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Foreword


Barry O’Sullivan





On a grey, misty morning in December 2010, I landed at Dublin airport after a long flight from San Francisco via Heathrow. I was feeling great – the division I was running at Cisco was booming, and I was looking forward to seeing my family – just a few meetings in Dublin, then on to Galway for Christmas.


The chat with the taxi driver on the way into town changed my mood. This was just months after the national humiliation of the EU/IMF bailout, and it was clear that people were reeling from the shock and scale of the economic contraction. He talked about the fall-off in his business and the struggles with a huge mortgage. I’ll never forget his sad summary: ‘No Christmas in our house this year.’


My first meeting was at the IFSC with a fund manager, regarding a small investment fund I was putting together with some California-based technology investors. It was clear from the start that they would not be participating. ‘Look,’ the fund manager said, ‘it’s hopeless. We’re not doing anything in Ireland. Nothing good is happening here.’


I was disappointed but not discouraged, because I knew he was wrong. As a founder of the Irish Technology Leadership Group, I had met some incredible Irish technology companies over the previous few years, as we hosted them at various events in Silicon Valley. People like Connor Murphy of Datahug and Pat Phelan of Trustev had an infectious enthusiasm and fearlessness that made me believe the future for Ireland was far from hopeless.


So, with the IFSC behind me, I walked across Samuel Beckett Bridge to my meeting with a small start-up on Barrow Street, and it struck me that I was leaving behind the tired old order that had failed Ireland. Across the bridge in front of me was the future, full of hope and possibility – the shiny new collection of buildings housing global technology companies, start-ups and venture capitalists, now known as Silicon Docks.


This book, by some of Ireland’s leading business and technology journalists, comes at an important moment because, in many ways, the technology industry in Ireland is at a crossroads. The authors chart the history of Silicon Docks, from the establishment of the Dublin Docklands Development Authority in 1997, to the arrival of Google in 2004, the subsequent addition of social media giants Facebook and Twitter, and the beginnings of a start-up revolution that is promising but still in its early stages.


The success of Silicon Docks is a combination of visionary public policy and the blind luck of good timing. The early years of the project coincided with a global shift for technology companies – from being located in suburban technology parks (think IBM in Blanchardstown or Microsoft in Sandyford) to cool new ‘innovation districts’ in city centres. Such innovation districts have sprung up in major cities such as New York, London and Barcelona. The new generation of young tech workers want to live and work in cities and bike, walk or take public transport to work. The most striking example is San Francisco, where start-ups are forsaking the suburbs of Sunnyvale and San Jose for the cool lofts and warehouses south of Market Street in the city.


Bruce Katz and Julie Wagner of The Brookings Institution have led research on the new global geographical phenomenon of innovation districts, which they define as:




geographic areas where leading-edge anchor institutions and companies cluster and connect with start-ups, business incubators and accelerators … physically compact, transit-accessible, and technically-wired and offer mixed-use housing, office, and retail.





This definition could have been written to describe Silicon Docks. On the doorstep of Trinity College, the area includes not only global tech companies and local start-ups, but also venture capitalists and the accelerators Dogpatch and Wayra.


What does long term success look like for Silicon Docks? I believe we will have achieved it when the biggest employers are indigenous Irish tech companies that have achieved global success. We have most of the ingredients to make this happen, but there are three issues that need to be addressed first and they are related to the ingredients that fuel successful start-ups: talent and money.




	
Low R&D investment by some multinationals. In the technology industry, the most important talent is engineering; people who can write software and build products. Co-locating big companies with start-ups sounds great, but the idea that there is a fungible engineering talent pool across the multinationals and start-ups in Silicon Docks doesn’t stand up to scrutiny. This is for the simple reason that Facebook, Google, Twitter and LinkedIn do not build their core software products in Dublin. These are designed and coded in Menlo Park, Mountain View, San Francisco and, to some extent, London. There is no pool of software-engineering talent coming out of their Dublin offices. What’s more, the lack of R&D in these operations means that they are not firmly anchored in Dublin. We should set a strategic goal to secure significant R&D investment by these companies in Dublin over the next couple of years.



	
Irish venture funds need to be replenished. Venture funds usually invest in five-year cycles, and the Irish funds are coming to an end. Put more simply, they are running out of money. A structural change to the Irish pension industry (the move to defined-contribution plans) has made pension funds more conservative and reluctant to make higher-risk, higher-return venture-class investments. Two-thirds of all new jobs are now created by start-ups. This job-creating machine will grind to a halt unless Irish funds can raise money. Given this strategic imperative, one possible solution is the allocate some of the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund (formerly the National Pensions Reserve Fund) to venture capital for Irish start-ups.


	
Ireland has an uncompetitive tax regime. This sounds counter-intuitive given that we have one of the most attractive corporation tax rates globally. The problem is that we also have amongst the most uncompetitive income tax and capital gains tax (CGT) regimes globally. I know from personal experience in my company that it’s virtually impossible to attract highly paid technical talent to Ireland when they hear our top rate of tax is 52 percent. It’s a deal killer and it needs to change.





Similarly, the value-creation model for technology start-ups is focused on capital appreciation. Profits in most cases are reinvested in the company to drive higher shareholder value. So a competitive capital gains tax rate is critical. It is not sustainable for Irish founders to have a CGT rate of 33 percent while entrepreneurs in Northern Ireland can access a 10-percent rate.


In this book, the authors lay out the history, achievements and opportunities of Silicon Docks. The success of the Silicon Docks project is testament to a unique Irish combination of forward thinking public policy, risk-taking and hard work. There is now an opportunity for us to lead the world from a small enclave on the banks of the River Liffey. I believe this new, young generation of entrepreneurs has the one quality required to get us there – determination.


As I think back to my walk over the Samuel Beckett Bridge on that rainy day in 2010, I am reminded of his famous quote, which should be an encouragement to anyone who wants to overcome setbacks and succeed: ‘Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better.’




 





—Barry O’Sullivan


Palo Alto, California


December 2014

















Preface


Pamela Newenham





There are numerous tech companies, start-ups, entrepreneurs, incubators and accelerator programmes in Silicon Docks, the rest of Dublin and throughout Ireland that are worthy of mention in this book. However, due to space considerations, many are omitted. Even focussing on the Grand Canal Dock/Silicon Docks area, it was very difficult to keep up with the fast-growing tech scene. More companies were arriving from abroad and new start-ups were emerging every week.


The start-up scene, tech scene and tax environment were also changing rapidly. The book wasn’t long filed when the European Commission published preliminary findings of its investigation into Apple’s tax affairs in Ireland. The Commission said two tax deals agreed between Ireland and the US computer giant amounted to illegal state aid. Two weeks earlier, the OECD published proposals aimed at putting a stop to companies such as Apple shifting their profits into overseas tax havens. Then, in October, the government closed the ‘double-Irish’ tax loophole, used to move profits overseas. At the same time, changes were happening in the tech world. LinkedIn acquired a site in Dublin on which to build a new international headquarters, serial entrepreneur Niamh Bushnell was appointed Dublin’s first commissioner for start-ups, and tech companies such as Groupon made further job announcements.


We have tried to stay on top of everything, adding in all major changes. However, it is likely that further tech-related announcements and changes will happen between the last filing date and publication of this book.


Numerous people helped with this book, but several went above on beyond when it came to research, securing interviews, taking pictures and digging up old photos. They are Emmet Oliver of IDA Ireland, Lorcan O’Sullivan of Enterprise Ireland, Celine Crawford of MKC Communications, Mark O’Toole of the Web Summit and Kristina Petersone.


Three people were a tremendous help when it came to proofreading the book. They were my parents Rowland and Maggie, and my friend Sharon Pennick, who spent nearly her entire holiday in Mexico proofreading. My friend Jasmine Godwin was also a great help, ensuring I was well-fed throughout the writing-and-editing process.


I would like to thank the team at Liberties Press, especially Sam Tranum, Karen Vaughan, Ailish White and Sean O’Keeffe, for being patient when deadlines weren’t met, and putting up with my fussiness over images, the cover and the title. I would also like to thank everyone in the Irish Times business section for all their support, and for affording me time off to work on this book.


Finally, I would like to thank my Irish Times colleague Fiona Reddan for recommending me to Liberties Press.




 





—Pamela Newenham


December 2014

















Introduction


Pamela Newenham





In 1939, William Hewlett and David Packard established a little electronics company in Palo Alto, a small city southeast of San Francisco. That company would later become multinational computer giant Hewlett Packard, and the garage in which they created it would be dubbed ‘the birthplace of Silicon Valley’.


Almost sixty years later, in another garage not far away, Sergey Brin and Larry Page founded Internet-search firm Google. That company would later become the founding father of Silicon Docks.


Establishing its European headquarters on Barrow Street in 2004, Google would lead a long line of Internet companies to Grand Canal Dock. Located on the south side of Dublin’s River Liffey, the area was once industrial wasteland, and a blot on the capital’s cityscape. Today, it is Ireland’s tech mecca, teaming with entrepreneurs, start-ups, incubators, and the European headquarters of companies such as Facebook, Squarespace, Riot Games, and Engine Yard, not to mention Irish tech firms such as Realex Payments and Mobile Travel Technologies.


Creating a Legal Infrastructure for High-Tech Companies


Situated in the southern part of the San Francisco Bay Area, Silicon Valley was first named so in the early 1970s, after the region’s large number of silicon-chip manufacturers. However, it wasn’t until the 1980s, when IBM introduced personal computers to the consumer market, that the moniker caught on.


Along with HP and IBM, Bell Labs, Fairchild Semiconductor, Adobe, Intel and Symantec were all in Silicon Valley at that stage. By the 1990s, the area would be home to one-third of the largest technology companies in the US.


The rise of Silicon Valley as a global centre for technology and innovation was strengthened by the legal environment of the time, as California state law precluded companies from putting non-compete clauses in employment contracts. This facilitated the movement of technology and ideas among workers, start-ups, and large firms.


The growth was also helped by the arrival of national and international law firms, which began setting up offices in the cities of Palo Alto, Menlo Park, and Mountain View from the 1980s onward. In 1996, Irish firm Matheson Ormsby Prentice (later renamed Matheson), became the first European law firm to open an office in Silicon Valley.


The law firms ensured the appropriate legal infrastructure was in place to support huge funding rounds, billion-dollar acquisitions, initial public offerings, and an increasing amount of intellectual property matters.


Like its US namesake, which was also a geographically ill-defined zone before it became a tech hub, Silicon Docks has attracted some of the country’s top law firms, with Mason, Hayes and Curran, Dillon Eustace, Beauchamps, McCann Fitzgerald and Matheson all taking up residence in the area.


Silicon Ireland


The earliest mention of Ireland in the same sphere as Silicon Valley was in 1995, when Harvard business professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter referred to the country as ‘Silicon Bog’. In an interview with the San Jose Mercury News, Kanter said: ‘Silicon Valley no longer is unique and no longer is able to monopolise the development of new technology. Everyone is already talking about Silicon Gulch in Austin, Silicon Mountain in Colorado, Silicon Forest in Seattle, Silicon Bog in Ireland, and Silicon Glen in Scotland’.1


Three years later, American technology magazine Wired referred to Ireland as ‘Silicon Isle’, noting that the country was the second-largest software exporter on the planet, with ‘most major IT companies present and accounted for’.2 At that stage, Apple, Microsoft, Hewlett Packard, EMC, Intel, IBM, Analog Devices, Oracle, and AOL all had operations in Ireland.


It wasn’t until the twenty-first century, however, that the name ‘Silicon Docks’ would arise.


Early Days of the Docklands


For more than two hundred years, the Grand Canal Dock area was a thriving port, with boatbuilding, rope making, glass manufacturing, flour milling and gas production among the established industries. However, the introduction of shipping containers in 1956 led to a dramatic loss of employment in the docklands, with dockers no longer needed to load and unload cargo from the ships. This, along with a shift in manufacturing and distribution companies to business parks on the outskirts of the city, resulted in the physical and economic decline of the area. Schools and shops closed and, by 1996, the docklands population had halved.3


That same year, as part of the Irish government’s budget, Minister for Finance Ruairi Quinn announced that the docklands were to be redeveloped. A docklands task force was established and, within two months, it had submitted a comprehensive report to the government, recommending the drafting of a master plan and the creation of a new authority to implement that plan. Debating the Dublin Docklands Development bill in Dáil Éireann on 27 February 1997, Senator Pat Magner said: ‘We are not reinventing the wheel with this legislation. However, this will be the most exciting project in our lifetimes’.4 He would later be proved right.


The government accepted the recommendations and, within months, the Dublin Docklands Development Act was signed into law, creating an authority tasked with the physical and social regeneration of Grand Canal Dock. The new authority got to work quickly, acquiring the derelict former gasworks site on Hanover Quay in 1997 and overseeing its decontamination.


The Game-changer


In the years that followed, Grand Canal Dock became one of the most intensively developed areas in the country, with construction of more than 73,000 square metres of office and residential space advanced in 2004.


It was also in 2004 that Google made the momentous decision to locate in the area, renting office space on Barrow Street. Unlike the multinational technology firms that had come to Ireland before it, the search giant wanted a site in the city, somewhere within easy reach of its future employees.


Google started out small, with the expectation that a few hundred jobs would be created. However, with more than 2,500 employees and several buildings on the street, Google is anything but small a decade later. Having spent more than €250 million purchasing four office buildings in the area, Google is the linchpin of the Silicon Docks tech cluster that developed.


2007 Onwards


Grand Canal Square, billed as an ‘exciting new urban space’ was opened in June 2007. Located between Sir John Rogerson’s Quay and Pearse Street, it was designed by American landscape architect Martha Schwartz, and developed by the Dublin Docklands Development Authority.


The square and the boom-time developments surrounding it weren’t long finished when the property bubble burst. With the National Asset Management Agency (Nama) taking control of properties such as Boland’s Mill, the Montevetro building on Barrow Street, and the Observatory building on Sir John Rogerson’s Quay, the area soon got the name ‘Namaland’.


However, while the rest of the country entered recessionary times in the years that followed, a growth spurt would occur in Grand Canal Dock. In October 2008, Facebook confirmed Ireland as a friend, announcing it was going to establish an international headquarters in Dublin. While it initially set up in Fitzwilliam Hall next to the Grand Canal, it would later move to the heart of Silicon Docks, on Hanover Quay. It was soon followed by Engine Yard, Airbnb, Twitter, Squarespace, Riot Games and LinkedIn, among others. By the time Facebook moved to bigger offices at 4 Grand Canal Square in the summer of 2014, the area was employing more than five thousand people in the tech sector.


The Role of VCs


Ever since 1972, when investment firms Kleiner Perkins and Sequoia Capital set up in Menlo Park, venture capital has been the engine driving Silicon Valley forward. In that same year, the Irish government established Foir Teoranta to provide finance for potentially viable businesses that were unable to raise capital from the banks.


Several years later, State-owned venture-capital company Nadcorp was established and, in the five years that followed, it invested approximately £26 million and took shares in fifty-seven companies. It was subsumed by the IDA in 1991.


In the mid-1990s, the Enterprise Ireland Seed and Venture Capital Programme was conceived, on the basis that the private sector on its own would not provide equity capital for high-risk, high-growth companies.5 In the twenty years since then, the government, through Enterprise Ireland, has committed more than €320 million to seed- and venture-capital funds that have been set up in Ireland.


This, along with the arrival of a number of venture-capital firms (VCs) to the country, has ensured massive growth in Ireland’s venture-capital industry. Since 2008, more than €650 million of international funds has been leveraged by Irish-based venture-capital firms into indigenous small and medium-sized enterprise (SMEs). In 2013 alone, Irish firms raised €285 million in venture capital.6


The arrival of a number of US VC firms such as Polaris Partners and Silicon Valley Bank boosted the Irish start-up scene further, strengthening Silicon Valley’s ties with Ireland. Silicon Valley Bank has invested $50 million into Irish tech and science-based companies and plans to double that. Polaris has also invested tens of millions.


Investor Noel Ruane, a venture partner with Polaris, says Ireland has long been the Internet capital of Europe when it comes to foreign direct investment but, more recently, local start-ups have also started to attract international attention.7


The Changing Start-up Scene


In 2011, three Irish students between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one created an augmented-reality start-up called Charm Mobile, on the back of an AIB bank student loan and credit card.


The company’s software was a rendering engine, which was licensed by a digital agency working with McDonald’s and used in a campaign for the fast-food giant across seven thousand locations in the United States. That three friends, who had not yet graduated from college, could develop a product that would be used to promote one of the world’s biggest companies shows how far the Irish start-up ecosystem has come.


One person who noticed the increasing number of start-ups early on was Vincent Lyons. In 2012, he co-founded Dubstarts, a jobs fair for start-ups. As one of the first employees of Startupbootcamp, an accelerator for start-ups, he could see a rise in the number of start-ups popping up, all of which were looking for staff. At the same time, he noticed college graduates were having a harder time securing jobs, with many emigrating.


So Lyons set up the Dubstarts jobs fair with Charm Mobile CEO Enda Crowley, in an attempt to match start-ups with potential employees. Logentries, Intercom, Newswhip, Bullet HQ and Upfront Analytics exhibited at the first fair and a hundred people were signed up to attend. More than three hundred showed up.


The Dubstarts events have since grown dramatically and attract in excess of 3,500 attendees, with up to fifty companies exhibiting. Lyons says it is now ‘normal’ for people to work in a start-up, whereas, in the past, they wouldn’t have even known what a start-up was. He says the idea that a graduate can join a small start-up and help it to develop into a multi-million-euro company is really compelling.


However, Lyons is unsure whether Ireland has what it takes to create the next Facebook or WhatsApp. He says there are lots of people in Silicon Valley with experience in bringing companies to billion-dollar valuations. If you give an Irish start-up €1 million, he believes there is less chance of it being successful than if it were in Silicon Valley, as there is more operational experience in Silicon Valley.


While the growth of start-ups in Dublin has been phenomenal, it seems few can afford to locate in the Silicon Docks area. Grand Canal Dock may be a tech hub, but across the city, in the vicinity of the Guinness brewery, is Dublin’s start-up hub. Since 2003, more than 160 technology and digital-media businesses have passed through the Digital Hub. It is from here that start-ups such as US e-commerce site Etsy run their European operations.


A short stroll away is the Guinness Enterprise Centre, which has seen more than 260 businesses pass through its doors since it opened in 2000. One start-up currently in residence is B-smark, which coincidentally shares its birthday with Arthur Guinness. Showing the influence the established tech sector has on the startup scene, B-smark’s Italian founder Nicola Farronato says the reason his start-up is in Ireland is because of Intel’s Martin Curley.


Having started out in Dublin doing some voluntary research for the Innovation Value Institute, of which Curley is one of the founders, Farranato decided to set up his own business, which became the first international start-up to participate in the National Digital Research Centre (NDRC) Launchpad accelerator programme. Farranato says he chose Dublin as the location for B-smark, because the start-up ecosystem in Italy and southern Europe is ‘effectively non-existent’.


Ireland’s Reputation as a Tech Hub


While venture-capital funding has been vital in the development of Dublin as a tech hub, money alone cannot buy the sort of reputation F.ounders and the Web Summit have given the capital city. Founded by Paddy Cosgrave, Daire Hickey, and David Kelly, the two events attract some of the most influential names in the tech world to Dublin each year.


Since 2010, top entrepreneurs have descended on Dublin, including Dropbox founder Drew Houston, Skype founder Nicklas Zennstrom, and PayPal and Tesla co-founder Elon Musk. The conferences help showcase the capital city as a hive of tech and entrepreneurial activity, and it was coming to Ireland for these events that put Dublin on the map for tech firms such as Qualtrics, leading them to ultimately set up offices here.


As well as being home to Europe’s largest tech conference, it was also in Dublin that Archipelago, one of Europe’s largest communities of entrepreneurs, was born. The brainchild of serial entrepreneur John Egan, the network’s entrepreneur events showcased up-and-coming start-ups such as Datahug, CoderDojo and Logentries. These would later go on to achieve global success. Egan says Archipelago was a manifestation of the environment of the time, and it would seem the current environment in some ways is a manifestation of Archipelago, as it gave many an attendee the confidence and inspiration to set up their own business.


Egan, himself a successful entrepreneur, credits Web Summit founder Paddy Cosgrave with legitimising the tech scene in Ireland. He also believes Trinity College Dublin has a lot to answer for in terms of Dublin’s development as a tech hub, with people such as Cosgrave and serial entrepreneurs Dylan Collins, Sean Blanchfield and Ronan Perceval all graduating from the university. He says the four entrepreneurs have, in different ways, brought attention to Ireland’s tech sector. They also created an energy at Trinity – tech was becoming glamorous at the university.


The Influence of Education


More companies are spun out of Stanford University than any other university in the world. As well as HP and Google, Sun Microsystems, Silicon Graphics, Cisco Systems and Yahoo also emerged out of the Silicon Valley-based university. Instagram was founded by Stanford graduates Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger, while Snapchat started as part of a class project by Stanford students Evan Spiegel and Bobby Murphy. Other Stanford alumni include the founders or co-founders of PayPal, Netflix, Electronic Arts, Mozilla Firefox, YouTube and LinkedIn.


In Ireland, Trinity College Dublin seems to play this role. The university has produced more spin-outs than any other university in the country, and accounts for one-fifth of all companies spun out of third-level education.8 It has spun out numerous tech companies, including Iona Technologies, which had the fifth-largest IPO in Nasdaq history when it went public in 1997. Gaming-technology company Havok also emerged out of Trinity, having begun life in the computer-science department there in 1998. Less than a decade later, in 2007, it was acquired by Intel for $110 million. MV Technology started out in Trinity’s Vision and Sensor Research Unit. It was sold to Agilent Technologies in 2001 for IR£100 million.


The Spin-out Effect


It is not just universities spinning out companies. The arrival of multinational tech firms in Ireland and the development of an indigenous IT industry has also given rise to start-ups, with employees honing their skills in large companies before going it alone. Ireland’s oldest IT services company, System Dynamics, was founded after Tom McGovern left IBM in 1968 and, ever since, tech firms have been churning out entrepreneurs.


Iona Technologies, one of the State’s most successful software companies, has spun out more than twenty companies. Annrai O’Toole, a co-founder of Iona, left the company in 2001 to set up software firm Cape Clear. O’Toole has since become the chief technology officer (Europe) of Workday, the Silicon Valley firm which acquired Cape Clear.


Brian Long is another successful Irish entrepreneur who cut his teeth in a multinational – in this case Digital Equipment Corporation – before leaving to set up Parthus Technologies. Niall O hEarcain, a technical director at Parthus, later went on to found semiconductor company Silansys.


History is repeating itself with the new wave of tech firms, with employees from Internet giants such as Google starting to set up their own firms. Gaston Irigoyen came to Ireland in 2009 to work for Google. Now he runs his own business – Guidecentral – a few doors down from the search giant, in Dogpatch Labs. Across the office from Irigoyen sits PulpMaker co-founder Charles Alix, who previously worked for Facebook and Twitter. Boxever was founded in 2012, after three employees left Datalex. Datahug co-founder Connor Murphy previously worked at Sun Microsystems.


Meanwhile, many of the people who successfully founded, developed and sold tech companies are now embarking on new careers as venture capitalists, investing in the next generation of up-and-coming firms.


One such person is angel investor Paddy Holahan. He founded East Coast Software in 1987, and spent almost a decade building up the company. He joined Baltimore Technologies in 1996 and played a pivotal role in growing the business from a $500 million valuation to a public company valued at over $16 billion in the space of four years.


Holahan later founded NewBay, growing it into a leading provider of solutions for mobile operators worldwide, before selling the company for $100 million to BlackBerry maker Research In Motion in 2011. He has since invested in a number of Irish start-ups, including Intercom, Soundwave and WhatClinic.com.


The Impact on Real Estate


The impact of the tech firms in Grand Canal Dock can be seen in Central Statistics Office small-area population statistics from 2012, which were based on the 2011 census. They showed that in one of the buildings in the Gasworks Buildings apartment complex, which is located next to Google’s European headquarters on Barrow Street, 94 percent of residents were in employment, the highest percentage in the State at the time. Of those that were employed, nearly all were employers, managers or higher professionals.


The impact can also be seen in the rise in office and residential property prices. Many of the new buildings around Grand Canal Dock had just been completed when the global financial crisis hit. As a result, a lot of them lay empty in the years that followed. However, international investors and companies alike are now swooping in to buy the prime office space, and paying premium prices.


Google has forked out more than €250 million for the four buildings it occupies on Barrow Street, paying almost €100 million for the Montevetro building, which is Dublin’s tallest commercial office block. Property pension fund IPUT shelled out €50 million for Facebook’s former office building at Hanover Reach, while Hibernia REIT paid €52.5 million for the Observatory building on Sir John Rogerson’s Quay, home to Riot Games and financial-technology firm First Derivatives.


An office-space crunch in the area is starting to put pressure on companies located there, with rents going up and up. A review by commercial property firm HWBC found rates for prime offices in Dublin city centre rose 15 percent in the first half of 2014, with demand for office space 50 percent ahead of the same period in 2013. During the first half of 2014, four out of the top five office deals were completed by US technology companies, including Riot Games, which struck a deal for 4,230 square metres in the Observatory building.


Competition to buy or rent residential properties in the Silicon Docks area is also fierce, and while prices haven’t returned to their boom-time peak, they have risen significantly since the property crash. The tech firms in the area employ large numbers of workers from overseas, and most of them want to live close by.


However, a new fast-track planning scheme has been approved by Dublin City Council, which should help address supply problems. The Docklands Strategic Development Zone will give council planners the power to make decisions, meaning projects can be fast-tracked through the planning process. The development of properties in the area under the control of Nama receivers and debtors can now be accelerated as a result.


In the summer of 2014, Nama announced plans to pump up to €3 billion into building up the capital city. The centrepiece of the strategy is a €1.5-billion plan to develop the docklands into an Irish equivalent of Singapore’s Marina Bay.


The Future of Silicon Docks


Despite soaring property prices, a lack of office space and a shortage of rental accommodation, the rise of Silicon Docks has been an Irish success story. While firms in the International Financial Services Centre (IFSC) came under huge pressure during the global economic crisis, Silicon Docks flourished, with tech companies making one jobs announcement after another. There is little doubt that the transformation of Grand Canal Dock from industrial wasteland to European tech hub has been one of the great accomplishments of the boom.


However, if Dublin is going to become a truly global technology hub, like Silicon Valley, then there will have to be some changes.


If more start-ups are to emerge out of tech companies, then there needs to be product development, research and engineering taking place. The government moved away from attracting assembly-line-type manufacturing to Ireland, when it saw how easily such firms could up and move. The same could also be said for many tech firms now, which are for the most part carrying out customer-support and sales functions.


There also needs to be more involvement by firms such as Google, Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn in the Irish start-up community. In this area, things are moving in the right direction. To improve connections between start-ups and global companies, some of the tech giants have started to reach out. For example, Google hosts breakfast briefings every month at The Foundry to help entrepreneurs and start-ups boost their business.


A move towards product development and engineering, along with increased collaboration between multinationals, start-ups, and indigenous industry, will allow the tech community to be greater than the sum of its parts. This will enable Dublin to attract more Silicon Valley giants, and it will also foster the next round of Irish tech titans.
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