
THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF OUR CITY
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TRANSPORT / MOVEMENT
Dublin is a city of 1.25 million people but has 
only one electrified train line and two tram 
lines. An infrequent, expensive bus service 
further contributes to car dependency, traffic 
congestion and air pollution. Cycle routes are 
unsafe and pavements are too narrow.

MIXED USE / VIBRANCY / ECONOMY
The area between the historic core and the 
M50 motorway is carpeted with 2-storey 
suburban housing estates built in the 20th 
century. The lack of accommodation options, 
shops, work spaces and other amenities results 

73% of all accommodation are houses or bungalows.

35% of private households were built between 1946 & 1970, the majority of which 
require significant upgrading.

52% of people travel to work, school or college by motor vehicle. 

Source: 2016 Census

Marion and Gerry, who bought their 
house in 1970’s, are now retired and 
their children have grown up and moved 
out. They wish to downsize, but want 
to stay in there area where they can be 
close to their family and friends. 

Our Building Block proposal uses the existing suburban pattern as the basis for creating a higher density, vibrant community that is affordable, well-connected and rich in biodiversity. It can be implemented over a 25 year period.  

They arrange with their next door neighbours, who are in a similar situation, to sell 
the space above their houses to a developer who will be permitted to build up to 6 
apartments. In exchange, the couple receive a new, A-rated single-level apartment 
in the new development above. They have a large sunny balcony and access to a 
shared guest apartment for when they have visitors.

Their original house is placed on the market, making it available for new occupants 
such as a young family or as a shared student house.

Pairs of houses remove their 
boundary walls so they have more 
versatile and usable shared gardens 
and recreational space. 

Sean is a single parent who has 
been unable to find affordable 
accommodation close to public 
transport and other quality amenities.

As the building block grows, the original 
houses start to be replaced by new 
buildings. Jo, a business entrepreneur, 
purchases one and replaces it with a 
café in the space previously occupied by 
Marion and Gerry’s house.

Under a state financial support scheme, he is assisted in purchasing a two bedroom 
apartment in the new development.

The unit makes use of the full depth of the plot. Deliveries take place through the 
front. 

Sean regularly meets Marion and Gerry on the communal stairs or access gallery. 
They become friends and the older couple often baby sit his child.

A similar process takes place in some of the other houses. Within 10 years, the street 
has shops, a crèche, cafe and a community centre. 

Eventually the front and back gardens 
become corridors for active travel, 
socialising, playing and growing 
food. Some of the original houses are 
replaced with new buildings that can 
have deeper plans for commercial uses. 

As more of the neighbourhood 
begins to adopt the same model, 
even wider communal spaces are 
formed, spanning from the back of 
one house to another.  
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Car dependency & priority

Compartmentalisation means 
underutilised front and rear gardens, 
and side passages.

Homes have very poor thermal 
performance and require upgrading

General blandness and placelessness

Typical Suburban Estates

Lack of biodiversity

From Sprawling Suburbs to Thriving Communities Incremental Change

What Makes a Healthy, Vibrant City?

Unlocking the Potential of Our Suburbs

in monotony and a general lack of vibrancy. This 
low density pattern also creates inefficiencies in 
providing basic utilities such as water, drainage, 
power and communications.

PUBLIC REALM / BIODIVERSITY
Large ‘left over’ green spaces are underused 
but have great potential as public amenities, 
active travel routes and biodiversity corridors. 
Quality play spaces are expensive to provide as 
a result of low population densities.

AFFORDABILITY
Our proposed Building Block model has the 
capacity to at least double the density of 
our city, thereby increasing housing supply 
and affordability. At its heart is a process of 
meaningful public engagement in parallel 
with simple revisions to the planning laws. 
The model could be coupled with financial 
measures, such as a site value tax, to generate 
significant revenues for improved public 
services such as childcare, healthcare and an 
extensive, sustainable public transport system.
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Dwelling Types*

Studio

1 bed

2 bed

3 bed

* In accordance with ‘Design Standards 
for New Apartments’, Department of 
Housing, Planning and Local Government, 
March 2018.

38sqm

45sqm

72sqm

90sqm

EXISTING CROSS SECTION



A FRAMEWORK FOR CREATIVE CHANGE
Initiated by the architect team, with support from one Dublin local authority and the Housing Agency, the following process is set in motion…

1. Feasibility Phase

2. Testing Phase

3. Pilot Phase

Workshops are arranged in a Dublin 
suburb.
Conversations are facilitated using the 
Building Block table.
Participants are given a crash course 
in the basics of urban design and 
emerge with a greater awareness of 
the improvements required to adapt 
our city.

The design team is expanded to 
include a structural engineer, quantity 
surveyor, economist, landscape 
architect and ecologist.

Expert advice is sought on the 
revisions to the planning laws 
required to allow the adaptation of 
suburban housing estates. 

4. Implementation Phase

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT TECHNICAL SOLUTIONS+ POLICY CHANGE+ A HEALTHY AND VIBRANT CITY=

A trial of the Building Block model is 
carried out on a pair of vacant houses 
in a local authority-owned estate in 
Dublin. This would demonstrate how 
the model could be applied on a 
bigger scale in other parts of the city. 
Future occupants would participate in 
the design of the new 
accommodation.

Trial holes would be dug around the 
perimeter of the houses to determine 
the most suitable foundations for the 
vertical stair towers.
The detailed design of the new 
dwelling units would be carried out 
and priced according to market rates. 

Pending the successful outcome of 
the testing phase, a Citizens 
Assembly on creative housing 
solutions is arranged. The Building 
Block model is put forward as a viable 
solution to Ireland’s housing crisis. 

Tenants move into the new dwellings 
and give feedback on the experience 
of living there. 

The feedback received informs future 
iterations of the design.  

Pending the successful outcome of 
the Citizens Assembly, legislation is 
put in place for widespread adoption 
of the model in participating housing 
estates. 

Neighbourhood training centres are 
established where residents can 
create a masterplan for their 
community, using tools such as the 
Building Block model. 

Mass production of the various 
accommodation modules commences 
in prefabrication centres in Ireland, 
utilising a newly established 
mass-timber construction facility 
supplied by Irish forests. 

Planning permission is no longer 
required in neighbourhoods that have 
opted for the Building Block model, 
limited only by a building height of 
five stories in most areas. 
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BUILDING BLOCK EXHIBITION PIECE + ENGAGEMENT TOOL


