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Abstract 

 

A century after independence, Ireland is recast as a leading small European economy, away 

from historical framings of a rural backwater of the British Empire. A model of success based 

on targeted economic policies and somewhat dubious indicators for growth, Dublin is 

consistently voted among top European destinations. Yet urban tourism outside the capital is 

particularly underdeveloped, pointing to a lack of strategic investment in place. This article 

focuses on the country's second city Cork, where neoliberal strategy has driven uneven 

spatial development impacting its market potential. Widespread dereliction and neglect, a 

symptom of speculative models of entrepreneurial urban governance appear to be a barrier 

to sustainable tourism, cultural growth, and city-marketing.  

 

The case study combines themes from extant literature to offer an historical, contemporary 

and frame for spatial inequity, with new knowledge derived from interviews with key 

informants in the city in assembling narratives around governance, ownership, and 

participation. Findings identify a set of concepts which offer a lens for rethinking urban 

vacancy through regenerative placemaking - in dialogue with tourists and other 

stakeholders. Post-colonial readings illuminate how uneven power dynamics continue to 

stifle social innovation in Cork, while nuanced models of insurgent tourism suggest a broader 

discourse on rights to the city – to be explored in follow-on action research.  

 

1. Introduction: Anchoring place-based research. 

 

The global pandemic has shone a new light on spatial inequity, and the link between political 

ideologies and planning processes (Horgan and Dimitrijević, 2021). In Ireland, the 

overreliance on entrepreneurial governance to provide adequate public services and space, 

has been exposed as a failed strategy, generating unprecedented public discourse on rights 

to the city. Galvanised by spirited activism on the part of a creative grassroots movement, 

the plight of dereliction in Cork has entered a national conversation – as to whom buildings 

serve; and whether an alternative to speculative models of development can unearth new 

opportunities for sustainable placemaking (Michael, 2021; McWilliams, 2021; Thompson, 

2021). For a city - according to its place-marketing - undergoing a perpetual ‘rising’, new 

questions are brought to the surface that probe deeply dysfunctional systems of governance, 

and apathy to equitable, considerate spatial renewal. Chief among these is whether 

financialised development strategies – dependent on the whims of commercially motivated 

actors – are fit for purpose in helping Cork to build back better post pandemic. An 

increasingly important feature of destination management, placemaking is promoted as a 

creative form of public engagement, and a vehicle of resistance to the spatial manifestations 

of global capitalism – in favour of the local (Lew, 2017; Buser et al., 2013; Fletchall, 2016). 

For Cork, a placemaking approach to tourism and development – offers a regenerative 

pathway for engaging with a built environment pockmarked with scars of (post)colonial 

indifference – whose blemishes are more visibly penetrating Irish spaces and society. This 



case study is intended to inform such a conversation, collating frames from literature with 

testimonies from those close to the built fabric of dereliction. We contend that Cork’s failure 

to capitalise on a unique offer as an urban destination for visitors to Ireland is representative 

of a wider identity crisis within the city – stunted by centralised modes of governance with 

their origins in a colonial past. In placing sometimes polemical theoretical frames, we inform 

a process approach whereby diverse stakeholders engage with long overlooked dynamics of 

that heritage within a broader colonial ecology, within a city seeking to develop tourism 

around a unique maritime heritage (Hoyle, 2000; Diesch and Hansen, 2021). 

 

An action Plan for Cork City published as part of the EU-funded Cult-CreaTE Project 

Partnership proposes a number of actions to support ‘transformative tourism’ in Cork, based 

around a paradigm providing visitors with more meaningful interactions with local culture, 

and reinforcing the concept of visitors as ‘temporary citizens’ rather than holidaymakers 

(CultourisCapital, 2021). The actions propose the use of local resources to shape an 

innovative thematic tourist product, noting that ‘‘social sensitivities influence how citizens 

relate to the environment, also when they travel”, and that, “integration into the community 

appears as an added value to the tourism experience, which thus becomes a vital 

experience” (Cult-CreaTE, 2021:17). As a not insignificant portion of the city’s built heritage 

resources lay in ruins, the context of neoliberal spatial development in Ireland appears as an 

obstacle to place-based growth in the city, and a sustainable destination management. In a 

city where planning policy appears to favour commodification of the built environment over 

social use, much deeper structural barriers may inhibit Cork’s transformative tourism 

potential (O’Callaghan and Linehan, 2007). Informed by the work of urban theorists such as 

Yaneva (2012) on mapping controversies, this case study is envisaged as a first step in 

scene setting for a broader conversation around urban change in the city of Cork. A principal 

aim of the article is to unpack past and present trajectories of mobility in Cork, and anchor a 

tourism discourse to a discussion around equitable spatial development in the city, to be 

explored with a broader set of actors. It seeks to develop a set of frames (or controversies) 

that could represent anchors for research, and help understanding of how these may be 

engaged with through a nuanced form of tourism – that engages visitors in the co-creation of 

local value by facilitating a social exchange with visitors and residents within a place (Smith 

and Brent, 2001; Reisinger, 2015; Gerritsma, 2017). The first part of the article is composed 

of the introduction, background and methodology sections setting the scene for themes 

explored in literature review. The next section is the literature review itself, which brings 

together three frames on which to map controversies – historical (post-colonial), 

contemporary (neoliberal) and aspirational (regenerative placemaking). These suggest a 

possible framework for examining the case deeper through, collaborative co-production of 

knowledge – which is a subsequent objective of this study. Finally, the concluding section 

brings together findings from qualitative interviews interrogating and exploring perceptions of 

dereliction, ending with recommendations on how to instigate a pathway towards 

regenerative placemaking in Cork.  

 

An objective therefore is to bring together information which can be used to make 

comparisons with Cork and other cases important in contemporary literature on sustainable 

urban tourism in post-colonial port cities, and maritime identity (Shaw, 2009; Daamen and 

Vries, 2013; Kermani et al, 2020). Through examination of the extant literature, supported by 

semi-structured qualitative interviews with key informants, this paper seeks to identify 

opportunities for participatory placemaking so that ownership for spatial development, place-



branding and tourism marketing may be devolved to citizens. The authors reach speculative 

conclusions that test out the value of postcolonial neoliberal and placemaking frames – that 

compliment approaches in scholarship, and bring sharply into focus imbalances in decision-

making that inhibit socially innovative approaches to planning inclusive growth in urban 

tourism (Horgan, 2019). This paper is a first step at unpacking some root causes of 

dereliction, looking at these themes and the barriers presented to developing a coherent 

vision for Cork as an urban destination. Findings point to insurgent models of tourism, which 

seek to unmask root causes of dereliction, while raising the value of built heritage to 

audiences at home and away, to which a transformative tourism may be anchored. The 

reproduction of spatial inequality since Victorian times – when the city grew apart from its 

hinterland – suggest that there may be cultural barriers in Cork which prevent the embrace 

of a built environment tied so closely to expropriation. This case adds to a body of 

knowledge that includes research on port cities in the Caribbean, Southern Africa and Asia 

(Hall and Tucker, 2014). In a country which, prior to its enclosure, had a more distributed 

pattern of settlement, does a suspicion of the urban mask a tolerated neglect - a 

phenomenon so common in other areas of post-colonial Irish society? These and other 

questions raised in this study, provide narratives with which to test how a transformative 

tourism that engages openly with the legacies of colonisation might help initiate new visions 

for stalled spaces following a regenerative placemaking model for tourism (Hernandez-

Santin et al., 2020).  

 

2. Background: Harbouring lost potential. 

 

Separated in character and complexion from the marketing imagery of rolling green that is 

Ireland, Cork appears weather-beaten greying complexion to countless other cities suffering 

the impacts of globalisation and post-industrialisation. Established as a monastic settlement 

in the sixth century, it became an important site for colonial import and export over centuries 

under British occupation (Windele, 1989). This rich history, unique coastal geography and 

cultural distinctiveness should position it as a nodal point of origin on Ireland’s successful 

tourist route, the Wild Atlantic Way Rather it is overlooked within destination marketing 

strategies. A 2016 report on Growing Tourism in Cork emphasised the lack of visibility of the 

city as an urban destination, citing a significant number of visitors polled who did not realise 

Cork was both a city and county (Cork Tourism Strategy. 2016). According to data produced 

in a joint publication on visitor numbers to Ireland (Republic and North) published in 2014, 

only 8% of passengers (2,138,000) arriving in the Republic embarked at Cork airport - 

compared to 80% at Dublin (CSO, 2014). Cork city is included within Ireland South West for 

tourism programming, being the only significant urban centre within this region. Significantly, 

destination management strategies are centred on regional experience brands - Dublin; 

Ireland's Ancient East; Ireland's Hidden Heartlands; and the award-winning Wild Atlantic 

Way with no significant strategic vision anchored to urban Cork. According to data from 

2019, 3.4 million overseas and 5.0 million domestic tourists visited the Wild Atlantic Way 

generating €1.9bn in revenue. 30% of all itineraries to the republic included the South West 

of Ireland representing a 21% visitor share (Tourism Ireland, 2020). In June 2021, Fáilte 

Ireland launched a new digital brochure to showcase the very best of West Cork, with no 

evident reference to the attractions of the city. This is despite Cork being ranked fourth 

overall across cities in the 50,000 - 250,000 population bracket for cultural and socio-

economic vitality by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre’s 2019 Cultural and 

Creative Cities Monitor (European Commission, 2019). 



 

Fáilte Ireland’s own planning and research for example does not model data for Cork city 

visitors but only the South-West (NUTS3) region that includes heavily touristed rural counties 

of Cork and Kerry (Fáilte Ireland, 2019). With the exception of gastronomy - centred around 

it’s English Market - and aspects of the city’s cultural scene, overnight stays in Cork point to 

tourism under-performance (Fáilte Ireland, 2012). Despite Cork being named the European 

Capital of Culture 2005, the county as a whole draws less overseas visitors than Galway, a 

smaller city – 1,605 compared with 1,673 – according to figures from 2017 (Fáilte Ireland, 

2017).  In 2018 Fáilte Ireland registered the total of accommodation capacity in Dublin at 

approximately 44,677 bedspaces, with 11,913 in Galway and 10,983 in Cork (Fáilte Ireland, 

2018). The same report had rural Kerry the other county in the South West region with even 

more bedspaces than Cork at 12,977. When set alongside the high levels of tourism growth 

sustained by the country as a whole in the pre-COVID decade it begs questions as to why 

this might be the case. Cork’s inferiority complex - often exemplified in rebel status, its 

claims to being “Ireland’s real Capital”, and “The People’s Republic – is rightly justified by a 

lack of tourism awareness both nationally and internationally (Fáilte Ireland, 2012). 

Compounded in recent years by a decline in city centre retail activity, the city is weather-

beaten by dereliction and decay, buttressed by iron crutches, stretching from its crumbling 

quays out into the rambling suburbs (Burke, 2021).  

 

Given geographic proximity and familial ties, Britain remains Ireland’s single largest source 

market, with key tourism data from 2019 shows that Britain accounts for 36.0% of overseas 

tourists to Ireland (while visitors from mainland Europe account for 37.3% of tourists, with 

19.7% coming from North America and the balance of 7.0% coming from other long haul 

markets). British tourists account for 19.8% of overseas tourism spend in Ireland with 11.5% 

spent by other long haul tourists (Fáilte Ireland, 2021). Historians such as Simon Schama 

have emphasised the importance of Ireland as a source of knowledge for the British public in 

coming to terms with its colonial legacy. According to Fáilte Ireland’s own research on 

Targeting British Holidaymakers, ‘interesting’ and unique history appeals, placing importance 

on articulation of the essence of the experience. The report advises not to assume any 

knowledge of Irish history among British holiday-makers, and that the British consumer has 

relatively poor geographical awareness, needing descriptions and representations in time 

(Fáilte Ireland, 2021). Of Ireland’s Top 10 visited destinations two destinations adjacent to 

Cork city are listed at nine and ten respectively, both of which are colonial demesnes 

repurposed for tourism - Fota Wildlife Park and Blarney Castle, with an estimated 462,047 

and 460,000 annual visitors respectively. 

 

[INSERT PLACE-MARKETING SECTION?] We are Cork? 

 

Contributing to the ‘city rising’ narrative,  

 

a report by Moloney and O’Sullivan (2004) estimated the overall contribution of the tourist 

sector to Cork City and its hinterland at €317 million. Reports on the economic impact of the 

marine leisure industry on Cork Harbour 2017, estimated the total value of the sector at 

approximately €10.94 million in 2016 (Conway, Linehan and McGuirk, 2017).  

 

The case of Cork is of particular importance therefore not only because of the circumstances 

that have enabled both its development and decay, but by reason of the governance 



challenges that have blighted any meaningful action to alter the course of socio-spatial 

change. The study is timely, as the scale of the dereliction challenges have inspired direct 

and insurgent action to raise the profile of the demise of the city’s unique heritage - coupled 

with a desire build a sustainable local ecosystem for tourism within a context where built 

assets are undervalued. With the forever promise of unbounding growth and development 

for Cork after years of underinvestment, balancing uneasily on shaky commercial strategies 

– opportunities for sustainable tourism and regenerative placemaking exist among the 

debris. 

2. Methodology: charting for deep and murky waters.  

 

This paper considers if approaches that link tourism to placemaking can provide a 

sustainable framework for incremental regeneration of derelict built environments - that 

challenge speculative and entrepreneurial development approaches for the management of 

cities and destinations. Using the single case of Cork city in Ireland, the study seeks to 

uncover reasons for neglect in the urban territory of this city; drawing out three theoretical 

frames (historical, contemporary and aspirational) that can provide for discursive dialogue 

with local citizens, tourists and agencies of government around the nature of place and 

social equity. It aims to foreground a more embedded co-produced study which may be 

conducted through placemaking prototypes in subsequent action research with a wider set of 

stakeholders - towards networked social innovation in the built environment (Horgan and 

Dimitrijević, 2018). An established method of investigation in sustainable tourism research, 

the case study provides a way to handle the complexity of human settlement by presenting a 

narrative of narratives (Ruhanen et al., 2019). On the basis that all cities have different 

histories and characteristics against a multitude of indicators, direct comparison can often be 

meaningless. Lucas (2016) reminds us that the built environment must serve the needs of 

people, and that identities are often imagined through society’s engagement with the 

constructed world. Ethnographic approaches to building case studies from social sciences 

inform research in tourism studies that can promote a critical examination of what is, why it is 

so, and what is possible (Lucas, 2016). For policymakers seeking to drive more holistic 

societal transformation, case studies can set out the crucial questions that must be asked in 

order to draw logical and empirically sound conclusions from observing experiences in the 

past, or in other places - while especially contextual, offer pathways for knowledge transfer 

and exchange. In his work on lesson-drawing in public policy, Rose (1993) offers insights 

into the extents and circumstances in which interventions effective in one palace can be 

transferred to another - and how lessons can be sought by searching across time and/or 

across space; the choice depends upon a subjective definition of proximity, epistemic 

communities linking experts together, functional interdependence between governments, 

and the authority of intergovernmental institutions. Rose (1993) understands lesson-drawing 

thus as part of a contested political process - considering the uncertainty of learning or 

desirability of knowledge transfer. We adopt this thinking in our interpretation of evidence 

from Cork, the city and tourist destination, as a means of extrapolating more widely to other 

urban locations that have neo-colonial legacies.  

 

Yaneva (2016) promote the mapping of controversies as a research methodology that allows 

social, economic and cultural divides to be crossed, contextualising debates of contested 

urban knowledge. As a theoretical framework, mapping allows for engagement with the 

exploration of past and present controversies in the built environment - and facilitates the 

consideration of a number of theoretical frames in order to trace and map a changing set of 



positions triggered by architecture and urban design. This allows networks to be re-

established between local and global, social and technical, which can be extrapolated to a 

wide range of complex phenomena of hybrid nature. Controversy in this case is defined as 

“architecture in the making”, and allows researchers to better understand the consequences 

of design (Yaneva, 2011:122). Three significant frames identified in literature review are 

introduced in this study on Cork, intended for deeper exploration in subsequent action 

research – mapping controversies such as the postcolonial tourist gaze; aspects of political 

ecology related to neoliberal urban governance; and placemaking in new urban tourism. 

Briefly described in that section, these frames are used to provide additional context to an 

understudied case, but need to be verified through deeper engagement with a much wider 

set of stakeholders. Chiefly, the notion of a ‘relational place-making’, what Pierce et al. 

(2011) see as the networked, political processes of place-framing is emphasised to position 

the concept of place in a way that offers a nuanced analytical lens for tourism, political and 

urban geographic scholars. As a theoretical instrument for both research and policymaking, 

place provides a basis for understanding competing social, ecological and economic 

ambitions within a specific context. The authors affirm that all places are relational, and are 

always produced through networked politics. 

 

The single case study is used here to probe research questions related to drives; challenges 

and opportunities of dereliction in Cork, but also to develop and to test theories at a high 

level. Part of this study is to identify what historically underinvested voices might contribute 

to a fuller understanding of what they refer to as “multi-scalar, multifaceted place-frames 

enacted in contestations over competing” visions for place and arrive at research that 

“focuses on the relationalities between diverse people, institutions, materials and processes 

that are inscribed in, and engaged through, socio-spatial conflicts”, towards a more 

harmonious coexistence of those visions within a sustainable ecosystem of urban 

governance (Pierce et al., 2011:67). In response, the new knowledge is formed of a 

qualitative research approach engaging in interviews with key informants alongside a 

concurrent examination of literature, secondary data including policy documentation, and the 

emerging discourse related to sustainable destination management. Due to the limitations 

presented by the global pandemic, data was collected primarily through a series of semi-

structured interviews with key informants identified based on their engagement with the 

subject matter, knowledge base and familiarity with the city through their work or livelihoods. 

The primary researcher’s own network was important for recruitment, having grown up in 

Cork, been close to the construction sector, and having practised as an architect in the city 

at the height of Ireland's economic boom. Table 1. (in appendix) details interviews which 

mainly took place in early 2021, with communication maintained with a number who remain 

most active and engaged in raising the issue of dereliction locally and (inter)nationally. 

These were supplemented with a visit to the city in August 2021 where the principal 

researcher took a number of dérives through the city - and central areas particularly 

impacted by dereliction. In particular, a deeper relationship emerged with the local design 

agency, anois, who shared their own research, and on-the-ground analysis of dereliction as 

evidence for this study. Notably, this collaboration included the exchange of ideas and 

tactics for engagement with local residents, which has made more fertile the ground for 

nuanced policy (and placemaking approaches) to emerge around spatial development in 

Cork. In particular, this group led a walking tour of direction through the city in September 

2021 providing clear rationale for linking tourism to broader placemaking approaches 

towards social equity, and duty of care with respect to the built heritage. 



 

3. Literature Review: mapping points of departure. 

 

[DO FURTHER DEFINITIONS NEED TO BE INSERTED - WHAT and / from WHERE?] 

 

Cork’s built history owes much to its unique location as a bastion of colonial occupation 

within an uneasy and disloyal hinterland. The city developed as a literal island of centralised 

power, in a localised Pale of Settlement - which for the most part, separated native Gaelic 

and foreign populations (see: Figure 1). The spatial divisions of ethnic segregation in Ireland 

and Cork locate an element of distrust between town and country that plays out in the 

boundaries of local government today. The dynamics of a British policy of plunder meant that 

by the mid nineteenth-century Ireland was on the precipice of ecological disaster, of which 

Cork was at the epicentre - being the most populous county (Arnbinder and McCaffrey, 

2015). For centuries under and decades after British rule, the mouth of the Lee remained a 

principal metabolic outlet for the flow of Ireland’s human capital and material wealth - 

beginning with the spoils of Elizabethan deforestation (Byrne, 2015). The harbour saw the 

largest numbers of departures on ‘coffin ships’ from 1851 to 1854 - 72 percent of the 

passengers on ships sailing from Queenstown or Cobh were natives of County Cork 

(Arnbinder and McCaffrey, 2015). For many in the surrounding county – and their global 

descendants - the city still holds memories of imperial and industrial exploitation. Tourism 

from Victorian Britain in Ireland, coincided with policy favouring overseas migration of the 

local population was intensifying - reflecting the differences in economic circumstances 

between citizens of the two islands of a ‘united’ kingdom (Ó Gráda, 2019).  

 

3.1 A historical (post-colonial) Frame:  

 

While Ireland’s socio-economic buoyance accommodates new perspectives on Anglo-Irish 

relations, harder to expel is the material heritage of empire, the warehousing infrastructure 

for a global trade in commodities which marked out Cork city from county. While 

understudied in both tourism and built environment literature, the Irish case offers a nuanced 

context for scholars, as post-independence Ireland’s built heritage is shaped by legacies of 

colonialism more than any other domain (Kearns, 2006), 

 



 
Figure 1. Map of Cork, late sixteenth century as depicted in George Carew’s Pacata Hibernia. 

Source: Cork City Library. 

 

3.1.1 A legacy of loss. 

“A safe harbour for ships'', the motto of the city of Cork reveals its deep history as a site for 

the export of raw materials and human resources, as an important port on the south coast of 

Ireland. Legacies of colonialism still haunt modes of governance in the city, while the scale 

of dereliction reveals uncomfortable truths around decision-making, that can no longer be 

blamed on past oppressions. Black’s tourist guide (1885) describes Cork Harbour as, “one of 

the most extensive and commodious in the United Kingdom”, reminding Victorian tourists 

that, “into it Drake retreated when hotly pursued by the Spanish Fleet”, an event in the 

sixteenth century which cemented British rule over Cork and Ireland. In another antiquated 

reading, Windele (1839) describes Cork as fourth-rate amongst the Irish cities. He recalls the 

mercantile elites of Cork who settled the early plantation as a bastion of defence besieged 

on all sides by restless natives, untrusting of the surrounding Gaelic lands. Emphasising the 

city’s natural defences, Windele’s (1839:6) description of a settlement impassable but by 

bridges, “so beset with rebel enemies on all sides that they are obliged to keep constant 

watch”. Written in 1839 just prior to the Great Famine, the author recounts the city’s growth 

exporting milk and butter to the colonies following the 1801 Act of Union - ignoring narratives 

of dispossession and exclusion of the native Irish. Windele’s (1839:33) Grand Tour of Cork 

offers a portrait of suburbs, “strongly marked by age, neglect, and decay, but teeming with 

population”, despite “the march of intellect”.  

 



Evidently Victorian Cork was no stranger to dereliction, although by the time of writing, 

Windele (1839:46) notes the renewal efforts of the colonial Harbour Commissioners who, 

“devoted all their energies and means to the beautifying […] and advancing, in various ways, 

the interests of the trading community of the City” (Windele, 1839:33). These descriptions sit 

alongside exotic descriptions of local production of two million gallons of whiskey annually – 

said to be the best in the universe. These readings position Cork on the eve of scarcity, as 

an important support for British colonial expansion – as recorded by the city’s architecture an 

important monument to the mobilities of Ireland’s metabolic rift (Slater and Flaherty, 2009). A 

study of written records of travellers’ impressions of Ireland notes that Cork was firmly 

established as a popular tourist destination in the decades before the Great Famine. 

Referring to racist sketches of uncivilised natives, Griffin's (2017:300) analysis illuminates a 

tourism that fetishes “the image of “Paddy” and his pig [...] beloved of Punch and other 

cartoonists in this period”. Following Urry’s (2002) seminal work on the tourist gaze, the 

author explains how that difference is central to the tourist experience, and is “directed to 

features of landscape and townscape which separate them off from everyday experience [...] 

in some sense out of the ordinary”. Such framing still colours a shame which stifles tourism - 

and indeed spatial - development in both Cork city and county, in a region which has not fully 

come to terms with its postcolonial identity. Uneasily, Cork’s most celebrated tourist in recent 

years is England’s Queen Elizabeth II, demonstrating a maturity in the relationship between 

Britain and Ireland. She remains however, heir to a legacy which entails the razing of Cork 

city to the ground – fomenting independence, civil war - and the expulsion of many of the 

Anglo-Irish community from the county only a century ago.  

 

3.1.2 An uneasy gaze 

From a tourism perspective, the tourist gaze which Cork attracts is still focused on the lush 

rolling hills and rugged coastline of the countryside, and on quaint pastoral qualities of 

rurality (see: Figure 2). The tourist gaze is socially constructed away from the city, 

commodifying a place that can be easily packaged, presented and sold as ‘authentic’ 

(McCannell, 1973; Urry, 1995). Ireland’s celebrated tourist route, the Wild Atlantic Way (a 

main plank of the tourism authority’s strategy for attracting visitors to west of Dublin), begins 

at Kinsale in County Cork, west of the city and further west than its northerly end point. In a 

study on place, people and interpretation, looking at issues of migrant labour and tourism 

imagery in Ireland, Baum et al. (2007:40) found that images presented of Ireland in the 

country's destination branding are “largely a consequence of interpretations imposed by 

post-colonial history and are a response to the manner in which Irish society has developed 

since independence in 1922”. The authors note Ireland’s traditional - in fact ancient - 

emphasis on its welcome or 'Céad Míle Fáilte', central to Tourism Brand Ireland (Foley and 

Fahy 2004; McManus 2017). Highlighting Ireland’s contemporary transition into a destination 

for immigration, the paper notes the altered nature of labour markets in Irish tourism as a 

result of increasing migration, locating a discussion on different forms of mobility in 

contemporary society (De Haas et al., 2019) and their specific impact in the leisure and 

tourism context (Urry, 1999; Gustafson, 2002). Baum et al. (2007) cite Fáilte Ireland’s (2005) 

description of the tourism sector as an “industry of every parish” - marketing a simple 

message of rural idyll - reinforced through images of people, place and pace (O'Leary and 

Deegan 2003:213). This analysis recalls “an essentially chaste, innocent and feminine” 

representation of Ireland undisturbed since the Victorian era, that “has continually stressed 

friendliness and escapism from the urban drudgery faced by many potential visitors in their 

everyday lives” (Baum et al., 2007:43). Such imagery perpetuates the collective memory of 



Irish-American diaspora, inherited from those who left Ireland in the early twentieth century, 

and part of a deeper embedded ideology which has long operated under the umbrella of 

official sanction (Hourihane, 2003; Baum et al., 2007).  

 

 
Figure 2. View of Cork from Audley Place, John Butts, 1750. Source: Crawford Art Gallery, 

Cork 

 

Incompatible with more nuanced appraisals, Ireland is represented in destination marketing 

terms, by the promise of escape from modern pressures to a pre-industrial society, at odds 

with the reality of (peri)urban Ireland (Baum et al., 2007). This presents a particular 

challenge to cities like Cork, whose spatial (and tourism) development depends on a re-

appropriation of a uniquely urban heritage. The urban has been traditionally represented as 

foreign in Irish nationalist discourse (Graham, 1994). In 2016, a collective strategy for 

growing tourism was launched in 2016, by the Cork Strategic Tourism Task Force - 

established to deliver on the need for a coordinated effort between local authorities and 

industry (CSTTF, 2016). A ten-year plan set ambitious tourism policy objectives, targeting 10 

million overseas visits to Ireland annually (from 7.6 million in 2014), growing revenue to €5 

billion, and bringing an additional 50,000 jobs into the sector by 2025 (CSTTF, 2016). The 

document agrees that, alongside poor domestic perceptions, Cork is not widely known 

across international markets and segments, and despite active commitments to promote 

Cork as a region – both city and county - the report contains very little reference to the city 

whatsoever. In marketing, Cork is cast as Ireland’s ‘Maritime Paradise’, located within two 

national tourism policy propositions – Ireland’s Ancient East and the Wild Atlantic Way – 

even though the city itself does not feature on either itinerary (CSTTF, 2016). Quoting Lonely 

Planet, the strategy frames Cork as a hub or transit point, following the “millions of Irish 

migrants passed through here […] leaving evocative traces of their passage” which are 

presumably not evocative enough to warrant discovering. The word ‘urban’ only features 

once in the entire document (‘quirky’ featuring 11 times), while the Irish Government's own 

Tourism Action Plan makes no mention whatsoever of the built environment (Irish 

Government, 2018). In reality, a somewhat dishevelled post-industrial urban settlement sits 



abandoned in Cork harbour, with a wealth of untold stories ripe for exploration – not least in 

a dark tourism context (Lennon, 2017).  

 

Parkinson et al. (2017:512) found that while the architectural legacy was often held in 

contempt in the past, attitudes have shifted in Ireland, that “a cultural distance exists 

between the wider public and architectural legacies of the colonial era [...] plantation in the 

mid-sixteenth century until independence in 1922”. The post-colonial experience informs a 

narrative of, “the rural idyll as the essence of native Ireland, but also of landlords’ estates - 

and the urban more generally - as a foreign imposition, associated with famine and past 

oppression […] defining public attitudes to different types of building and townscape, and 

impacting on efforts at place-making” (Parkinson et al., 2017:512). Parkinson et al., 

(2015:225) emphasise the role of local identity in place-making, noting how the first official 

visit by a British monarch in 2011 “has facilitated a wider political willingness to debate 

notions of heritage and identity”. Cork City’s Draft Development Plan 2022-2028 refer to the 

built heritage of Cork city as a finite and precious resource, emphasising the collective 

responsibility to protect, conserve and promote the use of historic buildings (Cork City 

Council, 2021). Ignoring the opportunity for regenerative placemaking, the National Tourism 

Development Authority has identified festivals as the main driver for tourism growth - building 

on the successful Guinness Cork Jazz festival, for decades the largest event occurring 

annually in the city (Foley, 2013). However, a 2012 Fáilte Ireland report indicated that 

heritage and history ranked highest of the most important factors in overseas tourists' 

interest in visiting Ireland, alongside a preference for cities small enough to explore on foot. 

More than 90% of prospective travellers expressed a desire to discover unusual or out of the 

way places (Fáilte Ireland, 2012). The survey found that Cork is to be perceived as 

unspoiled by tourism - and should preserve through targeting of the engaged culture seeker, 

visitor segment. It proposes that the destination be presented as unusual and unique, and 

identified that Cork’s strength relies on its ‘culture’ in the broadest, civic sense, and that, 

“cultural institutions need to find means of integrating themselves into the fabric of the visitor 

experience; food, drink, strolling around, history and heritage and making themselves well 

known to their neighbours” (Fáilte Ireland, 2012:15). The scale of dereliction in Cork is a 

legacy of the city’s dichotomy, seemingly unable to reconcile heavy cargoes of the past; to 

reinterpret its authenticity; and reimagine an alternative vision as a safe harbour for (societal) 

shifts (Mac Cannell, 1973; 1976). Authenticity of representation in the context of place and 

tourism, needs to reflect a contemporary reality rather than a desired ambiguous idyll - 

reflecting the true diversity of the city’s past, present and future.  

 

3.2 Contemporary (neoliberal) Frame: A city razed and forever rising. 

 

O’Callaghan (2012:1937) sheds light on how urban change was perceived around the city’s 

hosting of the European Capital of Culture (ECOC) in 2005. This account suggests that in 

Cork, urban space is produced by, “a range of actors and events operating in fluid and 

ambivalent relationships connecting the ‘local’ to the ‘global’ and the mundane to the 

political”. Highlighting the opacity of decision-making the author describes how a theatre 

event was used to focus socially produced aspects of urban renewal in a city in the process 

of reimagining itself as post-industrial, in a challenge to speculative development at the time. 

Like the play, the article presents a series of fragmented relationships that reveal what 

Pieterse (2008) framed as the power at the heart of city development. Recently, scholars 

such as Dang (2021) have called for a more intentional dialogue between urban geography 



and postcolonial studies, resonant with those in tourism scholarship. In an article on Ireland, 

authors Bresnihan and Hesse (2020:3) bring together urban political ecology, postcolonial 

urban geography and political ecologies of health to show how, “political economic 

relationships that draw resources, energy, water, and labour from rural areas to urban 

centres are constituted through powerful ideological and discursive fields that reproduce the 

urban as modern, global, and progressive, and the rural as traditional, local, and backward” 

applying Hommes et al.’s (2019) thesis to the Irish case. Bresnihan and Hesse (2020) argue 

that Ireland’s unique urban political ecology - shaped by experience as both a British colony, 

and independent post-War European neoliberal state – requires a new infrastructural politics 

to address environmental challenges borne of state (dis)investment.  

 

Figure 3. A view of North Main Street at Paradise Place Cork, 1967. Source: Old Photos of Cork 

 

3.2.1 Absentee landlords:  

Ireland’s centralised mode of governance - dominated by strong public administration - can 

be traced back to its colonial history, and is a key structural impediment to planning in 

Ireland (MacFeely, 2016). The absence of a strong mandated government saw development 

power rest in administrative hands, who a century later have only strengthened their grip 

(Collins et al., 2021). Documenting an ad-hoc approach to urban planning, Cawley (1996) 

correctly predicted an increase in disparities between Irish towns and cities following the 

Irish government’s withdrawal from regional planning in the 1980s. After initially using 

planning as a social policy tool the state began using tax incentives and legislation to 

promote free market speculation (Kitchin et al., 2012). Following amendments to the 1898 

Local Government Act, the country ranks bottom of the Local Autonomy Index among 

European countries (Ladner et al. 2019). Coletta et al. (2018) date the rise of urban 

entrepreneurialism in Ireland to the introduction of the 1986 Urban renewal act, which 

heralded speculative approaches to renewal and the establishment of urban development 

corporations. Coinciding with record levels of emigration (and emigration as economic 



strategy), tourism became an important pillar for the first time within the national economic 

development strategy of Ireland (Deegan, 2005). The decades since saw Ireland grown to 

become the poster-boy for small government in Europe – characterised by laissez-faire 

strategies in cultural (Hadley et al., 2020), and tourism sectors (Bayliss 2004). From the 

early nineties until 2008, Ireland was held up by champions of neoliberal policy for 

deregulation, privatisation, openness to inward investment and low corporation taxes (Fraser 

et al., 2013).  

 

 
Figure 4. A view of North Main Street at Paradise Place Cork, 2021. Source: Frank O’Connor  

 

The period of Ireland's initial economic growth was characterised by a massive construction 

boom; rising house prices, and a land-use planning regime -identified at a range of spatial 

scales - whereby the central and local state may be viewed as an active supporter and 

enabler of development interests (Scott et al., 2020). The increase in housebuilding 

facilitated a speculative environment that prioritised housing for its exchange value over its 

use value (Madden and Marcuse, 2016). (Scott et al., 2012). Following collapse and 

contagion from a dysfunctional US housing market, the Irish government established a 

public National Assets Management Agency (NAMA) in 2009; opted to purchase distressed 

property loans in exchange for public bonds, (Cardiff 2016). This led to the state becoming a 

repository for Ireland's failed speculative development sector following transferral of 11,000 

loans - secured against 60,000 properties with an initial loan value of €74bn - to NAMA, at a 

cost of €32bn (Williams, 2014). O’Callaghan and McGuirk (2020) evidence how 

financialisation during the most recent economic downturn facilitated exceptional policy 

interventions - legitimated as crisis response - opened up new sectors of housing and in the 

process, expanded severe crises of both affordability and homelessness (Hearne, 2020). 



The scale of dereliction in Cork (see: Figure 4) points to the failure of neoliberal approaches 

to urban governance, that sees built heritage as a narrow market commodity. Favouring 

public private partnerships, the City Council became entangled in issues of economic and 

urban development - becoming alienated from issues of social equity and civic participation - 

using special tax-designations to stimulate urgent urban renewal and engage “a shallow pool 

of local property developers with small scale ambitions'' (O’Callaghan and Linehan, 

2007:31). Reminiscent of landlordism of the past, the growth of institutional investors in 

spatial assets between has intensified a cycle of financialisation (Byrne and Norris (2019). 

The present pandemic has the potential to enable a further step-change - reflecting the 

mobilisation of ‘crisis’ to leverage policy shifts and prioritise financial logic as pre-conditions 

for deepening financialisation of the built environment. 

 

3.2.2 Dereliction of duty. 

In advance of hosting an urbanism conference in 2018, Cork City Council committed to 

“pursue actions that ensure Cork’s built heritage benefits from good custodianship” (Cork 

City Council, 2018:23). An accompanying report on the revitalisation of the city - looking at 

people, place and progress - provides little insight into the challenges of maintaining the 

city’s built heritage - but highlights the conservation issues involved with two, “particularly 

fine examples of historic warehouses […] constructed to a high standard using fine quality 

building materials” (Cork City Council, 2018:23). Revealing the failure of planning policy to 

accommodate balanced development however, the report indicates that between 2011 and 

2016 the population of Cork City increased by more than 5%, coinciding with a 36% and 

33% rise in house and rental revenue respectively (Cork City Council, 2018). Those findings 

suggest poor management of housing stock - and the built environment more generally - has 

an economic impact, and presents a barrier to inclusive growth in the region. Ireland’s 

Development Authority (IDA) has also emphasised the importance of placemaking in 

enhancing Ireland’s attractiveness to investors highlighted to local authorities – listing it as 

one of the key strategic objectives of Project Ireland 2040 (IDA, 2020). The DHPLG 

recognises, “that a high-quality built environment is key to Ireland’s future prosperity and 

wellbeing”, with IDA Ireland adding that “the creation of attractive places to live and work is 

good planning and good enterprise policy [..] can provide a competitive edge to Irish towns 

and cities when it comes to attracting and retaining the skills and talent on which FDI is 

reliant” emphasising the government’s neoliberal approach to spatial and enterprise planning 

(IDA, 2020). In order to understand what blocks the path of a city long waiting to embark on 

an equitable urban renewal, we must look to the origins of interminable blight. 

 

The lack of effective strategy in addressing dereliction and spatial inequality raises important 

questions about the nature of spatial production in Cork - given the failures of the market to 

deliver for the needs of the local population. Runfola and Hankins (2010) position urban 

dereliction within an environmental justice framework, demonstrating how neglected spaces 

are evidence of inequity, highlighting how unevenly resources are allocated and distributed 

within dysfunctional systems of urban governance. While physical decay may offer an 

indicator for the lack of capacity for citizens to influence spatial development, the specific 

challenges of state intervention, are key to “bridging the gap between local ecologies and 

socio-political power” (Runfola and Hankins, 2010:363). Horgan and Dimitrijević (2021) 

found that political ideologies remain the biggest obstacle to social innovation in the built 

environment. Ideology and perception may indeed shape the nature of spatial development 

in Cork, which is perceived by many to be directed by a small number of powerful actors - 



still articulated by ideals built and promoted in the eighteenth century (Linehan, 2017). 

Linehan (2017) details mounting public opposition to top-down speculative development, that 

meets little resistance from the local authority, liking new urban development to city-making 

in the Victorian period - in a framing of capital, power and place essential to political 

negotiation of 18th century society, still visible in Cork (see: Figure 5). As the unique built 

heritage of the city disintegrates in favour of shiny new architecture for architecture’s sake, 

we must question who benefits – and indeed who has agency. 

 

 
Figure 5. View of Cork’s Medieval Walls hidden behind abandoned car park, 2021. Source: 

Frank O’ Connor. 

 

3.3 Aspirational (regenerative placemaking) Frame: A rising tide to raise all ships 

 

While Ireland may be no exception in its drive to increase tourist activity among European 

countries, what may be of significance is the postcolonial context from which such attempts 

are being articulated (Johnson, 1999). Johnson (1999) believes that by replacing a 

chronology with broad themes, Fáilte Ireland overlook the significance of time in the 

transformation of landscapes, reducing the dynamism of historical processes, and suggests 

how tourism (and placemaking) may inform how the past is mediated in Ireland, and further 

afield. Updating the discourse on the tourist gaze, Urry and Larsen (2011) suggest we be 

more catholic in the objects we gaze - moving away from tendencies to focus on the few 

selected reverent sites, toward working-class notions of sociability and conviviality. Urry 

(2002) writes how tourism is part of everyday life, whether we exercise the tourist gaze at 

home, or whether we ourselves are transformed as tourists - something ever more 



complicated as we emerge from strict quarantines in the wake of the global shutdown. 

Nuanced positions on tourism and urban space call for diverse forms of interdisciplinary 

research that examine the impacts of tourism on urban governance, and vice versa. Kim and 

Bramwell (2019) propose cross-boundary research on “social capital” and “institutional 

capital” as indicators for assessing relationships between tourism and other regeneration 

policy sectors (Nunkoo, 2017). Kim and Bramwell (2019:88) share evidence of an increasing 

shift toward neoliberal forms of policymaking, necessitating urban regeneration policy 

sectors to engage with the tourism policy sector more often, “so as to develop tourism in 

more beneficial ways […] in order to achieve wider regeneration objectives”. Mordue 

(2017:401) proposes that as public space, tourist space in cities is, “pregnant with political 

potential as it is with all sorts of possibilities in relation to unrehearsed cultural outcomes”. 

Following Harvey’s (2000) the author sees tourists as, “as mobile, temporary citizens of 

urban life [...] central actors in the making of the postmodern city and new contributors to the 

painting of its political canvass” (Mordue, 2017:403).  

 

In an important contribution at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, Higgins-Desbiolles 

(2020) proposes an agenda to socialise tourism that would reorient it towards the public 

good. A community-centred tourism framework to assist a radical reorganisation of tourism 

should begin with, “the redefinition of tourism in order to place the rights of local communities 

above the rights of tourists for holidays and the rights of tourism corporates to make profits” 

(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020:618). Following Desmond (1999: xiv), the author posits that as an 

ideology, tourism offers a “framing that has the power to reshape culture and nature to its 

own needs”. Similarly, Skinner (2021:185) proposes that destinations should focus more on, 

“making places not only more sustainable and resilient to future disasters and crises, but 

also making them better for everyone”, and that indicators for successful destination 

management should be judged not by economic success alone - but by factors in the 

sociocultural and natural environment, that contribute to quality of life. Although a walking 

tour of derelict buildings drew a hundred heavy crowd of interested individuals to marvel at 

the decay of built heritage in September 2021 (See: Figure 6), decision-makers have failed 

to see the link between the built environment, transformative tourism and insurgent 

placemaking – and the need for regenerative approaches to development within which the 

narratives of historically excluded voices can resound (Horgan, 2022). 

 

 
Figure 6. View from the Walking tour to End Dereliction, Cork, September 2021. Source: Frank 

O’ Connor. 



5. Findings from qualitative research – A rising tide to raise all ships 

 

In preparation for a fuller forensic on-the-ground action research designed around 

participatory co-production, a series of preliminary interviews were conducted in order to 

situate research on the themes of governance, ownership and participation. Twelve initial 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with a number of key informants in the city 

(public servants, academics and others working in areas such as physical and social 

geography, architecture, film, urban studies, and construction) in order to develop lines on 

enquiry for deeper probing and ethnographic study, and pull out some theoretical frames for 

open discussion. In conversations with informants, issues of governance, ownership and 

participation immediately surfaced, with many reporting feeling powerless in the face of top-

down speculative development in the city - unable to understand or influence spatial 

strategies. An academic and filmmaker lamented the loss of a creative spaces such as 

Sample Studios – a multi-story artist-led co-working space in a vacated old tax office in the 

heart of the city – which is “still a hole in the ground” even though the valued arts space was 

demolished (C08). The same respondent asked, “where is the value?” being created for 

users of the city by what they understood to be a landlordism “sold as progress” (C08). 

Another informant spoke of the redevelopment of the iconic Beamish and Crawford site as a 

case in point - where a developer-led scheme managed by BAM construction is stalled due 

to the uncertainty of its international backer Live Nation – evidence of the reliance on the 

public sector to drive tourism development in Cork (C09). While indicative Cork City 

Council’s opaque and extractive partnerships with multinational corporations, it remains 

unclear whether unbalances of power and capital are at the root of persistent urban decay 

and neglect, as issues of ownership are made more obscure by the transfer of properties to 

NAMA. Interviews suggest that among a small cadre of local developers driving spatial 

change, University College Cork is one of the largest property holders in the city, providing a 

number of sites for new-build student housing. Historically, the university has maintained 

many of the Victorian housing adjacent it’s campus, while unlocking key sites elsewhere.  

 

A senior member of Cork Fire Brigade confirmed the challenges presented by opaque 

ownership of derelict sites across the city, which often become refuges for homeless and 

vulnerable citizens - presenting difficulties for the fire service who must secure and make 

safe an ever growing of derelict buildings in the city (C07). They painted a picture of cash-

strapped local services, where responsibility is assumed by local authority engineers, who 

struggle to identify owners to fit the bill for works - acutely aware of the physical danger of 

dangerous buildings, one of which caused a fatal injury in 1999. A trained historian, the fire 

service person has witnessed many heritage sites fall into disrepair, including the City Walls 

which have “been treated like absolute shit” (C07). While the global pandemic has 

highlighted the need for better quality outdoor spaces has driven some changes in the city, it 

has also made more prominent the scale of decay; ever-present homelessness; and lost 

potential to the local economy. Many respondents assumed that legal red tape related to 

debt and the planning process made things difficult for the local authority but felt that 

landlords and developers had taken advantage of a lack of action. The situation regarding 

dereliction has been aggravated over time, made worse of a period of twenty to thirty years 

where the legislation had no teeth - nor was there appetite to enforce penalties. Several 

informants speculated that landlords were sitting on sites in order to achieve better returns 

for ambiguous future development. Some of those interviewed listed off a number of 

important historical structures and landmarks in the city that had been left in an almost 



deliberate state of decay, and cases of planning granted for urban renewal contingent on the 

retention of important building features, where guidance was ignored leading to an 

irrevocable loss of historical artefacts (C03; C06; C07; C08). A city councillor and former 

Lord Mayor of Cork empathised with the local authority, who are felt to be constrained by 

centralised national government. They reported that the previously tight group of local 

developers has been widened through the machinations of NAMA, and strong interest from 

overseas investors, and steps are being taken to advance compulsory purchase of city 

centre infill sites, and escalation on action against neglectful owners (C09). 

 

Decades of dereliction in Cork underscore the inability of entrepreneurial urban development 

policies to change the tide. Approaching the problem of dereliction through a place-based 

interdisciplinary lens, looking holistically at the city region necessitates a deeper 

retrospection into the contagion of (sub)urban blight. Interviewees overwhelming called for 

greater transparency, and political will to facilitate genuine engagement between co-

producers of the city, are precursors to more equitable spatial development in Cork. 

Reflexive interviews with the founders of a creative systems design agency anois - who 

provided insights from a yearlong investigation of the topic - allowed for a dialogic enquiry of 

the pervasiveness of dereliction in Cork (C01; C02). Focused on equitable transitions, 

design strategists Frank O’Connor and Jude Sherry have brought the issue to broadsheet 

newspapers – foregrounding important narratives, around the wanton destruction of the 

much-valued Sextant pub, amid speculation in the docklands (Michael, 2021). The two are at 

the vanguard of an insurgent urbanism seeking to raise awareness and drive policy change, 

driven by the lack of coherent mechanisms or penalties for developers with respect to 

derelict sites (C01; C02). Cataloguing the scale of urban decay around the city, they found 

that in 74% of cases current or previous owners could be publicly identified. 

 

 

In the This is Derelict Ireland report, they challenge public perceptions and local authority 

inaction on a number of fronts, noting funding schemes available to owners (Sherry and 

O’Connor, 2021). Only 9% of derelict properties had been sold since 2013; only 24% of 

derelict properties have open planning permission, with around 73% having allowed 

permission to lapse. Contrary to popular belief that government is powerless to act, the 

report cites Section 43 of the Irish constitution with respect to private property rights that limit 

social justice and common good. Of the properties mapped in their report 98% have been 

derelict for more than two years, while the local authority has not issued one Section 11 

notice to date (which indicated a penalty of €55,000 and potential imprisonment). In almost 

two thirds of cases the current or previous owners can be publicly identified, even though 

only 32% of derelict properties are titled in the land registry. Sherry and O’Connor (2021) 

estimate that Cork City Council could raise a total of €2.1m annually on 95 properties on 

their register alone, which should be of interest to city managers holding a budget deficit of 

€2.5m in 2020. Concerned with the lack of transparency, and that companies or shell 

companies are involved in property management, they note that only 32% of traded 

properties are registered with the land registry, pointing to an opaque system with, “no 

process, no information and no data” available to drive accountability (C01; C02). 

Inconsistencies in the protection of heritage structures, and in how areas of cultural 

conservation are upheld in the planning process, suggest power imbalances that influence 

compliance. O’Connor and Sherry’s careful documentation of hundreds of sites, only 95 of 

which appear on Cork City Council’s Derelict Register, raises questions as to the 



implementation of a 1984 Dereliction Levy (enacted in the 1990 Derelict Sites Act, placing a 

levy on derelict sites, raised to 7% in 2019). For O’Connor and Sherry, reuse champions 

Lacaton & Vassal’s Pritzker prize win represents a pivotal moment for circular economy 

models in the built environment, and has inspired them to consider new uses for many 

derelict sites - identified over two years of immersive research. This approach follows Costa 

et al. (2021) who consider the interim reuse of urban derelicts with stakeholders in Barreiro, 

Portugal - uncovering community attitudes and preferences through scenario-elicitation. For 

a city seeking to establish its identity and articulate its urban roots, anois set an important 

precendent for a bottom up approach to placemaking and destination management. Against 

95 listed on the city’s Derelict Register, their twitter thread has recorded over 400 properties, 

being viewed millions of times and attracting a broad community of interest both nationally 

and internationally. Importantly the thread has attracted the attention of commentators on 

sustainable tourism, economists and spatial practitioners in Ireland. 

 

Sympathising with public officials, a researcher rethinking urban vacancy in Ireland, agreed 

local governance is hampered by centralisation, calling for greater transparency over how it 

is addressed (C11). They cited recent research reporting urban vacancy is a complex issue 

– integral, rather than inherently problematic - which comes into focus during moments of 

politicisation. A recurring complaint among those interviewed was a lack of imagination 

among public officials, and the need for radical prototyping of new uses for vacant buildings 

– noting how an incremental engagement-led approach to placemaking is absent from any 

strategic plans amid empty rhetoric. Despite a remarkable change in economic 

circumstances for the country from the 1990s, Cork’s built environment has never truly 

recovered from the loss of centuries of mercantile functions –made worse by the 

commodification of property that followed Ireland’s precarious - and enduring - neoliberal 

experiment. Despite a number of solutions emerging in the policy field, many of those 

interviewed felt that these had “no teeth” and that little was been done to enforce compliance 

or penalty. Cork City Council have consistently failed to collect funds under the Derelict Sites 

Levy, underscored in the Chief Executive’s latest report, which shows that in the fourth 

quarter of 2020, there was €1,739,640 levied but only €163,231 received – which despite the 

renewed attention had only increased to €476,766 in the third quarter of 2021 (English, 

2021). Cork’s enduring self-deprecation presents significant obstacles for a city increasingly 

hoping to grow its economy, and tourism sector to accommodate a particularly urban citizen. 

A report taking stock of Dublin’s vacant sites and properties, including a review of existing 

policies and measures, calls for, “more nuanced, responsive, and place-based approaches 

engaging with urban vacancy in all of its material and temporal forms” (Stokes and 

O’Callaghan, 2021:33). Many of those interviewed for this research have added their voices 

to those proposing solutions to dereliction, and raising the significance of “meanwhile use” in 

particular as a way to activate vacant and underused spaces (The Journal, 2021). A truly 

transformative tourism could help the city pick apart its past, and identify opportunities within 

an assemblage of dereliction and debris of empire - engaging residents and visitors in a 

deeper relationship. Agile programming of space with arts and culture may introduce more 

sustainable forms of tourism - focused on Cork’s unique set of mobilities - uncovering 

historical narratives and collective memory that can inform placemaking. The tourist gaze 

may invite alternative perspectives shedding light on the dissonance between real and 

imagine, urban and rural, temporary and permanent. This progressive, inclusive, just and 

equitable approach has much in common with insurgent movements to protect the rights of 

citizens to the city, and city-making - and is shared with critical perspectives in architecture 



and urban studies (Horgan & Dimitrijević, 2018; 2021). Policymaking informed by holistic 

interdisciplinary frameworks in areas like resilience and systems thinking that consider the 

ecology of cities, may provide an evidence base for more enlightened urban management 

(Horgan & Dimitrijević, 2019). Given that insurgent urbanism is taking root in Cork., 

participatory approaches to placemaking - built on strategies for sustainable destination 

development have enormous potential in unlocking urban dereliction in the city (Koens et al., 

2021).  

 

Catching-up with key informants to verify recent developments in Cork city, the authors are 

reminded of the role of social networks in raising the profile of the dereliction issue – which 

has spread from Cork to numerous other urban settlements across the country, with newly 

engaged actors cataloguing the lost potential to other communities of built heritage. In 

coalition with Cork’s Community Action Tenants Union the recent “Walking Tour to End 

Dereliction” attracted an intersectional group of over one hundred people – with an average 

number of eighty participants following all of the route. This is evidence of the role of tourism 

in inviting audiences both near and far into practice of future-visioning, which engaging with 

trajectories and mobilities of the past – in a latent tourism motivated by social exchange. 

Further research should invite interdisciplinary actors to interrogate the themes raised in this 

paper - to probe postcolonial perspectives, and help develop viable proposals for specific 

sites in Cork with response to social innovation business models to support ‘a safe harbour’ 

for all ships to rise. Such an approach may counter prevailing forces of entrepreneurial 

urbanism in the city, and support iterative recovery post-pandemic.  

 

6. Discussion and Conclusion 

 

This article maps some deep-rooted controversies surrounding dereliction in Cork, and 

frames uncomfortable truths around the nature of space and power in the city - that warrant 

examination in further research. This discourse offers a lens with which to ponder 

sustainable approaches to tourism and development in Cork, for their transformative 

potential. Research was limited by the lack of available data on Cork – specifically at the city 

level, and a gap in the literature with regards to the city’s urban development and tourism 

performance. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic prohibited more in-person engagement 

during the research period, which meant the principal research relied on personal 

connections and established links to individuals and groups active within the community. As 

a result, the paper can be overly emotive at times owning to the personal experience of the 

principal researcher with the nature of speculative development and planning in the city, and 

them bearing witness to enduring dereliction over decades. In preparation for co-produced 

research being planning for later in 2022, the authors hope to engage with a wider number of 

stakeholders in the city in order to solicit a larger number of perspectives with lived 

experience of the issues highlighted in this study. This investigation is also lacking data on 

the perceptions of potential visitors (both domestic and international), while some opinions 

can be understood from anecdotal data available on Frank O’Connor’s twitter thread 

documenting the problem in Cork. As a key hub for tourism development for the south of 

Ireland, Cork is arguably the key southern point for focusing an urban destination 

management, away from a concentration on Dublin. Dereliction, and entrepreneurial 

approaches to urban governance promote opaque and uneven spatial development that 

favour market actors and high economic return on investment are a barrier to curating a 

welcoming sense of place. As an entry point into the topic, this paper offers reasonable 



argument to support that strategies for managing the built environment are not fit for 

purpose; and a barrier to sustainable growth given higher levels of urbanisation to come. 

Alongside other routes to inwards investment, tourism has a part to play - bringing new eyes 

on the cultural heritage of the city. 

 

Following on preliminary findings in this paper, there are a number of recommendations the 

authors can suggest in the short-term which might inform a more open dialogue on the 

nature of a regenerative placemaking in Cork. This should begin with mapping the owners 

and managers of derelict buildings as activists have began, but include a needs assessment 

with city stakeholders that may connect the built environment with community needs, and 

those of entrepreneurs in sustainable cultural tourism. In the medium-term, the local 

authority should adapt regulation to encourage meanwhile use, and allow for, more 

experimentation with underused spaces and nuanced programmes that engage locals and 

visitors on the task of creatively imagining new tourism propositions in Cork – cognisant of 

the city’s unique development history. By inviting fresh eyes to contemplate the postcolonial 

context of arrested development in Cork, new opportunities for knowledge exchange and 

placemaking may be fostered - leading to a local stewardship of cultural artefacts in space 

and time. Such models for city governance challenge the unshakeable neoliberal orthodoxy 

of planning in Irish cities, but provide space for bottom up models for social enterprise and 

entrepreneurship in tourism and culture to penetrate. Further research is envisaged as a 

platform towards generative empirical research in the city, with a varied set of stakeholders. 

As global forces challenge Ireland’s economic strategy as a tax-haven, the societal return on 

invent from decades of neoliberal planning come sharply into focus. The prevalence of 

dereliction in Cork points to systemic neglect (encouraged by a lack of ownership at all 

levels) which has obscured paths to public participation, starving a planning system at the 

mercy of unscrupulous development actors. Future studies could probe – through open 

dialogue and informed evidence gathering – whether a widespread lack of accountability has 

its roots in Cork’s uniquely abusive colonial history. Taking a careful and forensic approach a 

nuanced approach to tourism and placemaking might identify more sustained pathways for 

imagining a city for all. This paper is meant as a companion to such a voyage of discovery. 

 

-- 

 

--- 
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Appendix 1. 

 
 

Informant profile Knowledge base Communication methods 

C01 Social designer; 
social activist, 
Female, Cork 

Dereliction mapping and policy 
analysis; community engagement 
and insurgent activism; Tactics and 
knowledge exchange 

4 x quarterly semi structured interviews 
over the course of 2021 (approx. 90 
mins each); Deep and continuous 
engagement over social media. 

C02 Social designer; 
social activist, Male, 
Cork 

Dereliction mapping and policy 
analysis; community engagement 
and insurgent activism; Tactics and 
knowledge exchange 

4 x quarterly semi structured interviews 
over the course of 2021 (approx. 90 
mins each); Deep and continuous 
engagement over social media. 

C03 Academic, Male, 
Cork. 

History of Cork’s spatial 
development; urban geography 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 90 
mins); regular email contact. 

C04 Academic, Male, 
Cork. 

Urban geography; mapping 
dereliction 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 60 
mins); sporadic email contact since. 

C05 Retired Building 
Contractor, Male, 
Cork  

Historical spatial development 
strategy, ecosystem 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 90 
mins); regular email contact; 60 min 
face-to-face meeting. 

C06 Designer and 
entrepreneur, 
Female, Cork 

Branding and communications; 
Place and placemaking; tourism 
development  

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 60 
mins); regular email contact; 60 min 
face-to-face meeting. 

C07 Senior Fire person 
and historian, Male, 
Cork 

Dereliction management; safety and 
security; history 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 90 
mins); regular email contact; 60 min 
face-to-face meeting. 

C08 Filmmaker, Male, 
Cork 

Present spatial development; 
speculation; citizen responses to 
dereliction 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 90 
mins); regular email contact; 60 min 
face-to-face meeting. 

C09 Local government 
representative, 
Male, Cork 

Dereliction and development 
strategy; urban governance  

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 90 
mins); irregular email contact. 

C10 National journalist, 
Female, Dublin 

Dereliction and development policy; 
ownership and governance 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 60 
mins); no follow up. 

C11 Academic, Female, 
Dublin 

Development policy; dereliction 
classification and policy 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 60 
mins); no follow up. 

C12 Academic, Female, 
Netherlands 

Placemaking tools for tourism and 
placemaking 

1 x semi-structured interview (approx. 60 
mins); no follow up. 

Table 1. Profile and knowledge base of informants  
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