
A billboard and corporate advertising free Northern Ireland 

 

On one level this is a battle for an end to visual pollutants in the towns, cities and 

highways of Northern Ireland. And it is right that such a campaign is undertaken. But 

this is also about a battle for the quality and use of our public space, who controls it 

in whose interests and for whose benefit. 

What we are witnessing in Northern Ireland, as has happened in our countries in the 

world is the increasing privatisation of the public sphere. Less and less of city and 

town centres and less and less of the countryside is now a shared location.  

The public space that should be just that – Public Space – has been sold to 

shopping malls, to office blocks, to retails outlets to private accommodation. It has 

been surrendered to commercial developers. And if you have money – you can do 

what you want. You can blight the skyline, you can build on park land you, can 

ignore the character of an area or street as you relentlessly pursue a profit and you 

can even – as we have witnessed in Belfast, completely surround a public building 

like the Waterfront Hall, with multi story car parks, office blocks and private 

developments. 

_ _ _ 

The removal of all city and town centre billboards and corporate advertising is 

achievable. I t would also signal a public fight back against the privatisation and use 

of our public spaces and it has also been proven to have a beneficial effect. 

In 2006, Gilberto Kassab the mayor of São Paulo – the world’s seventh largest city - 

passed the “Clean City Law” to ban all outdoor advertising from the city, everything 



from billboards on buildings to advertisements on buses, and restrictions on 

storefront advertising. 

 In the United States – of all places - the states of Vermont, Maine, Hawaii and 

Alaska all have restrictions, as do some 1,500 towns across the country. 

Auckland in New Zealand and Chennai in India have bans and Paris recently cut 

outdoor adverts by 30% and banned all adverts within 50 meters of school gates. 

Closer to home in Bristol, campaigners have instigated an online petition to get the 

council to ban outdoor adverts and are calling it "Bristol: the city that said no to 

advertising 

Adverts are not there to inform but to sell one thing: unhappiness. They work 

because they make us dissatisfied with what we've got or what we look like. They 

make us want the next new thing, until of course the next new thing comes along. 

They help sow the seeds of mental illness, insecurity, humiliation, debt, brand 

bullying at school and, through the remorseless use of resources they inspire, they 

threaten the planet. 

And the thing about outdoor advertising is that you can't not look and you can't 

escape. Surely we should be able to say enough is enough. The freedom from 

unwanted and damaging advertising should trump the freedom to sell. If outdoor 

adverts were banned, our towns and cities would be transformed. We would see 

more of the sky and our urban landscape. And our minds would have that bit more 

space for ideas, - imagine that in Northern Ireland. Some sites could be used for 

great public art, information and inspiring poems and quotes 

A ban would be aesthetically, culturally and environmentally right. But it's what it 

says about us that matters too. It would be a sign of collective and democratic power 

over the market. It would be a signal that says the public interest trumps private 

interest. That the freedom to be fully human, and not just be subjected to an endless 

onslaught of adverts, should come first. That we are citizens more than we are 

consumers. 

 

http://epetitions.bristol.gov.uk/epetition_core/community/petition/1815

