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HOUSING provision and the quality of our housing stock has long been among the most 

vexatious and costly issues on both local and national political agendas. Yet, lacking the 

''affects us all'' urgency of education or health provision, it is a subject which, without the Big 

Issue, might well be forgotten. A Tory government of not so distant memory had a great idea. 

Like many of their best plans, it arose through observation of the best practice of our 

European neighbours - and then doing the exact opposite. The idea was simple, a sub-clause 

of the Thatcherite dream, we were all to become property owners. Housing stock created, 

managed and rented by local authorities would pass into the hands of eager new mortgage 

holders. The cry was ''Power to the People'', but they didn't stop to ask who the power was 

being taken from. The flaws in the logic are now, alas, all too apparent. Many of those who 

snapped up their council houses are overburdened with mortgage debt. The best of the local 

authority stock was sold very rapidly, but the vast bulk of less desirable dwellings and those 

in buildings where individual properties could not easily be sold off remained with the local 

authorities. A memorable Naked Video sketch showed a couple rejoicing in their newly-

bought property. The camera panned back to show the pseudo-Spanish overcladding, the 

hacienda-style balcony, and the fact that the whole nightmarish ensemble was perched 10 

storeys up in the middle of a block where no-one else had bought theirs. The sad fact was that 

the rump of local authority stock was now supported by a greatly diminished rental income, 

and even the money which was gained in the process of flogging off the family silver was 

ring-fenced and not available for the authorities to spend on housing stock. The removal of 

the traditional housing provision role from local authorities shifted the focus of public 

housing provision to housing associations. In Scotland, and particularly in Glasgow, the 

associations demonstrated that it was a task for which they were fit. The advantages of local 

empowerment and local management are self-evident. People do have a vested interest in 

where they live. The fact that the system empowers those in the community to show willing 

might be considered rather less than democratic, but there are sufficient checks and balances 

to ensure accountability. In Glasgow, the history of community-based housing associations 

tends to be traced back to the architect Raymond Young's work on tenement rehabilitation 

with the people of Govan in the 1970s. The whole process has come a very long way since 

then. In addition to numerous local associations, there are a number which cover the whole 

city and indeed some whose interests are Scotland-wide. Among the four associations whose 

work covers the city of Glasgow, Molendinar Park Housing Association demonstrates just 

what can be achieved by the judicious combination of the right experts and lay people with an 

interest in housing, many of whom have worked with the housing association movement as it 

has developed. Thus Professor Andy MacMillan, the unconventional former head of the 

Mackintosh School of Architecture, the journalist Robert Dawson-Scott and Pauline 

Gallagher, who is in charge of the community affairs for City of Architecture and Design 

1999, come together under the chairpersonship of Helen MacLean, a home carer, alongside a 

planner, a tradesman, and others whose work is outwith the housing field. Among 

Molendinar's recent achievements is 9-19 Bellgrove Street, an unprepossessing site formerly 

occupied by the Glasgow Meat Market.  



The design, by McGurn, Logan, Duncan and Opfer, follows a tenemental pattern in its 

planning (eight up a close, times five). The front of the building is in red brick, punctuated by 

panels and entrance piers in dark grey brick, by bold stairwells and, at roof level, by metal 

canopies. The rear of the building, the private space, is in yellow brick and at the north end a 

sculptural chimney serves as a bold marker. It is this end, where the yellow and red brick 

come together, which is seen by all those travelling on the Springburn and Airdrie railway 

lines out of the city centre. At night, the other aspect of this building which makes it really 

notable is most visible. The artist Alison Turnbull's contribution is apparent to residents 

inside the separate closes, but also becomes part of the public gift of this development at 

night. Each stairwell is fronted by a huge glass panel and behind each are lights of different 

colours creating an extraordinarily dramatic and lively effect. The building is evidence of the 

ability of architecture and art to lift the spirits, it is also evidence of, literally and 

metaphorically, enlightened patronage. The new Labour Government has made no firm 

pronouncements about what it will do with public sector housing. There is no doubt that it is 

this area which has contributed the most innovative and positive new housing to Scotland's 

cities. With a few worthy exceptions, the private sector lags far behind. One notion which has 

been mooted is to hand responsibility for public sector housing back to local authorities. That 

would be fine, and it certainly follows the European model, but it would surely be lamentable 

to lose the momentum and skill which has been created by the housing associations. Perhaps 

the answer is an amalgam - public commissioning, particularly in regeneration of the large 

peripheral housing areas but most definitely to acknowledge the need for public participation 

in this most public form of architecture - and embrace it. 

 


