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Internal Memo 

From:  Your Ref:  
 Director of Strategic Planning Our Ref: SUB/XXXX/2020 

LA04/2017/0474/F 
    
Tel: 02890540637   
    
Date:  30 August 2020   
    
To: 1. Nichola Mallon MLA 

Minister for Infrastructure 
 

cc: Copy distribution below 

DECISION ON SECTION 29 PLANNING APPLICATION FOR THE 
REDEVELOPMENT OF CASEMENT PARK 

Decision Required For Information Only 

  

 

Issue: To decide the way forward for the planning application 
LA04/2017/0474/F for the redevelopment of Casement 
Park. 

Timescale: Routine. 

Presentational Issues: There is potential for positive and negative public and 
media response.  A draft press release is attached at 
Annex 6. 

FOI Implications: The submission is likely to be fully disclosable.  

Financial Implications: N/A 

Legislative Implications:  N/A 

Section 75 Implications:  

Executive Referral: 

Special Adviser’s comments: 

N/A 
 
Not required. 
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Recommendation: That you - 
• note the content of the briefing, and 
• Agree that officials can issue a Notice of Opinion to 

approve planning permission; 
• Issue the letters at Annexes 3, 4 & 5. 

  

BACKGROUND 
1. The Minister will be aware of the background to this planning application; the 

Department lost a judicial review on a previous proposal to redevelop Casement 

Park in December 2014. 

 

2. The current application which seeks full planning permission for the re-

development of Casement Park to provide a 34,578 capacity GAA Stadium was 

submitted to Belfast City Council on 28 February 2017 by the applicant, the Ulster 

GAA.  The application was called-in by the then Minister, Chris Hazzard, under 

Section 29(1) of the Planning Act (NI) 2011 on 8 March 2017.  The Department 

gave this direction as it considered the application to be of regional significance. 

 

3. The application seeks permission to demolish all existing structures and their 

removal from the site and the construction of a new stadium bowl which is suitable 

for hosting Ulster Senior Football Championship Finals & Semi Finals, All Ireland 

Qualifiers and other sporting events.  The proposal incorporates ancillary 

accommodation including hospitality, conference, training, community, cultural 

heritage and educational facilities. Press/media and broadcast facilities, an event 

management suite, social club facilities, replacement floodlighting, ground support 

facilities, new access arrangements for vehicles and pedestrians and surface and 

undercroft car parking are also proposed.  It is also proposed to the use the 

stadium for up to three outdoor music concerts in any calendar year. 

 
PUBLIC COMMENT 
4. The application has been subject to public consultation in accordance with 

established procedures through the development management process.  The 
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application has generated a high level of public and media interest including a 

large number of representations to officials. 

 

5. There have been 1584 letters of support and 1305 letters of objection to the 

development.  In addition one petition of support and three petitions of objection 

have also been received.  Collective concerns relate to the location and scale of 

the development, loss of residential amenity through noise, disruption, crowds and 

loss of daylight/sunlight.  In addition, many third parties raise concerns with traffic, 

car parking and the impact on residents and third parties living and accessing the 

area during the stadium’s use.  Supporters of the scheme cite economic benefits 

including employment opportunities, the redevelopment the existing stadium and 

area, support tourism, social, cultural and sporting regeneration, an additional 

venue in Belfast for a range of cross community events and improved public 

transport links to the site.  Further details on points on the representations are 

included at Appendix 5 of Annex 1. 

 

6. Consultation has been undertaken with a range of environmental bodies and other 

bodies including the Environmental Health Department of Belfast City Council, DfI 

Roads, PSNI, DFC Safety Technical Group, DAERA NIEA and DfC Historic 

Environment Division, among others.  The expert consultees have no objection to 

the proposal subject to mitigation and the imposition of conditions, if approval is 

granted.  Full details are set out in Appendix 4 of Annex 1. 

 

CONSIDERATION 
7. The key planning issues that were assessed in the application included: 

• Government strategies and commitments; 

• Planning Policy context; 

• Fallback; 

• Residential Amenity (Design & Visual Impact; Traffic and Pedestrian 

Movement; Noise; Light Pollution; Sunlight, Daylight & Overshadowing; 

TV reception; Accessibility); 
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• Environmental considerations (built heritage; ecology; land and 

groundwater; asbestos); 

• Other material considerations (spectator safety; emergency scenarios; 

concerts; economics). 

 

8. A full analysis of the planning assessment of this application is set out in Section 

3 of the Development Management Report (DMR) at Annex 1. 

 

9. The NI Executive’s commitment to achieve the social and economic objectives of 

the Regional Stadia Programme (RSP) by completing the programme and re-

developing all three stadia has been expressed and repeated through a number 

of mechanisms since 2011.  Most recently it is also reflected in the New Decade 

New Approach (NDNA) agreement of January 2020.  The NDNA states, the 

Executive will “advance with plans to complete both the Regional and Sub-

Regional stadia programmes including Casement Park”.  Consultation with DfC 

indicates that the operation of Windsor Park and Ravenhill have contributed 

successfully to the achievement of the RSP objectives.  The likelihood that the re-

development of Casement Park will contribute further to the fulfilment of those 

objectives weighs in favour for the proposal. 

 

10. The main planning policy consideration for a development of this nature is Policy 

OS 8 of PPS 8 – Open Space, Sport and Recreation.  Policy OS 4 of PPS 8 relates 

to ‘Intensive Sports Facilities’ and requires the development of intensive sport 

facilities to be located within settlement limits, unless by exception, and to meet 

five listed criteria relating to residential amenity; built and natural heritage; design 

and scale; accessibility; and traffic and servicing. 

 

11. The proposal meets 4 of the listed criteria with the exception of criterion 1.  It is 

considered that the proposal is not in accordance with criterion 1 of Policy OS 4 

PPS 8 in so far as the proposal will have an unacceptable impact on the amenities 

of people living nearby by reason of overshadowing, loss of light and general 

disturbance. These impacts are not inconsequential and weigh significantly 

against the proposal. 
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12. Land use rights and fall back are important planning considerations.  Officials 

consider that it has been demonstrated there is an intention to reopen if this 

planning permission is not granted.  Officials are satisfied that there is a lawful 

fallback capacity for crowds up to 18,000 and that there is a realistic prospect that 

such rights will be exercised in the event of a refusal.  It should however be noted 

that a capacity of 18,000 without any of the regulation and toolkits proposed under 

this scheme would result in adverse traffic impacts.  As such there is some 

planning gain from the proposal however as the proposal will still result in adverse 

amenity impacts, the fall back weighs neither for or against for the proposal.  Those 

objecting to the proposal believe that the grounds have been abandoned and 

therefore there are no existing planning use rights on the site. 

 

13. Officials agree with the assertion in the ES that the existing appearance of the 

stadium is very poor, with dilapidated buildings, boundaries and embankments 

and that the existing facilities at Casement Park fall short of current standards for 

contemporary sports stadia.  It is considered that the proposed plans offer a 

positive contribution to the area in terms of an aesthetical focal point and a 

landmark building.  It offers an improvement to the existing stadium, providing a 

state of the art provincial GAA sports stadium and an improvement particularly 

along the Andersonstown Road where the existing high concrete wall punctuated 

by turnstiles extends approximately 180m in length.  The proposed redevelopment 

of the site and the creation of a landmark building has the potential to deliver direct 

and indirect socio-economic benefits to the area and beyond.  This weighs 

marginally for the proposal.  The scale of the building is one of the main areas of 

concern for third parties. 

 

14. DfI Roads have confirmed that they have no objection subject to conditions and 

as such they are satisfied that the road network can safely handle the extra 

vehicular traffic the proposal will generate.  The proposal meets planning policy in 

this regard.  However, while acceptable from a traffic/pedestrian movement 

position, it is considered that there will be an impact on the residential amenity of 

properties in the surrounding area most particularly, the hosting of concerts and 
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games attracting an attendance in excess of 3,100 spectators for which the 

operation of the Event Management Plan will be required.  This is estimated to be 

approximately 11 times per year (3 concerts and 8 matches).  In the case of the 

matches, it is estimated that most will take place during the Spring and Summer 

months, which in turn will concentrate the adverse amenity impacts into a shorter 

period of time, with a possible magnifying effect during this period.  The proposal 

is therefore contrary to criteria 1 of OS 4 in so far as it relates to the scale of the 

sporting activities proposed. 

 

15. Three full capacity concerts are proposed per year; a capacity of over 18,000 for 

three sporting events will occur in total six times per year, and a full capacity final 

will occur once a year.  DfI Roads have confirmed that temporary traffic 

interventions will be required for events over 14,000 spectators.  The concerns of 

local residents are noted by officials and it considered the localised amenity 

impacts, even on a short term basis, weigh significantly against the proposal. 

 

16. Historically events held at Casement Park required significant use of the local 

street network to accommodate spectator car parking and third parties have 

highlighted the problems that existed when large attendances have been 

accommodated at Casement Park in the past.  That situation resulted from little 

active management of match day operations.  The need to manage this situation 

has been recognised and the GAA has promoted more sustainable travel plan 

options.  The toolkit of transport options, to be further developed through the Event 

Management Plan, relies on a number of developing technologies yet to be fully 

adopted and implemented by the GAA such as a purpose built app, ticketing 

strategy and alternative modes of transport such as GAA supporter coach travel 

from individual clubs or hubs as part of an integrated match ticket; Department for 

Infrastructure Park & Ride sites; off-site park & ride sites; city centre transport hub 

utilising car parks and travelling to the stadium via public transport; park & walk at 

Boucher Playing Fields and also local catchment options including Belfast Rapid 

Transit, black taxis and two railway stations within reasonable walking distance.  

An Events Management Group will also be set up, to include representation from 

the local community, to deal with management on an ongoing basis.  These 
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measures are welcomed and shall be subject to a legal agreement.  Any future 

permission relies heavily on the success of the toolkit.  

   

17. Belfast City Council Environmental Health Department have confirmed they have 

no objection subject to conditions to protect residential amenity. 

 

18. The PSNI are satisfied that there is sufficient and effective coverage for 

emergency services to respond to an incident within the stadium and nearby the 

site. 

 

19. The Safety Technical Group provided an assurance report positively stating that 

the design and safety management plans for the new Casement Park represent a 

suitable vehicle to achieve the GAA’s target capacity of 34,578.  It should however 

be noted that this is outside the remit of planning and as such is not a determining 

factor in this planning consideration. 

 

20. The proposed development has been considered in light of the requirements of 

Regulation 43 (1) of the Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) Regulations 

(Northern Ireland) 1995 and a Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) has been 

undertaken taking account of the nature, scale, timing, duration and location of the 

project.  The HRA concluded that the proposal will not have an adverse effect on 

the integrity of any designated European site subject to specific mitigation 

measures to be secured by planning condition.  The HRA is included at Appendix 

7 of Annex 1. 

 

21. Concerns have been raised by third parties in relation to the GAA’s plan to hold 

up to 3 concerts per year.  The impacts associated with the concerts have been 

assessed in the ES which DfI Roads and Belfast City Council Environmental 

Health Department have considered and no objections have been provided.  The 

proposed mitigation is the same for full capacity sporting events as it is for concert 

mode.  Importantly, it should be noted that any non-sporting event will require an 

Entertainment Licence from Belfast City Council and this requires the submission 

of a Noise Management Plan and an Events Management Plan.  The use of the 
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stadium for concerts is primarily a matter for the Council to assess when 

considering any future application for an Outdoor Entertainment Licence.  

 

22. Overall the Development Management Group agreed that the main determining 

issues were the adverse impacts on residential amenity, the latter through a 

combination of the scale of the building and traffic impacts and whether such 

amenity impacts are outweighed by the socio-economic benefits of the stadium 

including achievement of the social and economic objectives of the RSP.  Whilst 

cognisant of the impacts an approval would have on the amenity of some residents 

closest to the stadium the DMG recommended that planning permission be 

approved.   They considered that it has been demonstrated that the completion of 

Windsor Park and Ravenhill have contributed successfully to the achievement of 

the RSP objectives and therefore the likelihood that the re-development of 

Casement Park will contribute further to the fulfilment of those objectives weighs 

in favour of approving the proposal. 

 

Recommendation 
 

23. I endorse the recommendation of the development management group that the 

application should proceed by way of a Notice of Opinion to approve.  

Consideration on whether to hold a public inquiry is set out at Section 6 of Annex 

1. 

 

24. The Executive Committee (Functions) Act 2020 clarifies that planning decisions 

may be taken by you as Infrastructure Minister. 

 

25. A different conclusion to that of SPD officials may be reached provided it is based 

on sound planning reasons.  For example, where different weight is given to the 

various issues raised.  Officials can provide further advice on this if required. 

 

26. Should you agree with the recommendation to approve the application, an NOP 

to approve can issue but officials will have to conclude a Section 76 Agreement 

with the applicant following consultation (as required by legislation) with the local 
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council.  Following conclusion of the Agreement a final decision to approve the 

application could then be issued.  As the Section 76 is a material consideration in 

considering a planning application it must be finalised before any permission can 

be issued. 

 

27. It should also be noted that the Council and applicant have a period of no less 

than 28 days from the date of service of the NOP in which they could seek a 

hearing before the Planning Appeals Commission.  Where hearings are held the 

PAC prepares a report and, following consideration of the report a final decision 

can be made by the Department.  If a hearing is not requested by either party, the 

Department would normally be in a position to issue the final planning decision 

after the end of the 28 day period following service of the NOP.  However, this 

would be delayed in the case where a Section 76 Agreement is required. 

 

28. The relevant documents are attached to allow you to come to a decision on the 

application.  It is recommended that you agree that officials can issue a Notice of 

Opinion to approve planning permission.  A draft NOP is included at Annex 2. 

 

 
Encs. 
Annex 1 – Development Management Report 

Annex 2 – Draft Notice of Opinion 

Annex 3 - Letter to MLAs  

Annex 4 - Letter to Chair of DfI Committee 

Annex 5 - Letter to the Speaker 

Annex 6 – Draft Press Release 

 

 
Director 
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