although 

the majority of these sites are on the edge of the city core. However BCC could potentially remove the 
season ticket provision at the Cromac St site in order to further discourage long stay parking in 
this area.

Some of the BCC car parks may be removed as part of upcoming schemes. These include the likes of 

Corporation St, Frederick St, Dunbar St, Station St and Bankmore St. Provision in BCC’s city centre car 

parks totals under 1,500 spaces and given historical observations it is considered that demand for these 
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sites can be accommodated by adjacent car parks (particularly MSCPs) and through the delivery of 

additional MSCPs where the case is strong.

In the meantime it is proposed that all other BCC city centre car parks remain operational, 
although with a view to being incorporated and replaced by MSCP provision. In most towns and 

cities, local authorities provide a degree of parking themselves (either directly or via sub-contracts) and 

this helps to maintain influence within the market. Parking strategy guidance recommends that local 

authorities should seek to have increasing (rather than decreasing) influence over parking within their 

jurisdictions, as this assists wider aims for the overall transportation system such as promoting public 

transport use.

This action will maintain BCC’s stake in parking and permit a level of influence that would diminish if all 

sites were disposed of. This will help to ensure that the objectives for the city’s multi-modal transportation 

system are not compromised.

This will be on the proviso that each of the individual BCC car parks at least cover their costs and perform 

a strategic parking function. Demand and revenues will be monitored at individual sites and if it becomes 

apparent that some sites are unviable and there are nearby opportunities for MSCP provision then 

disposal should be considered in order to realise development and regeneration opportunities.

In the north-west of the city centre, the Little Donegall St, Kent St and Smithfield sites could be subsumed 

within nearby existing MSCP (Castle Court, City Car Park) creating new provision if required. Similarly in 

the south-west, the Hope St and Little Victoria St sites could be considered in the same way given current 

MSCP provision at Dublin Rd and Great Northern Car Park.

In the north/north-east, the Lancaster St, Corporation Square and Exchange St sites and other privately 

operated sites could be considered collectively. The general level of activity in this northern area will 

increase which may require additional MSCP provision over what is currently provided (St Anne’s and 

Tomb St), particularly around the North St and Donegall St area, however this will be agreed according to 

planning department requirements. It should also be noted that the assessment of development 

proposals in this area to date have not assumed the closure of BCC’s car park sites.

The area to the south-east, on the approach from Ormeau Rd is considered to be a MSCP ‘gap’ which 

could subsume the Charlotte St and Cromac St sites and other privately operated surface sites.
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It is acknowledged that BCC cannot decide on how privately operated surface sites are taken forward 

however through engagement with stakeholders there is potential to achieve buy in on more strategic 

objectives that will further promote the economic vitality of the city centre. 

6.1.4.2Outside of the City Centre

BCC parking sites outside of the city centre are predominantly free. There is high occupancy of these 

sites with a significant number of all-day parkers. If capacity is to be managed, this level of all day parking 

needs to be reduced. 

This would free up spaces for people making short trips to the area for shopping, leisure, or business/ 

personal reasons. As such it is proposed that parking remains free in all sites for up to two hours. 
After this a modest charge per hour would apply in all 14 car parks except for Shaw’s Bridge 
which does not show any degree of all day parkers as it is primarily for leisure use.

This will ensure that the running costs of the car parks can be recouped and will ensure the ongoing 

vitality of these local areas. It is acknowledged however that such action could cause the relocation of all 

day parking to adjacent residential streets; therefore a comprehensive plan for these areas should be 
developed in collaboration with DfI before implementation of this regime.

Table 3 lists the Off-Street actions for the BCC sites.

Table 3 – Off-Street Actions – BCC sites
No. Off-Street BCC Site Action Meets Objective(s)

18 Re-examine tariffs and permitted parking durations at all sites 1

2

19 Remove season ticket provision at certain sites (i.e. Cromac St) 1

2

20 Retain all BCC sites but with a view to incorporation within MSCP provision 1

21 Introduce a modest charge after two hours at all non city centre BCC sites apart from 
Shaw’s Bridge. Parking to remain free for up to two hours.

1

3

22 Consider impact of above on adjacent areas and develop plan prior to implementation. 1

3
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6.2 Parking in Residential Areas
The Council recognises that numerous inner city residential communities are affected by commuter 

parking. Commuters’ consideration of pricing and car park location are key factors in their decision to 

avail of free parking areas in residential communities. Providing residents parking schemes in city centre 

areas and adjacent to arterial routes would alleviate significant commuter parking issues which currently 

deny local residents parking opportunities at their properties. It would also assist with wider integration 

with the aims of the city’s multi-modal transportation system.

Although residents parking schemes have been considered for various city residential communities 

consensus was not reached on various aspects of the proposals including appropriate permit 

considerations and availability. BCC in principle supports the implementation of residents parking 

schemes and acknowledges that further work is required to achieve consensus.

It is important to note that in both consultations the majority of residents felt commuter parking was an 

issue that should be addressed through residents parking schemes. Previous consultations regarding the 

schemes were initially unsuccessful due largely to the cost of a Residents Permit and also the limitations 

of Visitors Permits. Enforcement of permits and schemes were also considered to be key to success. It 

was also found that different issues were pertinent in different areas.

Therefore the Council will work with DfI, local communities and stakeholders to help facilitate 
delivery of residents parking schemes in the near future that are specific to the areas of concern.

Table 4 lists the Parking in Residential Areas actions.

Table 4 – Parking in Residential Areas Actions

No. Parking in Residential Areas Action Meets Objective(s)

23 Support DFI to deliver Residents Parking Schemes in specific areas of city 3

6.3 Parking Information
The clear disparity between the perceived and actual level of parking supply needs to be overcome. This strategy has given clear 
evidence for this; however the public’s perception that space is at a premium needs to be changed.

This can be achieved by raising the awareness of wider parking opportunities within the city. This should also include notification 
of other transport modes available. Far more can be achieved nowadays with the likes of electronic media and it is 
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recommended that in addition to the parking app, a dedicated parking website for the city is provided and linked to 
social media.

The website will raise wider awareness of parking and tackle the perception that parking spaces are hard to find. Car Park 
Operators could contribute to the provision of this system as part of their involvement in the Parking Forum.

The city centre still lacks an integrated signage system, and it is recommended that the feasibility of implementing such an 
integrated signage system should be investigated. This should include consideration of the specification required, the 
technology currently available as well as procurement and running costs.

However there is the opportunity to provide a similar level of information in the digital sphere, and as vehicle technology 
progresses there may be the opportunity to provide in-car information and guidance systems. As such this would negate the 
traditional large costs associated with signage infrastructure and the associated management systems. Therefore the feasibility 
of integrating parking payment and management technologies with information systems within a single comprehensive 
city wide system should be examined.

It is also recommended that a wayfinding signage scheme is developed for individual areas of the city centre. This could 
comprise colour-coded fixed plate signage which directs users to parking areas within the likes of the Cathedral or Linenhall 
Quarters. This would lead users straight to these areas, thereby boosting these local economies. It would also provide better 
information for users seeking to park in the early evening or attending one off events in these areas, and include signage along 
cycle routes.

Table 5 lists the Parking Information actions

Table 5 – Parking Information Actions

No. Parking Information Action Meets Objective(s)

24 Dedicated Parking Website for city 4

25 Investigate an Integrated Signage System 1

4

26 Investigate integrating parking payment, management technologies and information 
systems in a city wide system

4

27 Wayfinding signage scheme for individual areas of city centre, including cycling 
routes

4

6.4 Complementary Actions
This section details the range of actions which have a complementary role within the parking strategy. These are considered 
complementary because they are either (1) indirectly associated with parking per se, or (2) are not distinct priorities for BCC 
themselves yet they may assist in the overall delivery of the parking strategy. As such they would be dependent on agencies and 
organisations other than BCC such as DfI, Translink and car park operators. 

It is acknowledged that in some instances there is significant overlap between the agencies responsible for delivering these 
actions. Also, the organisation responsible for developing or financing a particular action may not be ultimately responsible for the 
day to day delivery or operation of it.
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6.4.1 Promoting sustainable commuter travel
The provision of a new rail halt at Gamble Street in the north of the city centre would reduce parking pressures in that area via 
modal shift. This would be particularly important given the ongoing university relocation and adjacent new development. As well 
as providing a convenient access point for education and work trips, the new halt would also provide convenient access to the 
likes of the Cathedral Quarter.

The provision of new Park & Ride sites would reduce the amount of traffic entering the city centre and parking. A high level 
analysis has identified a number of locations where there are gaps in the Park & Ride offer, and these could include: 

 Park & Ride sites earmarked within BMTP but not yet implemented

 Additional Park & Ride on Belfast radials e.g. Castlereagh Road

 Additional Park & Ride on M2 & M5 Corridor

Improve parking at train stations (including for cycles) makes the train more attractive to use thereby reducing parking 
pressure in city centre. A lot of investment in train station parking has been made in the past few years and this has proved 
popular, however further provision will be required as the city’s attractiveness grows.

Minimising traffic in the BMTP core Reclaims core for sustainable modes, congestion and pollution benefits. Parking relocated to 
outer areas, closing of streets, removal of parking spaces, triggers regeneration.

6.4.2 Coach and Cycle Parking
A number of potential city centre coach parking sites that have been considered by various parties to date. Such a site should be 
located sufficiently close to the city centre, yet away from areas of high crime. It is recommended that further work is carried 
out to confirm the preferred location of site and that it is provided as a matter of urgency. This should include 
consideration of associated provision for tour operators such as coach parking maps.

Many of the Belfast Bike docking stations are within walking distance of city centre car parks. The location of further docking 
stations will facilitate the gradual shift of off-street parking out towards the Inner Ring. Coverage from the current 33 city 
centre docking stations is good however more opportunities may arise to provide additional stations at new MSCPs.

To further promote cycling BCC should investigate the feasibility of providing a Cycle Parking Hub, located within the 
core of the city centre. This should be located in a high visibility location and provide security for cyclists and biking equipment. 
Similar sites provided elsewhere offer ample parking provision; CCTV and on-site attendants and some even include free 
pushchair loans for parents.

BCC should also undertake a review of the level of cycle parking provided for new developments in order to maximise the 
potential for cycle use for a variety of land use types. BCC now have a planning role, and this should ensure that there is 
sufficient high quality cycle parking provided in order to encourage modal shift to and from workplaces, shops and leisure 
complexes.

6.4.3 Taxi parking provision
Parking for taxis needs to be examined citywide. Ranks should be located in appropriate locations, where there is sufficient 
space and near to where customers are. The Council will support efforts to provide suitable locations for taxi parking, 
acknowledging the competing demands for kerb space, in order to maintain the vitality of the city centre.

Table 6 lists the Coach and Cycle Parking actions.

Table 6 – Complementary Actions
No. Complementary Actions Meets Objective(s)

28 Gamble Street Halt C1
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No. Complementary Actions Meets Objective(s)

29 New Park & Ride sites C1

30 Improve parking at train stations (including for cycles) C1

31 Minimising traffic in the BMTP core C1

32 Review Park & Ride costs versus city centre parking charges C1

33 Confirm location of off-street coach park and provide facility C2

34 Provide additional Belfast Bikes docking stations associated with parking facilities C2

35 Examine feasibility of a Cycle Parking Hub C2

36 Review the level of cycle parking provided for new developments C2

37 Examine taxi parking provision citywide C3
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