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SC: Jim you came to Limerick in 1984 and you left in 1995-ish, what inspired you to come to Limerick in the first place?

Well I suppose my background was substantially in the private sector, having been from Cork, and my education was in Cork- at the Cork school of Art where there was an architectural course at the time; The process there was you took three years in RIPA, then you went off to Oxford. There was a link with [the] tech in Oxford. I did the three years, went to London, and then of course I found that London was the great gateway to Europe and that (you know when you were in Ireland at that time -say the 60s and 70s- Europe was a long way away, and all these sort of architectural master pieces and historical places. It took a long time to get there and it was serious.) You moved to London and you go to Victoria on a Friday evening and if you had enough money for the boat you were in Paris the next morning. So it was great -the whole freedom which London provided. Equally in the ‘60s there was tons of work.  You didn’t have any problem. It was the era of the Beetles and pre Thatcher, everything was great fun and the money was there. I spent three years there working on very substantial projects, the Fitzwilliam House in Dublin by [] and Byrne. Having done that, I came back home.  My father wasn’t well so I came home and was back in Cork for a bit, when I said you know might as well finish this off and instead of going back over to Oxford then, I came to Dublin. I would have been the first of the Cork students to go to Dublin, went to Bolton Street. Bolton Street was wonderful, it was great fun.  I would have been I suppose  termed,  a mature student, because I would have been three or four years older than the other guys, but you had people like Des McMahon and Aidan Kelly.. Des had been an arts teacher in Belfast and Aidan was [..] and all sorts of checkered histories and John Greg, there was a whole range of people there. … A lot of people could complain about the educational standards at Bolton Street, I had a wonderful time, there so it was great fun.
Ye had the Bolton Horse too?

We had the Bolton Horse too yeah it was great, and I think the lecturers largely left us do what we wanted, so it was very much nearly self education. Having come out of that then I remember it was at some seminar on self built housing. Turlough O’Donnell from Delaney McVey and Pike [was there] He was doing schemes around KilCullan and Kildare where there was largely the cooperative movement- the very, very early days of the cooperative movement and they were doing it by direct labour. It was fairly basic and it was the sort of thing the ethos of that time- [it] would have been very much the ‘60s and the student revolution, that was the thing you wanted to get into. So I met Turlough and had a pint and started off working in Delaney McVey and Pike where I spent the following God, what was it 14 years, 13 or 14 years and largely working on social housing. There would have been substantial, the community end and the social end would dominate commercial work, and Delaney McVey and Pike wouldn’t have been a priority there. I suppose having qualified in ‘ 68 ‘ 69 [I] went to the States for a while, came back, ..got some interesting jobs over there but came back and worked in Delaney McVey and Pike for a period.   I suppose sort of in the late ‘60s into the ‘70s there would have been a fair substantial commitment to social housing. The government would have been producing, I can’t remember maybe 20 odd thousand a year of housing numbers, and I know in Delaney McVey and Pike we would have had schemes around Dundalk, the [.]Moors, the Droghedas, architecturally probably not hugely significant. Rational, sensible. More focused on the sort of community and the urban design aspects, how people would live together in these areas. But the scale of the schemes were still by today’s standards, much too large, you know we’ve .. created lots of trouble. …in 1977 the government for its own political reasons decided to scrap domestic rates and that, I suppose took a lot of the wind out of the sails of local authorities, it took their cash flow and centralised it more, more, more into the DOE so you were dependant then very much on the DOE’s nods, and as I say ‘77 and directly after that probably into the early ‘80s, they ran into that version of the recession.  I suppose at that particular time [the Government] simply pushed the button and stopped all social housing and Delaney McVey and Pike at that stage had a staff of about  40-45.   You remember it, and that was really horrific, and its  sad to see it revisiting us again, that you had very young, very committed teams of  architects and technical people, who had sort of amassed this particular skill and suddenly had no where to go. In that case they went abroad and in current situations they can’t. So that meant a whole new focus. I suppose during those times there would have been a scheme for Clonmel which Delaney McVey and Pike did.  I was the project leader on that which was the solar housing scheme ..which was very interesting 

And that was totally different to what had been attempted elsewhere

Yeah, and I suppose it was one of those times where we were able to use the European Union and there were grants available for demonstration projects and we employed, in fact the scheme derived from a competition that we went in for and came second in Europe

That was a European Competition not a local one?

Yes and the manager in South Tipperary was Tommy Rice, and Tommy was very clear minded about what he wanted and what he didn’t want, so he decided,  since we had got this accolade in Europe, he’d build it in Clonmel. So it was very handy because then you had sort of a budget, you had sort of the local budget from the Department of Environment which was nicely blurred by monies from Europe which you know every time somebody says; ‘where are you getting that lovely paving?’ That’s European money, ‘and where are you getting this?’ that’s European money, you kept switching them around but it was very, very good value and it was monitored by FORAS [..] at the time who did an assessment of the value, we had a two story classic conservatories at the south faces but they were standard local authority house just switched lengthways but that was very exciting one. I think the other comparable scheme I would have been involved in at the time would have been the Cougham North, which was sort of late ‘70s which was for Dublin City Council- Corporation at the time. The manager there was a fella called Morrissy, the Housing Manager and it was a very, very good scheme.  I was very pleased with it and still is, you know has stood the test of time,  except for putting up gates and barbed wire and various things like this around. But it worked very well. So I suppose that brought us into the late ‘70s at which stage I was a partner in Delaney McVey and Pike, the workload had just vanished.  I suppose my own background then would have made it very handy so when the job came up in Limerick I would have had enough social and community work and housing work under the belt that I had a good chance so I got the job here. It was a bit traumatic moving wife, kids.

Would it be fair to say that at that time in Limerick, well in any local authority, that from an architectural office point of view the emphasis was on social housing rather than any other aspect?

I think you would say it was nearly exclusively social housing, the monies for architects departments came from the Department of Environment apropos the projects that you were working on, so you were dependant on having a housing scheme in Ballynanty for which you would get X fees and that money came from the DoE into the local authority and that paid your salary. So one of the down turns then when the social housing was eliminated   

 I know in the case of Dublin City Council, when I was there, there were I think a hundred on the staff- just in the architects department.  But suddenly there was no income, and they were there, and their focus had exclusively been on housing and now there wasn’t any, so now you had a standing order of permanent people, costing I think at the time around 1.8 million in salaries which was horrendous and there was a lesson-should have been a lesson learned, but I don’t know that we took that lesson. Since then obviously the range of influences and the things that architects have become involved in have expanded and changed I think as a result of that but at the time it would have been exclusively social housing   

You would have had a team there that were sort of expert in social housing and had probably lost the edge in other areas?

Yeah they would have and I suppose the other slight downside would have been that they were experts on social housing, they knew the problems, they knew their client base, they knew who they were dealing with and they probably knew their City Council they knew the administrative- they kind of said ‘Look here’s the easy solution, here’s what we we’ve done before, we’ll do that again’.   It lost its edge, it lost its punch because it simply filled in the boxes. I think that was a bit unfortunate and I think my sense now would be that building up architectural structures of that sort are not sensible, you need an architectural structure but not of that quantity.
Going back for a moment to Limerick in the early days, what were your first impressions when you came to the city with regard to- lets not call them problems, but opportunities?

I suppose Limerick has a bad reputation and I suppose being from Cork we were always fighting with Limerick and kind of looked down at you-always had to have somebody that you’d give out about and Cork people gave out about Limerick  Of course everybody in Limerick were all tarred with the same brush.  You arrived here and you found that that wasn’t the case at all but you did.  I remember the first drive around and Flann O’Neil was Housing Officer at the time, and I remember him driving me around now the Ballynanty’s and the Moyross’s.  There were problems there. But it was when you came into the centre of town, and you went down to around Johns Gate and Charlotte’s Quay or those back lands there that it seemed totally just abandoned -just left there. There was parts of the wall around Johns Gate that were standing there in the middle of absolute dereliction. I remember at some stage when we started focusing, and saying we’ll address these problems, someone said ‘but that’s a great set’ they were doing film sets from the Somme from the First World War and this was a wonderful location  bomb site. It was absolutely disastrous and I mean you can draw all the plans in the world but you were suddenly aware that there wasn’t an economic demand you could put some social housing there but was that the answer to other problems? I think that was the big impact and I suppose the two issues were the strength of the river, just the quality and its huge benefit to the city. Then you had the Docklands area and you kind of kept saying well why couldn’t this come into play, and you had you had the back lands, in the historic area,  and I suppose you had also the plague of-if that’s the right word of sort of a lot of archaeological stuff on the old island where you had to dig yourself out of trouble and catalogue and control properly the place. So it needed- there were all sorts of difficulties and challenges and it was a matter of how you got around that, and for the first few years it was very difficult- focus was on you know, we did repair works in Ballynanty and in Moyross but it was moving around, it was putting lipstick on the gorilla you know.  It wasn’t really doing a whole lot and then I think ‘86- I came in ’84.  ‘86 would have seen the introduction by John Boland trying to dig ourselves out of a recession and introducing the Urban Renewal Acts and Limerick was tailor made for it because there was always the perception that in the hinterlands of Limerick you had a lot of old money, a lot of farming money,  but it was never used and the place lacked confidence, the local entrepreneurs weren’t investing in Limerick,  you know could see it from other comments that the place had been stagnant for quite a long time, so if you like the Urban Renewal Act with the carrot of tax incentives and capital allowances became the mechanism by which you were able to unplug monies; and I think at that stage we were extraordinarily fortunate in Limerick and I suppose I was in, so far as there was circumstances there where you had Tommy Rice City Manager, you had- Shannon Development had a man called Tom Dunne who was their Chief Executive and Shannon Development had the policy at that time, that they were in charge of the development of the region, but that without a strong capital city or a strong urban centre it was a waste of time playing with the small bits around the edge.  So they put a lot of money and a lot of effort into the focus on Limerick City itself. So you had that, and then I suppose you had a very good Council, you had a small manageable Council- you had people like Jim Kemmy, Jack Bourke, you had people who were very committed and didn’t- the whole redevelopment issue was never a political football you know.  They were of one mind you know.  They were going to push. There were sort of Urban Renewal committees set up.  All sorts of committees set up.  But you had that you had the Conservation Group, then you had people like Denis Leonard and the Civic Trust, you had- they were very strong and they were if you like very proactive as well it wasn’t sort of like a conservation body who simply reads the papers and objects to planning permissions, they were out there doing things. So there were a number of different ingredients, you had a direction from on top, you had good managerial skills, you had a council that were very, very much of one mind and then you had the other elements were there- you had to buy in people like Ceclia Rahilly, the Archaeologist to try and solve the other issues, but the ingredients were there if you like and then once the Urban Renewal Acts came and there was money it was a matter of then how do you focus get the next step, move now get things going.

So it was a question really of developing strategies for implementing the potential benefits of the Urban Renewal Acts. How did you go about doing that?

Well I suppose the biggest power that the local authority has, I mean, it is the only organisation that can direct urban renewal and can direct developments of urban areas through its statutory powers.  Through its democratic bases it can control.  It gives planning permission, decides on zonings.  There was a very general zoning in the city development plan at that time for the areas I was talking about, but the strength that the local authority had besides its powers, was its ownership of lands. Now there was all sorts of problems with registered lands we were seen to-local authority were seen to own them, but they couldn’t prove it and whatever, and then you had the other power of CPO which under Tom Rice, they used selectively and positively. If you had assembled a parcel of land for potential development and there was bits of it missing then we to CPO it, and there was no- generally they were not objected to. So you were able to handle within the local authority. I think there was sense then with the renewal and with the government incentives that local authorities were to change, and I suppose Rice would have been the epitome of a new approach, realising that you can build houses, you can keep the streets clean, you can make a waterworks, the water mains work but that you needed to interface with the private sector to get their money and their investment too and their abilities, you needed those to parallel, so I think that was something that was coming into local authorities generally at that stage, including the building in here now again that was seen as where you interfaced with the private sector and maximised the benefits for the council at the same time.  But  I think equally the old attitude was changing.  This building here was probably the first of the civic offices to be built using tax designation elements, where the developer was going to make a large killing because he had blue chip client in the local authority.  The idea was you split the tax benefits with them. But equally in the design of it then which went to competition it was now a new attitude it was to be open. The public were to be invited in, it was their place as distinct from the older council offices where you had a little hatch and you came and there was posters all over the place telling you what not to do and ring the bell and somebody might come out to you in a days time. So the attitude changed and it was much more expansive I think one of the early decisions that I was able to persuade the manager of was.. he had.. city offices had been designed by Tindall [..]& Hurley for Charlotte’s Quay side.  They were models, and everything was ready to go, I persuaded him no. That’s not a good place for your civic offices, there was dereliction here,  the old jail was sitting on the site so it was very easy. You got rid of the dereliction. You kept elements of the jail, which we did but equally you were addressing the river, you were bring your glazed, your public and all the attendant urban design elements came with that.  So it if you like that was nearly the ingredients, and then from there you started. The development plan was very loose which is a benefit in some cases because you can interoperate it. You have suddenly identified the demand you were able to say well fine, Dick, you called in the planners and said ‘will this comply’ ‘yes it will’ or if it didn’t it will now! But you had,  I suppose in terms of operational things there was I suppose …myself, Dick Tobin from the Planning dept, you had Brendan Lynch from Shannon Development, Brid Hayes our administrator and I suppose they were the core, and there was a wider group outside that that met.   I think there was the wine club on a Friday evening, you had to be there because if you weren’t they’d talk about you {laughter] that was after 5 o’clock. But there was a wonderful energy and a wonderful commitment and I suppose nothing fuels that sort of energy more than a number of success and a couple of early successes, you gain confidence, and I suppose in retrospect we were short on framework plans and local area plans. There was very much a matter of we’ve had very, very bad times, we’ve had huge unemployment.  There is a prospect of making jobs here.  Somebody wants to do such a project there.  We’ll say yes and beat the quality out of it afterwards,  and get the quality into it.

If I remember there was a certain amount of structure put on the whole thing in so far as each site had an analysis done on it and scale and density and what not was determined so there was a degree of thought

There was, but it was nearly reactive in that once you had established a general usage, then you sort of put design guidelines, and said the buildings here shall be generally so Then you went to developers with that. But that’s sort of a long way short of the sort of frame work plan or local area plans which ideally we should have had you know which would have been much more community based and I think we would have got a better result. But at the time it was hugely successful, I remember at one stage making an assessment in the probably in the late ‘80s into ‘90s that we’d actually expended £200 million pounds at that stage on development projects in the city, so there was a momentum and there was a great sense of why don’t we do this and sure we could do that. The other elements that were there that were very strong, that I think helped Limerick a lot were the architectural quality of practices in Limerick were better, certainly better than most other urban areas.  You had Murray O’Leary organisation set up, and then they spawned off different people who set up smaller practices so for a place the size of Limerick they were well blessed with private architects, so you had that sort of strength there.  There were a lot of elements like that which came together to make it successful

Just looking back on, and I suppose it was particularly the ‘86 Act what buildings did we produce that were worth the effort? This one I suppose for a start

Yeah I think an awful lot of the buildings were average, they wouldn’t have been architecturally very, very strong.  This building here, which was the result of an architectural competition, all be it a design built competition, was I think of its time very good. The urban design elements, you know the I think, at an early stage, we had the flexibility then of selecting architects to do jobs that they were skilled to do and I remember we had Murray O’Leary do a river study and they came up with the idea of the park outside, Arthurs Quay Park and so I mean that got an award from the RAI but I remember, was it the first job Mary Robinson had was to come down and open it. I mean I just drove by it this morning, it still stands the test you know it’s a wonderful testimony and I think just the notion of the river and the strength of the river, the small elements that we did. You’ll remember that we had the sculpture symposium where we worked closely with the School of Art and Design. Richard Ruth I remember was there and Tom Fitzgerald was head of sculpture and they brought 12-13 sculptures down here. The City Council paid for them-for their upkeep and we had a wonderful time. There were little elements then that I think became the ingredients to develop spots. Opposite the Lock Bar was the key one, you know there was an area there which was used to dump. All the refuse was left in these spots and I remember Barbra Carr did the job on it where we just sort of broke openings so as that people became aware of the water and then Vincent Browne’s two war pieces were in it not wonderful in themselves but suddenly they became, it suddenly they gave a focus, it was like putting a dot down and saying this is the pupil of the eye now lets draw in the rest of the body and it all developed up extremely well.  And I look at it still and say,  well the Lock Bar and Moll Darby’s,  all that area there was an absolute derelict site and then suddenly by just a couple of small touches you can lift a place and some of them. So I think they were the sort of strengths as distinct from individual monumental buildings, you know there was the castle with the Murray O’Leary scheme- very controversial, and I still believe all the logic was right you know they ticked all the right boxes, they did the right things I’m not sure it’s a great building but if you analyse it, it does all the correct things, the retention of the archaeological remains underneath, the ability to use that as exhibit so they were fairly dramatic ones but I think the great strength, the great legacy would have been the urban design things, looking at the heritage area. The Kings Island area still not developed totally but I am fascinated by Harry’s Mall and the Absolute Hotel those sorts of things that have developed up since,  and the Clarion you know there, suddenly I think there has been a quantum leap in Limerick since those times. 

In fact what has been happening in the last 5-10 years is building on what happened in the late 80s

I suppose one of the things I’ve learned after I don’t know 30-40 years in this business- the days of the student revolution where you went out in the morning you threw bottles or stones at somebody, you had a big protest and you changed the world the day after- it doesn’t work like that you suddenly begin to realise that you come up with grains of ideas, you get them going.  You must be tenacious enough to stay with it and it will change. You know, you start the ball rolling. I remember you were asking what the first response to Limerick was, well the first response was even from the offices here and you looked down and you saw this wonderful expanse of water, really stunning probably the best stretch of water in, and not a boat, not one single boat on it. It wasn’t really being used and you say well we can’t really because of the Curraghgour  Falls and you say well okay lets get rid of the Curraghgour Falls, and of course there was murder. You can’t do that.. and you’d be there you could you cloud blow them up [laughter] you know it was mad.  But at the same time and ultimately, the boating thing was seen as put on, as an object by the city council. So a lot of the stuff that happens, happens gradually but it does need a push, a kick off.

Just speaking of the river there and when I was sort of thinking in terms of this interview and what might come out of it you had one wonderful idea of sticking a fountain out in the middle of the river 

Yeah I think somebody put a Christmas tree out there since, I was basing it on a- I picked out a number of axes and said you know you could see this and it was a matter of like; Geneva there’s a fountain in Geneva and that it was [..]simply float up and down on it. I think at those stages there were plenty of people who could tell you all the problems, you know, and you can’t do that in an open space and the few boats that were there would get all messed up with the wires, and you were saying  ah no. But you just keep grinding away.  But I saw the Christmas tree last Christmas. Looked great -it brings it into the river.

Jim going back to the housing aspect of the councils work to what extent did we- because there was a change of direction a change in attitude a change in function when you came here as you said there was a lot of in fill being done we moved away from the large estates but in terms of government policy were they on the ball or were they messy?         

I think at that stage they were becoming hugely aware of the difficulties that they had inherited from a lot of the []moors a lot of the Moyross’s where just the very scale of the development, the Ballymuns you know where there was a huge rational in building that amount because your problem was great, people were living in awful conditions so the way out of that is-and it wasn’t particular to Ireland, it would have been international. European examples would have been much the same. I think the government were still smarting then about coming to realise that the difficulties that had been created and probably the demand in a period right into the 90s would have been sort of coming out of the recession and being a little bit better, the housing list wasn’t as much an issue I think- if you trace back you know governments going in for election and political parties and they’ll make housing an issue, or make it not be an issue, you’ll find that it wasn’t [then] It started to slip very much in terms because there weren’t the votes in it.  It wasn’t seen as a serious one.  I think the issue then was really one of scale not to spend too much money but look at maybe the fixing of the schemes that were there. I suppose the other thing that hit government as well was the development co-oporations, the quangos that had developed in England, Liverpool’s Development Corporation all of the major urban areas they were actually denuded of powers and they were given to select groups which had no democratic bases but they were told you’ve got x amount of money you’ve got x tax incentives and you’ve got 4 years to deliver this, this is what you do. They were more, they were slightly more on the commercial side than on the community side they had to pay a certain amount of lip service to communities but not much I think the government started to buy into that as a policy and you had Templebar and you had other schemes like the Docklands in Dublin, and even more recently here in Limerick -regeneration. That thought process has gone on. that as they’ve reduced monies to local authorities and the resources to them they’ve seen the solution to the wider problems as something that they can sort of package out, not just the architectural end of it- the whole implementation end, which isn’t great because as I say the one organisation administratively that can do these things effectively is a local authority.
When you see pronouncements from places like the Housing Unit and what not and hopefully they know what they are doing but they seem to have an answer for everything at the same time you look at what is coming out and you begin to question whether central government does know what its doing

I think there has been all sorts of reorganisations within central government the DOE etc and my sense is that even leaning from the top the focus on social housing is way way down the priority list. I would say our current minister probably has, I don’t think he mentions the word housing at all. You know he is the Minister for the Environment and you get a distinct feeling that its not on his target list.   He has many other issues. Green issues and whatever but it has certainly slipped in importance and I think an awful lot of the resources that they have been throwing at things would be like the Ballymuns which  are running into hundreds of millions but at least in addressing it maybe in the regeneration era as it takes off your looking at the wider picture your not just looking at bricks and mortar your not just looking at building houses our focus would have been outside the urban design issues the spaces the squares and the axis and scale of places but more now the sort of education. its funny to be coming back and reviewing it, but I remember when we came here and we looked at Moyross and the attitude and the answer was if you got jobs you would solve the problem, there is no point in just painting the buildings again that’s only peacemeal so I think, if Ballymun was anything to go by you were looking at education fundamentally, you were looking at job creation you were looking at changing the whole of the problem rather than simply changing the garden walls and giving them wrought iron fences or something you know, so I think the attitude has changed a lot and a lot of the money resources are going in. I get a distinct feeling as well, that the housing list isn’t a serious issue with the politicians anymore.

SC Not to stray too far from it but was their a perception at one stage that architecture could answer the problems? Are we now beginning to realise that we are only one small part of the solution?

Oh Yeah I would have said that there was a sort of an arrogance coming out of the ‘60s that said you know you provide better quality environments, you solve all of the problems, and so with good quality design, problem goes away. I think we have grown up a lot since then, and realised its so much more complex than that. I think we’ve learned those lessons. I think that architects are probably more considerate now as to what they can and cannot bring to the table but my own feeling is that looking at cities I would say one of the great prospects from London is that -I’ve travelled extensively, and still do, going off next week to Sardinia this time, I was in Bologna the week before last looking at buildings again so you know, its great and Ryanair are wonderful, if you can put up with them

[laughter] Retirement is great!
  But just the whole make up of cites and what’s going to happen and I think looking at Limerick now I’m again slightly involved as a design coordinator on the Opera Centre and I walked by there by the end O’Connell Street into Patrick Street, Rutland Street and it is seriously depressing. There is nothing there. The new buildings or apartments are there, but qualitively it needs.. and what’s happening is the whole focus is becoming peripheral, and the shopping centres, the Coonagha’s  unless that’s redressed then there’s nobody coming into town and so the whole thing of trying to get ..

MM. What’s your solution to that now, is it a coordinated local authority approach now to counteract the stolid effect we have?

Well I think that its going back again to the interface between the commercial interests, you know I mean local authorities are not going to have the money and they’re not in the business of putting up shopping centres, they’ll do the municipal buildings. You can get your galleries, you can get your museum spaces but to get the vital commercial ones that sort of stimulate, your going to need to get in the private developers. I think one of our vital success here going back again into the mid ‘80s and early ‘90s would have been even the Arthur’s Quay I think architecturally very poor but you looked and you said what we need here is an O’Callaghan, we need one of these you may like them, you may dislike like then, but you’d say this is the energy that you need.  We can assemble land we can do this, we can do various things. I remember on Arthur’s Quay proposing to the manager that we sell the developer the road because we owned  the roads and his site was too small and the designated area was defined by sort of visible dotted lines down the middle of the streets so I said; Well we own the street and the designation comes out onto the middle of the street so lets sell the developer the road and what we get is- we get a new road and we get a park and here’s how you fund this. So its that interface where it says the City Council wants to achieve this this and this.  We have lands, we have certain powers, but we’re going to need this interface, we are going to need this investment and I think without the Arthurs Quays and the Opera Centre- I have sort of a vested interest in it, but I think without those sort of elements the critical vitality, where sort of shopping now becomes a national pastime and people go to Paris and New York to go shopping and everything, and what we’ve got to try and get them to do is to come in to Limerick City.  You know I think that the City Council with its strategy document is going in the right direction.  I think its just implementation and I think what’s unfortunate is that its in the middle of a serious economic recession but I think without those parallel ingredients a Council that’s determined to achieve X,Y and Z in spite of the problems that are going to be there, and then to track in the developers and the developers monies is going to be critical to it. 

SC: Could we talk for a moment about you’re transition to Dublin and the difference between Limerick and Dublin in terms of the job to be done and how it was handled and the successes?

Well I suppose,-you asked earlier about the impression you get to Limerick, when you get to Dublin and you see the scale you know as you drive in towards Noonans Cross and you look, and you see this vast expanse of urbanisation you know you’re looking at the best part of a million people there at this stage and you had a council with 54 different councillors, you had a huge organisation very much sort of stratified and its own silos. The wine club here in Limerick would have met and you would have had your administrators, your archaeologist, your museum people, it didn’t matter you know all you had do was, you kept together and have a bottle of wine and give out about which colour wine it was weather it was white or red, but there was a unity there that the scale allowed develop. Dublin by contrast didn’t, you know you shouldn’t be doing this that’s engineers, and the scale of it was such, it was quite frightening. And also, I think it lacked direction, it lacked management for the first few years I was there, but again I suppose I’ve been blessed with good luck in that John Fitzgerald arrived and John set up a structure there which, I mean the previous generations, previous regimes would not have seen at all, a management team a sort of an urban design sub group, the sort of things you just came up and made proposals and suddenly it was all possible even if we didn’t have the money. And I mean the boardwalk which you referred to earlier,  I remember originally sketching it to run along O’Callaghan Strand saying this is what you could do, but your footfall over there wouldn’t have been enough. You look at Dublin comparatively and you’ve got, well first of all you’ve got the ingredients, you’ve got a footpath which is about less than a meter wide people are getting belts of lorries and  wing mirrors so nobody will walk near the river, so the logic and the imperative to move and give people space against the river was very real and you had enough people there to do it, including the kiosks and so you were able to come up with ideas like this and again I suppose it was a stage when you didn’t have the EU procurement restrictions as severe as we have now but you simply went and said look here is the design. Go to a private architect. You draw it up for me and here’s what I want, and when I am happy with that we’ll put it on the shelf and if we can ever persuade management to do it it’ll do and you’ll get the job and it worked that way you know. But it needed and as it so happened in the case of Dublin we got the money from Seamus Brennan, the late Seamus Brennan the minister coming up to the year 2000 he said ah fine you know I’ve x money, you only want 3, so 3 million we built it. So it was really again the whole thing of possibility of being sort of proactive of getting up there of pushing.  But the scale of things in Dublin were a vast multiple of Limerick success and difficulties, the Ballymun issues, huge sprawling areas, a lot of them in south county Dublin the Tallaght areas and that, it’s a different world and how are you going to redress them, the Ballymun one I suppose was simple because ultimately there were structural defects in the tower which was the hair that broke the camels back, you could’ve refurbished them but. So that meant sort of phased demolition and that’s been seen by government to be a successful way of doing it.  So it’ll probably be applied again in the regeneration program here but it was just the very scale of Dublin and trying to come to grips with them and equally I mean I’ve touched on things there like the Civic Trust and Denis Leonard, the sculptures, the arts world in Limerick you can pull those together you know you can, you set up personal relationships with people, you deal with them on a day to day basis. In Dublin it is so much more difficult, there are all little silos of their own, but we have been remarkably successful again I’d say through Fitzgerald, the Municipal Gallery being doubled up in size and lots of competitions.  An awful lot of very dramatic buildings recent one on sports, a lot of them will come to fruition later on, but the scale of it was the thing.

SC: Where did the concept of getting [Kallatrava] in to do a bridge or two come from?

That arose I suppose again with a focus on the river and arising from things like the boardwalk there were a number of projects that we had along the river and the question then was well you know you have very nice historical buildings-bridges and bridges are such a significant thing, I remember in Limerick actually thinking of trying to adapt Matthew Bridge for a PonteVeceo and they were going to hang shops off the sides of it, and I had a developer who was going to do it as well. Can’t remember who gave out about that, it didn’t get there. But when you looked at the bridges and you said these bridges are critical things, now in engineering terms we just give it out to an engineer who will just do a very fundamental simple way of getting from one side of the river to the other and that’s done it and that we’re undermining the quality of the existing and the integrity of the existing bridges by just doing another so I decided, I was promoting [Kallatrava] at the time said we’d go and meet him and see whether he’d do a couple of bridges for us.  I think the first one, the Joyce Bridge that he built is probably overstated architecturally.  I remember when we met him in Zurich and told him you know we have two bridges one is 120m span and the other is 40m span, he said ‘you want me to design a bridge for 40m span why don’t you just put some planks across it’. Of course he thought this was just a scam that the Irishman was over and he just really wanted a small bridge so he’d hang the other one as the carrot. You know you’ve a 120m coming down the road so you know we’d a lot of turning to do to persuade him to do it. He’s sort of out of fashion a bit at the moment but it really was making a statement, that bridges are absolutely critical, that the river is fundamental to the strength of any city, I was just saying I was in Bologna recently and they don’t have a river and your lost, you orientate yourself so much by your this side of the river, that side of the river you know where you are. But I think between Docklands and the Bay is the big issue in Dublin it has the wonderful natural resource of this wonderful bay that hasn’t been developed and part of the problem is again not unlike the difficulties in Limerick -you have two many local authorities dealing with a common problem-or not dealing with it in some cases,  but you have maybe two, three local authorities dealing with the bay you know between Dun Laoighaire and  South County and Fingal and Dublin City Council. But there is huge potential there,  and I suppose one of the things I have tended to learn over time and I remember going back to Michael McCurtins time here in Limerick. There were some applications came in for petrol stations on the Dock Road and we were saying;  Look its under-developed and this man is a grand guy, and he’ll spend money there, and we were saying;  Well, if you had a choice would you put a petrol station there? You wouldn’t.  It has much more potential value.  And if you put the petrol station there you are building in an obstacle to developing it properly.  I think the great, again maybe its going back over old ground, the huge loss to Limerick was moving the University out, you know when you look at that Docklands area my very first trip here this is potentially a wonderful place if you had your educational establishment there linked to Mary I it would have done so much for the city but I think the school of architecture is working well in Limerick now Merit Buholtz is an extraordinary guy, my own young fellow Seamus is studying architecture, he couldn’t get back to Limerick fast enough [laughter] but I think he certainly, intellectually would have the attitude of linking,- pulling the city together and pulling the university back into the city nominally.  But it’s a hard call. But the Dublin scene its going to suffer now with the recession in terms of development.   There are huge plans, some extraordinary projects, and the issues about height and all of these start to dominate and as succinct from the quality of a lot of the buildings.  But there are some wonderful schemes on the cards there which will come to fruition in the new financial year. 

SC: Will the Docklands move?

I’d say the docklands is going to be stagnant for a long time, I’m doing a certain amount of work there, I chaired their design review committee and I suppose 6 months ago we were dealing with Raphael Vinuolez, we were dealing with Ian Richie, we were dealing with [ Skidmoose and Merron] and all the names and now we’re doing an extension to Jury’s Hotel. You know -fix the kitchen. All of those people suddenly vanished and that’s again the result of the economic downturn.  All the banks that were going to establish themselves down there will go. I think the greatest threat to the docklands.  I think there will be the cycle.  This week we’re looking at Poolbeg, that’s going to happen, but again that’s 10,15,20 years time.  The issues of,  I suppose transportation, the lack of a comprehensive transportation network through the city, is going to still be a major bump there but on the political front I think the question of corporation tax levels that Dublin even Ireland enjoys in the Docklands is up for question and may be a victim or one of our casualties which would hurt in job creation terms.

SC: Sorry for jumping back and forward but Limerick- missed opportunities what things?

I would say the greatest missed opportunity was the Docklands and the university, I think you know industrial development takes its time.  Commercial development, offices they’ll happen. Missed opportunities really were we probably were too anxious to get in and do things too quickly. I know in retrospect its easy to say now but I think we developed a lot of ordinary to below standard stuff that would’ve been, I think, there was opportunity there except it was the wrong time in the cycle we weren’t I’d say strong enough and we hadn’t a focus and a vision architecturally.

SC And I suppose we didn’t have a track record of having done it so we wanted to try and do it anyhow

That’s right, we were raw into this and there was the whole imperative of getting stuff done as distinct from getting quality and that would really bring me to where I believe architects should be now in cities I think Fitzgerald was probably going in that direction that what cities need is a core group of design focused people, city architects, you know a group around them technical people that look and say we must get the quality up, we must get the quality of our street signs, the quality of our everything and that the government are committed in their policy on architecture to improving qualities through its various departments I think the way to implement that is to have a strong design focus within local authorities not necessarily doing all the design work but I think you know the stories and lessons from the past where you built up large empires works against us. And somebody changes the focus and your skill are the same whereas the private sector are there, and you can bring them in and you can select.  You can go through, you can bring in internationally people as was done in Dublin for better or worse, [Cormac Jemmes, Pritchard] those sort of people, you know you can get the quality and once the job is done. Its done. And if the they do it very well, you might give them a second job. But the process has to be that there is a design focus, that somebody in management is aware that we are going to do bridges, we are going to do Parklands, we’re going to do housing, we’re going to do major plans here and somebody has to say;  Well, okay, qualitatively here’s where our ambition is, here’s what’s attainable, here’s what we must focus on as distinct from saying, well we’ll get it first and then we’ll leave it to the planning department.  Obviously I think that architects role in planning is critical much, much more important now than it has been in the past and I think again that’s the designers credibility within the management team, if he is believed and if he is rational and not just some nut, then they’ll be listened to, and if they start, if they can then get themselves in a position where they’re making comments on planning applications and wider strategies, and it means getting involved in the framework plans and the local area plans because unless you do you can’t come along and criticise afterwards and say well you know I don’t think that building is appropriate, they say well you weren’t there when we were putting your blessing on it.

SC So what you’re looking for there then is an improvement in the quality of design information within a local authority?

 Yeah, just as a focus I mean you know there’ll be value for money, there’ll be all sorts of issues which the management team will say we must deliver X, its got to be this, its got to be durable, its got to be maintenance free. The other thing is it has to be of a high design quality and if you don’t do that-okay so it works and its there, but you’re not going anywhere. I think that that’s going to be critical to it and the architects credibility within the management team is absolutely imperative there and its not going to be a he or she, one person its going to be a team of people, they may take on some projects but it’s a much more focused, advisory group to management and that needs somebody who appreciates good design, is committed to it and is going to fight for it. 

SC:So given our present strained circumstances, what additional role do you see for architects or design people within local authorities you know rather than just producing architecture?

Well I think levels of production are going to drop hugely in the immediate future. I’d say the building industry will probably be decimated they’re talking about the tsunami where the current stock of work is completed, and there is nothing being drawn- there is nothing being designed.  So you may take it that we’re in for an awful hard time. But I’d say if within local authorities that gap is used to sort of look at say in the case of Limerick you could look at some of the areas and say the Docklands needs development Let’s look at our local area plan, there’s a long tedious process with communities to be gone through get your local area plans in place now and you must have an architecturally designed content you have the time to do it. You have the luxury. You are not under pressure. The planners won’t be under pressure in terms of making decisions on planning applications. Architects won’t be under pressure there.  But I think the area now has to be to redress the sort of gaps that would have been there when I came to Limerick at the start. That you didn’t have sort of local plans you had an overall plan which was flexible and had a certain amount of attractions. I suppose the pragmatist in me will always say that the framework plans are better than the local area plans because they’re less politically influenced. So you decide here’s what we want to do and you get the politician to agree.  But a local area plan must get consensus and in a place like Limerick I don’t think you’d have a problem. But certainly in a place like Dublin, all of these issues become political footballs and they’re playing to the gallery all the time. So I’d say that’s the area that we need to focus on now with strategies for the next generation because the cycle completes.  There will be money available, there won’t be too many of the architecture professionals around but it will come back around, the cycle will happen.

MM.Jim I remember from my time my memory was of you having chats with people in Irish, you are a Gealgoir why was that?

I suppose brought up in Cork and the school I was at was Crabb Lane which became famous as an all Irish school and the kids now Diarmuid agus Seamus agus Nora labhrann siad Gaeilge sa mbaile I gconai agus Carmel.  Ta Gaeilge sa teach i gconai agus bhi oideachas acu tri Gaeilge sa Colaiste Eoghan agus Colaiste Oiseagan.
So its something that I suppose I grew up with in Cork, sort of regretted when I came out of secondary school in Cork that Irish was very much an academic language that you learned to pass exams and yet sort of 20 miles down the road you had a vibrant Gealteacht in Coolee I and never knew it existed you know you came out of secondary school and these things were there. So my sense is very much one of being Irish and keeping the distinctive elements that are make us different to other people, when somebody gets off a Ryanair flight they should be able to know that he’s not in Manchester, or- so that there are distinctive things and the obvious ones are language, music, sport, Gaelic games.  I think we’ve all matured a lot, my wife Carmel, she’s very much involved in child care, she works for the IPPA, Irish Preschool Playgroup Association and its extraordinary the advances that have been made in Irish, just its general acceptability, thee has been a revival among younger kids, those sort of things its quite extraordinary. Some one was  saying, the rugby match on Saturday, the Fitzgerald, the winger- he was at an all Irish school in Dublin and he gave wonderful interview in Irish. I think those kind of things strike me- you can have communities, you can have strong communities, but what makes them distinctive.  I suppose I was  lucky to have been brought up in Cork a very distinctive hurling area, with a particular history and set of nuances and Irish would have been one of them. I think  it’s a great luxury being able to say learn another language, I’m trying Spanish at the moment. There’s been a whole blossoming of Spanish lessons for people with houses in Spain and lots of time. I think the Irish, I remember Carmel had Irish schools when she was here teaching preschool and there was a local Guard who had his child with Carmel and came up to the end of March and she explained to the policemen in question whose child was in the school that there was a Cigire coming down from the department and he’d be down on Monday and it was very important to get a couple of parents in with Irish. So the Guard f’d and blinded and eventually learned a few words and came in and of course found it was the first of April. He was panic stricken that he was going to have to talk Irish- it has changed much for the better, and the Gaelgoir image and the famine has eased away a lot more  
MM: And your family, obviously you moved everybody to Dublin when you moved from Limerick, where do they call home?

Very much Dublin- even though the two boys were born in Limerick and Norah was born in Dublin. But Seamus, as I say is back in UL and Diarmuid is about to qualify as an engineer and expects he’s going to Canada or Australia or some sunny place.  Norah is established well in Dublin. No.  There was trauma when you left Limerick to go to Dublin and Norah would have been very upset at the time, and they kept talking about you know, having to go back to Limerick, where they were born. I think about four years ago I arrived home one Friday night, ‘I’ve great news’.  I was after getting a new job back in Limerick: Hold it! There are much better facilities here that we’re used to. So that shut them up fairly promptly. They’re very much settled now, certainly Seamus would have a great affinity with the place, Diarmuid much less so except with hurling matches, if Cork were playing Limerick he’d shout for Limerick just to annoy me.

He doesn’t do much shouting then

No he doesn’t {laughter} 

MM: One of the new features now of the architecture profession is that you’ve a lot more graduate schools, architectural schools around the country, obviously we’ll have a lot more graduates as a result and weather that’s going to work in the current climate or long term wise do you think it’ll settle down and employment will be possible for everybody?

I’d say anybody now sort in their second or third year is probably all right you know that the cycle looks as if it’s going to hurt for about three years but, if you like- architects will be the first to feel the positive regeneration, in so far as there’ll be jobs coming up, fellahs will start thinking about doing things. There’ll be money available. so I’d say the architectural landscape will be totally different, I think an awful lot of the practices, the smaller practices,  that we have that would be based on qualitative buildings will evaporate, they’re already under a huge pressure.  But that in three or four years time there’ll be enough, in agreement,  and I think it’ll be healthy that the schools are there -very much monopolised in Dublin for a long time which had all its other defects.  I remember we did Arthur’s Quay and we brought the three schools down, we had Dublin- two from Dublin and Queens coming up with schemes for Arthur’s Quay, it was great fun, great weekend. I suppose the casualty list on schools will be heavy, I think people will be frustrated, they won’t have the sense that when they do go through five years or six years of this that there going to be opportunities there. So I think you will get a lot of frustration there.

MM: I suppose when we went to collage, we weren’t even expecting work at the end of it and it was automatic to go abroad, you know I think it’s a good thing to go abroad if they can and get some experience elsewhere if possible.
Oh yeah, there’s no doubt I mean certainly in my time going abroad was great. It was freedom, going off to London living in a different environment getting away from Mammy and Daddy and all that sort of stuff, and being on the edge of the continent. That’s not -I mean those restrictions aren’t there any more. I’d say people are much freer.  Travel is so much easier, the novelty of going hitching across Europe doesn’t arise, you wouldn’t be able to hitch anyway but you don’t need to. So I think it’ll come good- its cyclical.

End

