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GLASGOW, with a population around a third of Barcelona's, is not a particularly big city by 

European standards. Yet it certainly isn't short on identity or, to suggest a hint of psychic 

disturbance, multiple identities. There are probably, statistically speaking, more statistics 

waved about by Glasgwegians than any other urban group outside the offices of the national 

census: most notorious peripheral estates in Europe, worst diet in the West, centre (until last 

year) of the biggest European regional authority, home to 50% of the poorest 10% of 

Scotland's population who nevertheless have Europe's biggest municipal gallery system to 

enjoy . . . etc, etc. This compare-and-contrast kind of self-assertion suggests that Glasgow - 

the second city of the Empire, slum capital, City of Culture, City of Architecture - could do 

with a moment of closure. Glasgow 1999, perhaps the last PR exercise in a long Mr 

Happy/Miles Better cycle, hits on the single most fundamental issue of municipal culture: 

architecture. Look to a city's buildings and streets and you have the most vivid image of its 

political, economic, and artistic condition. For this reason Glasgow 1999 has organised the 

latest in its programme of public debates around the subject of urban planning in the city: 

Past Imperfect - Future Tense? Planning the Quality of the City, to be staged at the Glasgow 

Film Theatre on July 2. Chaired by Glasgow 1999's director Deyan Sudjic, the speakers will 

include architect Piers Gough, of CZWG, Housing Association director Rob Joiner of 

Molendinar Park, Hildebrand Frey, director of Strathclyde University's Urban Studies Unit, 

and Glasgow City Council's director of planning Mike Hayes. If this does not merely reiterate 

the fractious nature of past debate, it could prove a major step in asserting definitively and 

publicly what kind of city Glasgow is, should be, and still can be. It is unlikely, however, that 

any conclusions will be drawn without a struggle. Mike Hayes is already preparing for 

potential attack. Planning, he points out, is a term which is used far too loosely. As the only 

public servant on the platform he is ready for complaints about the lack of a coherent system 

of urban design in Britain, when there is little he can do about it short of personally lobbying 

central government. Somehow the Victorians - by a kind of economic and aesthetic 

consensus - managed to organise the city round its famous grid system with incredible 

coherence and sense of proportion, but without an overall plan. The fifties and sixties in 

Glasgow proved that this was no longer possible. Cities do not design themselves, and 

without large-scale development programmes Britain's cities will render themselves chaotic. 

''In the long term we know where we want to be,'' says Hayes. ''But we really do need a very 

positive policy from the Scottish Office and that's not just because Glaswegians whinge about 

things, but because it's good for Scotland.'' He is enthusiastic about retail developments in 

Buchanan Street, housing developments in the Merchant City, and regeneration in the 

Gorbals. But planning towards a cohesive future is simply not something he is empowered to 

do. The big contemporary argument is whether it is time to return to the ideal of densely 
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inhabited urban centres or persist with construction of out-of-town shopping centres and 

widely dispersed two-up-two-downs with garden. The most famous illustration of this 

problem in Glasgow is the Gorbals (home to many a statistic). Its depopulation from 90,000 

to 9000 dissipated Glasgow's centre of gravity. Like most forward-thinking architects Piers 

Gough is searching for that dense urban fabric in cities. His practice, CZWG, has been 

working on the 40-acre Gorbals regeneration programme in Crown Street, redeveloping the 

tenement to modern purposes. The district is probably still the barometer of Glasgow's future: 

''If the Gorbals work, no doubt things will begin to work round the whole city,'' he says with 

an enthusiasm burned by frustration. ''But, God, it's so slow. If you think the Gorbals is going 

to take 10 years then, for the rest of the city . . . well, it's too awful to think about.'' 

Hildebrand Frey says the only way forward is a systematic yet flexible long-term programme 

for all Britain's cities. This is unlikely in the country that never really took to modernism 

(apart from its mistakes) and doesn't like big ideas. One of Glasgow's unique features is the 

way housing associations have been loath to go. Since 1975 77 such co-operative 

organisations have begun to empower people at a local level to make their own planning 

decisions and lobby for investment. Rob Joiner will be there to suggest that in the absence of 

big plans it's what people have organised locally which will be a vital vein in Glasgow's 

future.  
 


