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Creative Challenges  

With the Scottish Parliament election behind us the full

impact of the budgetary crisis is beginning to be felt across

Scotland.  For SURF, one of the big challenges is to keep

community regeneration as a high level policy aim amid the

Government priorities of promoting overall economic

growth, strengthening Scotland's infrastructure and

promoting the renewables revolution.

The Government's commitment to developing a national

regeneration strategy and bringing forward  a Community

Empowerment and Renewal Bill provide obvious

opportunities along with the Christie Commission's

recommendations for a strengthened role for communities in

the delivery of public services.  But the devil will be in the

detail of how to realise these ambitions on the ground with

diminishing budgets.  The emphasis will have to be on

producing greater value from existing budgets and assets

both human and physical rather than on grand but costly

institutional restructuring.  And just as collaboration and

creativity will be required to achieve those public goals, so

SURF will have to apply the same qualities to deliver its

contribution.  

While SURF looks forward to continuing its work with the

Scottish  Government it is also determined to strengthen its

role as an independent network across  Scottish civil society,

so were pleased to recently confirm new collaborative

partnerships with  both Creative Scotland and the Joseph

Rowntree Foundation.  Our developing work with these

important organisations in supporting creative approaches to

community regeneration in these challenging times will be

highlighted in future issues of Scotregen and on the SURF

website.

Scanning horizons and saving trees
In this issue of Scotregen, we promote further debate on the way
forward for regeneration in Scotland in response to the process
instigated by the Scottish Government earlier this year with its
‘Building A Sustainable Future’ discussion paper. You can see SURF’s
response and others on our website at
http://tinyurl.com/SURF2011response. 

We also scan wider horizons with the first of what will be regular
features looking at regeneration policy and practice across the UK and
internationally. 

We know from our research how Scotregen is valued as a source of
independent information and comment and we want to be able to
bring you an expanded range of feature articles, reviews, reports,
news and opinions on a much more frequent and accessible basis. 
We are therefore working on plans for a new web-based Scotregen
format, which we hope to have up and running by the end of the year. 

We will keep you up to date with these developments. Meantime, we
hope that you find this issue interesting and useful and as ever. 
As always, we welcome any feedback or ideas you may have for 
future features. 

A view from
the chair
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but lack any social

purpose or

function beyond

menial forms of

labour. On one

side of the city of

Illium, New York,

are the gated

communities of

the elites, in the

middle stands the

huge Illium

industrial

complex, while on

the other side of

the river in

Homestead the

socially redundant

are stored. 

The revolution will not be streamed to iphone

While the novel is stamped by Vonnegut’s signature mark of resigned

fatalism, dissent against machine-induced human degradation stirs among

some elite characters. An underground movement known as the Ghost

Shirt Society, named after the native US Indian resistance movement,

organise a successful rebellion against the useless efficiency of automated

progress. Machines are smashed systematically, forcing ‘the brains’ of the

Ghost Shirts to embrace the ruins of a machine-less utopia.

Much to the dismay of their rebel leaders, with technology lying in ruins

ordinary people begin to once again take delight in the practical effort

to repair broken vending machines. The fascination with technology is

re-ignited. This unexpected return to technology at a more human

level, I think, can be read as part of the ambiguity of the novel rather

than, as some see it, in terms of Vonnegut’s despair over the narcotic

effect of technology. 

Urban Imaginings 11

Dr Alex Law

Lecturer in Sociology

University of Abertay,
Dundee
a.law@abertay.ac.uk

Alex Law explores the role of technology in both ideal
and nightmare visions of future society.

Keep feeling fascination

Technology is caught between a promise to free people from boredom
and drudgery and a nagging worry that it will only worsen the condition
that it set out to escape. The history of utopian thought flips from wild
optimism to depressive pessimism about the prospects of technology. 

For some, technology represents a chance to re-design more perfect
and orderly urban worlds. Typically, the entire modernist tradition in
planning and architecture stands accused of peddling technocratic
illusions, usually by conservatives trying to preserve an equally
impossible harmonious semi-rural past. 

On the other hand, there are all those dystopias of an autonomous
technology out of control, most famously Aldous Huxley’s Brave New
World (1932), or falling under the control of some manipulative but
deranged social engineer, the Big Brother of George Orwell’s 1984
(1948).

The power of technology
This sense of human resignation under a technotopia formed the
backdrop to Kurt Vonnegut’s first novel Player Piano (1952). Vonnegut is
best known for his science fiction novel Slaughterhouse 5, a semi-
autobiographical account of the fire-bombing of Dresden in February
1945. Set in the near future, Player Piano compares society to an
automated musical instrument, pre-programmed to respond to the
unseen instructions of machines and computers. 

Computer technology allows society to be divided between a
meritocratic elite of engineers, scientists and planners, and a surplus

majority. All work is performed by machines overseen by technocratic
managers and engineers. The masses are placated with material goods 

“For some, technology
represents a chance to

design more perfect
orderly worlds”



Denys Candy 

Founder, Community
Partners Institute (USA)
denys@denyscandy.com 

environmental, cultural) artfully blend to drive important innovations

from the High Line (an elevated linear park on a former rail line) in

Manhattan to scattered-site urban farming in back yards in Los

Angeles. 

An American sampler includes urban farms and gardens, tree-

plantings, ecological restoration, cultural happenings and

environmentally sensitive improvements to housing or business

districts. Not all projects are necessarily artful or innovative. In my

experience those that are tend to work between multiple systems

(public and private sector), use resources creatively, involve a broad

cast of multi-disciplinary characters, stay grounded in local and

regional vision discerned over time through deep engagement and

deliver medium-term results linked to longer-term regeneration goals.  

The Bright Side

When viewed separately, the scale of many local efforts may appear

insignificant. Taken together, we can amplify their impact by paying

more attention to creating stronger connective tissue, more links

between them regionally and nationally for shared learning and forging

clearer ties to regenerative goals. Doing so across fifty States is tough.

In Scotland should it not be more feasible? Compared to the USA, the

key players in all sectors operate in reasonably close proximity.

SURF’s role as convener and connector can be vital in exploring new

forms of working. 

All resources, not just financial, will need to be deployed smartly.

Government, therefore, must be flexible. Resources from various

funding streams may need to be pooled, allocated differently in

different places depending on clearly articulated regional and local

goals for enabling better health. 

As long as the shared goal is clear, not only funds but regulations and

lines of authority need to be flexible to better serve goal attainment.

The coming period of smarter resource allocation can be viewed as a

time of Research and Development; to refine and accelerate enabling

conditions for successful regeneration and better health. 

This code has yet to be broken; should Scotland not lead 

the way?         

In this new regular column, international experts
will highlight community regeneration lessons that
they believe are transferable to Scotland. Regular
“Letter from America” contributor Denys Candy
starts us off by arguing that fresh thinking and
flexibility is the best way to cope with a challenging
environment. 

Tough Times for Regeneration

Current conditions force us to look anew, sharpen our approach to

regeneration. I propose five considerations for Scotland: 

1) Clarify the definition and, therefore goals, of regeneration

2) Prioritise artful approaches, locally-driven

3) Re-invent connections between local, regional and national efforts

4) Insist on using resources smartly and flexibly 

5) Define the forthcoming period as one of Research and

Development, regenerative “code-breaking.”

The Scottish Government defines regeneration as a “holistic process

of reversing social and physical decline.” Borrowing from the SURF

manifesto, I suggest a re-write: Regeneration is a collective holistic

endeavour to improve interrelated aspects of community health. 

Prioritising Simultaneity

My current mantra remains: we need to skillfully allocate resources to

projects that seek simultaneous improvements in environmental,

economic, physiological, psychological and cultural health.

Regeneration takes place in a wider context – planetary crisis, the

foreseeable end of many natural resources, extreme weather events.

Regenerative projects must address local manifestations of global

warming; improve human and planetary health.

Although some news in the USA is grim – federal budget deficits,

States favoring assaults on natural environments for profit - local

investigation restores one’s faith in the imaginative potential of people

to respond when familiar systems break down. Love of place,

resilience, tenacity and smart uses of resources (economic,
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The High Line: An innovative public park in central New York.

Gl   bal Regenerating
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focus on working locally.  Since the Agency was established, Local
Investment Planning, where local authorities share their investment
priorities, has been at the heart of what we do. This is supported
through working closely with local communities, encouraging them to
shape our development proposals.  

In the North East of England, we have married delivery with greater
levels of community control.  On Holy Island we’ve worked with the
Community Land Trust to support the development of their priority of
four new affordable homes that will help to maintain local schools and
services. At the other end of the scale, we have worked with
Newcastle City Council to help them develop a plan to transfer the
listed Byker Estate (comprising 2,000 homes) to the community to
support renewal of the estate and the creation of social enterprise.

Of course, all of this is coming against a background of a very
constrained funding environment. For us, this means making the most
of the resources at our disposal and we’re developing a package of
support that our Housing Minister, Grant Shapps, refers to as ‘enabling
and investment’.  

Resourcing community control
The first part of that package will mean maximising the potential of our
land assets for example through a “Build Now Pay Later” model of
deferred payments that will reduce the upfront costs of development.
This will be supplemented by a comprehensive land disposal strategy
for the Agency that will be published at the end of May.  

A major part of our package of support will, of course, come in the
form of direct investment. We will provide £4.5 billion to support a new
Affordable Homes Programme in the years to 2015 and we’ve received
Government support to maintain our commitments in regeneration.  

All of this is underpinned by our work in enabling.  This means being
‘the people who get things done’, as Grant Shapps once put it. We’ve
supported collaborative procurement, reducing costs for our partners,
and have created a variety of pre-procured panels to reduce the
administrative burden of procurement for both local government and
our partners in the private sector. Local Investment Plans will continue
to be the method by which local authorities will tell us what the
appropriate mix of support in land, investment and enabling is in their
areas.  

I’ve learned that Scotland has a rich heritage of vocal and active
community groups making the case for holistic approaches to
regeneration. For the HCA, Local Investment Plans have been our way
to start developing that shared vision for places. With the current
direction of policy towards ever greater local control, that’s an
emphasis that we will need to build upon and develop further to ensure
that we continue to deliver affordable homes in thriving communities. 

The Byker Estate in Newcastle 
is to be transferred into 
community ownership

Four Nations: England

Dermot Sellars

Director of Strategic
Development, Homes and
Communities Agency

mail@homesand
communities.co.uk

It is widely agreed that more can and should be
done to share lessons and best practice between UK
nations in an era of divergent approaches via
devolved administrations. This was a point
emphasised by the Chief Executives of JRF and the
Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) at the 2011
SURF Annual Conference.

In this new regular feature, SURF will update
Scotregen readers on relevant developments in the
rest of the UK. Here, the HCA’s Dermot Sellars
discusses the shifting regeneration policy landscape
in England.

I was lucky enough to be able to join SURF for its Annual Conference in
Edinburgh on 17th March.  What really struck me, coming from England,
was the strong and vocal presence of community groups there. The
people actually affected by regeneration were present and making clear
their priorities for their places.  

For the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA), engaging with local
communities has always been at the forefront of our work. But often
that distinctive voice has been missing from the national debate in
England. The role of the HCA can be to represent that voice of local
delivery at a national level.

Localism, localism, localism
Last May’s change of government in England led to swift and emphatic
changes in policy direction. The Communities Secretary, Eric Pickles,
was quick to dismantle the regional institutions that had developed over
the previous decade. Regional Development Agencies, Regional
Strategies and the Government Offices in the regions were all removed.

What’s come in place of all these institutions is a new policy landscape.
The emphasis has been taken off producing top-down guidance and,
instead, there’s a move towards supporting local places in delivering
their own priorities. This has manifested itself through a shift towards
incentives for growth that reward communities where growth occurs.
The New Homes Bonus and Community Infrastructure Levy will let
neighbourhoods share the advantages of development.

In policy development, too, there has been a shift to greater localism.
Neighbourhoods will get new powers over planning policy, and the first
trial locations for neighbourhood planning have recently been
announced.  Government has also announced funding to support
community planning, delivered through organisations such as the Royal
Town Planning Institute and the Prince’s Foundation.

New focus, new thinking
For the HCA these policy changes meaning renewing our long-term
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Future Plans

SURF will be hosting the members-only Annual Lecture later in
2011. The lecture is typically given by a senior figure in Scottish
regeneration. For instance, Sir Peter Housden, Permanent
Secretary to the Scottish Government, delivered the 2010 event on
the theme of ‘A vision for regeneration in Scotland’. A full transcript
of his lecture is available from the SURF website: 

SURF is also liaising with the Scottish Government and the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation on the development of an attractive
programme of joint activities in 2011-12. The focus will be on
ameliorative responses in the new context for regeneration; further
details will be confirmed soon.

In addition, SURF in the process of enhancing our website and
online communications to improve cross-network interaction and
accessibility. Look out for the brand new website and connect with
SURF on Twitter and LinkedIn!

Are you on the SURF e-
mailing list?

Make sure you are among the first to
receive news on SURF events and
publications by signing up to receive our
e-newsletter. 

SURF events, big and small, take place
across Scotland and cover a range of topics of interest to those
working in all regeneration fields, from property and planning to
poverty and public services. The e-mailing list is open to all. 

Sign up at this link: http://tinyurl.com/surfnewsletter

Further Information

For more details on SURF activities past and future, contact: 

Derek Rankine

Events and Communications
Officer, SURF

Tel: 0141 585 6879
Email:
derek@scotregen.co.uk

Join SURF

SURF’s work is based on the knowledge

and experience of our cross-sector

membership of over 250 organisations.

By joining SURF, your support will help us

to continue to be an effective catalyst for

improving all our efforts in regenerating

Scotland’s disadvantaged communities. 

Membership privileges include:

Promote 
• Networking opportunities at SURF events
• Raise the issues that matter to you in focused 

discussion sessions
• Share news and events via the SURF website

Influence 
• Get connected to an influential network of policy-

makers and practitioners
• Contribute to SURF network responses to policy 

consultations 

Exchange
• A complimentary invitation to the SURF Annual 

Lecture
• 33% discount on seminars, conferences & study visits
• Advance notice and priority access for free events

Inform
• Access to the Scotregen policy journal and other SURF 

publications
• Receive items of interest through direct member 

communications 

To find out more and sign up for membership,
please visit: www.scotregen.co.uk.

Application packs are also available from SURF Events
and Communications Officer Derek Rankine (0141 585
6879, derek@scotregen.co.uk). 



The Scottish Government’s regeneration discussion
paper, Building a Sustainable Future, aimed to
instigate debate around the future of community
regeneration in Scotland. Here, SURF’s Andy Milne
offers his perspective on the paper and the current
challenges for regeneration.

Building A Sustainable Future is refreshingly frank on some shortcomings

in previous regeneration policy and practice and in identifying the need

for new approaches in the changed economic, ecological and

demographic context. 

In the interests of promoting an honest and constructive debate, the

paper helpfully acknowledges the limited success of the policies of

recent years in delivering successful regeneration support to

disadvantaged individuals and communities. It also squarely notes the

fundamentally changed operating environment that future policies will

have to respond within.

“It is clear that previous regeneration models that relied on

debt finance coupled with rising land and property prices

have not delivered in recent times and are unlikely to do so

in the foreseeable future” (p1)

“The assumption that wealth generated by economic

development would ‘trickle down’ to the poor through job

creation is now widely discredited” (p6)

“There has often been an imbalance between physical,

social and economic programmes” (p6)

At the launch event for the paper in February 2011, the then Scottish

Government Minister for Housing and Communities, Alex Neil MSP1,

drew attention to the challenge and opportunity ahead by noting that: 

“Scotland has never had a national regeneration strategy

worthy of the name”

SURF understands that the Scottish Government intents to use the

discussion process to inform its policy development process with a view

to producing a national regeneration strategy by the end of 2011.

SURFing the challenges 

Based on SURF’s work in this field over the last 20 years, some of the

key current challenges for Scottish community regeneration efforts

include: 

Fiscal failures

• The pre-existing property based model of funding regeneration via

rising land and property values is now broken; in any event, it has

largely failed to meet the needs of those in greatest need of support.

• The UK government’s fiscal policy response to the private sector

financial crisis has resulted in those who had no meaningful

opportunity to play a part in the speculative property bubble, paying

for its collapse in terms of loss of services, opportunities and living

standards.

In the interests of fairness, social cohesion and preventative spending, the

Scottish Government should prioritise measures to protect those most at

risk from such losses. 

Running up the down escalator

• Previous sustainable regeneration policy efforts have been

significantly subverted by the dominant, short-term demands of the

hyper-consumerist market economy. As a senior SG representative

noted at the 2010 SURF Annual Conference, this represents a

‘powerful downward escalator’ against which all regeneration efforts

have to struggle.

• Despite their widespread recognition, the issues of ecological

sustainability and predictable demographic demands remain largely

unaddressed at this point

• The wisdom of preventative investment is widely accepted. The

already strong evidence base has been further supported in recent

months by the publication of the Scottish Parliament Finance

Committee’s 1st Report of 2011 and NESTA’s Radical Scotland. It is,

however, more difficult to identify concrete examples of this

approach being applied via practical ‘upstream’ regeneration activity.

The same can be said of investment in meaningful community

involvement.

In the longer term interests of the economy the Scottish Government should

continue to plan and prioritise preventative spend to address these

increasing challenges.

Andy Milne

Chief Executive, SURF

scotland@oxfam.org.uk
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1 Now Cabinet Secretary of Infrastructure and Capital Investment 
(announced 19/05/11); the expanded ministerial portfolio retains 
responsibilities for housing and regeneration.
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Healthy options

• The scope for enhancing ‘upstream’ preventative investment in

housing, wider action, community services, community asset

development, tackling fuel poverty, community transport initiatives,

sport and recreational activity etc. was significantly curtailed by early

cross-party consensus on protecting the NHS primary care budget.

There are views that, given Scotland’s existing poor health status,

this approach results in an ultimately less sustainable ‘national ill

health service’. 

• The ongoing work of Scotland’s Chief Medical Officer, Dr Harry

Burns, in promoting an assets-based approach to health, and his

view that the challenge is about supporting better life chances as

well as lifestyles, is key to addressing this conundrum (see

presentation extract, above).   

• In this context, it will be necessary to be more effective in building

on the transferable lessons from evidence and practical successes in:

community-based social enterprises; heritage and culture-based

regeneration; the changing role of town centres; community based

health initiatives; and wider action via housing associations.

The Scottish Government could achieve more in offsetting future health

investment costs by more actively advocating and incentivising support for

community based approaches to sustaining and developing community

assets.

Maintaining focus

• Having sensibly devolved responsibility for local regeneration to

local authorities and having removed almost all ring fencing of

regeneration dedicated resources as part of that process, the

Scottish Government is somewhat restricted in its ability to ensure

that a sufficient focus on disadvantaged areas and individuals is being

maintained. The earlier abolition of Communities Scotland, and

latterly the Scottish Centre for Regeneration, effectively ended

direct central government participation in support of its aims and

partnership vision at the local Community Planning Partnership and

practitioner level. 

• It is understandable that local authority policy processes are

increasingly dominated by financial and legal anxieties over meeting

statutory responsibilities. However, there is evidence of this resulting

in steep, non-strategic cuts to preventative services and community

capacity building functions. This represents a false economy. 

The Scottish Government should work proactively with CoSLA on making the

case for the preventative role of community development investment by

local authorities.

Competitive outcomes

• Early hopes for innovative collaborations between public agencies

under financial pressures have as yet been largely unrealised, with

some evidence of a resurgence of more defensive, territorial

behaviour.

• Many voluntary and community organisations are displaying similar

symptoms of pursuing competitive self-interest above outcome

focused, collaborative restructuring. This tendency is being

reinforced for those involved in tendering for public service delivery

by ‘hard nosed’ local authority procurement processes, which can

be divisive and in some cases exploitative.

The tone of political leadership at national and local level is key. Again, the

Scottish Government can provide vital leadership in supporting the most

conducive climate for these difficult negotiations for the third sector and

local authorities. The outcome of the Christie commission and the

implementation of its recommendations is likely to be important in this

regard.  

2.6 Building on consensus

• Nationally, there is encouraging evidence of cross party consensus

on the nature of the challenges and some agreement on the

foundation stones of policies and resource streams. 

• This needs to be converted into a sufficiently stable basic framework

of agreed policies and resources to underpin the sustained

community regeneration effort that everyone acknowledges is vital. 

The process instigated by the discussion paper offers a useful

opportunity for an honest debate identifying priorities and opportunities

for coordinated collaboration in addressing them. 

As a prerequisite, it is important to develop a greater degree of shared

understanding, vision and commitment. SURF will be making every

effort to support that process through scotregen and our wider

programme of collaborative events and discussions. I hope you and your

organisation will join us.

You can see the full SURF response at

http://tinyurl.com/SURF2011response
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Further Food For Thought

A wide range of SURF contact stakeholders from across the

regeneration field in Scotland participated in the series. The intention

was to draw out and debate their informed views on the paper’s three

main themes. 

Some of the core and recurrent matters that arose included:

• In the current challenging climate of change, and upheaval it is vital

to retain a sufficient shared clarity, consistency and coherence on

what is meant by  ‘regeneration’ – and by the all too often confused

terms of, ‘community’, ‘community-led regeneration’, ‘community

engagement etc. 

• Where does addressing poverty lie in Scottish regeneration thinking

and practice? To what extent has policy been about defining poverty

as purely income and wealth related – and undervaluing aspects of

wellbeing and quality of life? Public funding must include an adequate

‘preventative investment’ element aimed at avoiding problems and

related expenditure occurring again and again in future.

• There are probably significant untapped resources for community

level activity to be obtained from the private sector where it has a

local community presence. The aim has to be to combine the best

of what the community and voluntary and private sectors can offer

at community level.

• There is general goodwill and support expressed by many

participants for local authorities. Most local authorities are seen as

being good on localism and reflecting the diversity of their

communities. On the other hand, many participants also saw local

authorities as not so good on engaging at the very local scale and as

struggling to understand the ‘functionality of neighbourhood’.

• Community Planning is recognised as an asset and an improvement

on what went on before in public services; but on engagement with

the public and with communities, the outcomes are very varied and

tend to the unsatisfactory.

• More effective and transparent prioritisation in public investment in

regeneration and infrastructure is essential. From a private sector

perspective, markets need clarity, whereas a broader economic

vision is seen as currently lacking. For example, is there a definitional

difference between local and national regeneration? If so, what is it?

• Scottish Government could help simplify some of the channels to

and from the large institutional fund managers and the front-line

deliverers of regeneration. There were seen to be dangers of big

decisions, based on big projects and big funding, all being taken

without proper process, effectiveness or accountability

• One potentially productive way forward, was better project viability

testing. This has long been talked about as being integral to

investment decisions in infrastructure and regeneration. The reality,

many participants asserted, has been far different.

• The importance of clarity of language around money. ‘Finance’ is

appropriate where the project is likely to make a profit; ‘funding’

may be appropriate if the project is seen as important but unlikely to

generate monetary profit. 

• Property investment in the UK is becoming ever more concentrated

in cities – part of the new ‘economic geography’. Examples included

how, in Glasgow and Edinburgh, retail property demand has

doubled in recent years, but in Stirling, Dunfermline other places

have seen a complete fall to almost zero.

• Notwithstanding the problems in sourcing other funding, large scale

money could be made available through the European Union (EU)

Joint European Support for Sustainable Investment in City Areas

(JESSICA). Further opportunities with the European Investment

Bank could also be exploited. The continuing attributes of the

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) were also praised.

The ERDF was described as having recognised the importance of

urban regeneration, and as having built on its experience

incrementally and consistently for its duration.

A full version of the Outcome Paper from this SURF Food For Thought

policy discussion series is available from the SURF website at

http://tinyurl.com/SURF-FFFT. 

As stated in his networking report on page 15, SURF’s
Edward Harkins convened three Food For Thought
events at the request of the Scottish Government
earlier this year. This short series was SURF’s main
contribution so far to the regeneration policy
discussion process instigated by Scottish Government
in February 2011 with the launch of the Regeneration
Discussion Paper, ‘Building a sustainable future’. 

Special Feature - Discussion Paper



Experienced property consultant Robert McDowall
reflects on the Scottish Government’s Regeneration
Discussion Paper and offers his take on the prospects
for future physical regeneration activity.  

Having attended the launch of the ‘paper’ and now having had the

opportunity to read its content, the first think I would have to say is that

any debate on regeneration is welcomed. It is perhaps some time since

the last platform was raised on this important topic, but this time

around the overwhelming issue is the state of the economy across a

whole range of factors.

The state of play

Regeneration normally stems from two important aspects: the

underlying property market (influenced mainly by the economy) and

funding availability within the public sector. 

Of course, it has not always been the case that public sector ‘pump-

priming’ monies have been needed. These occasions have normally

been driven by the strength of the property market, which in turn has

been reflected in the relative underlying strength of the economy in the

past.

The paper has a balanced focus between local and wider regeneration.

It faces up to the fact that ‘traditional models of regeneration are now

fractured’. It reflects upon the current ‘era of constrained budgets’ and

mentions ‘consideration of new and sustainable ways of funding physical

regeneration’.

Tell us something we don’t already know, I hear you say!

Well that’s part of the problem, I say!

We all know that the banks have been playing things very tight in recent

years and that will likely continue. We know that public sector finances

are stretched and in some cases already leveraged. We know that the

URCs still need public support. We know that publicly sponsored and

appropriately partnered special purpose vehicles are finding things

difficult. 

We know that rail proposals linking city centres and airports in both the

east and west have been mothballed. We know that trams in the east

have more than enough problems to be getting on with and finally, we

know that the Commonwealth Games in 2014 is the most important

single focus project that we have.

Realistic prospects

So where does this leave us, we all say?

The private sector will be very selective in where it invests. It is now

less reliant on public sector funding, because it knows there is very little

around and therefore the more marginal schemes will not make it

through the corporate decision making process. This means that fewer

projects will come forward; we have all seen that pattern in recent years. 

Location will continue to be key, whether that is in housing,

retail/commercial or mixed use developments. We see this currently in

new housing starts, extensions to retail shopping, food store expansion

etc. 

Development activity is restricted to certain key locations where in

housing terms there is a market for affordable family housing. In other

sectors, the drivers are either footfall and/or destination-led development

and this is only happening in certain areas. Timescales will continue to be

stretched in the expectation that there are better times ahead.

Re-shape or prepare to wait

So, times are tough and money is tight – in such circumstances property

development tends to be selective. The question for us involved in

regeneration is – is there a major development coming to a place near

you?

If the answer is yes – you will see and be engaged in regeneration

activities which will involve a re-shaping of previous Masterplans to take

account of the current and likely emerging marketplace. 

If no – you will likely see previous Masterplans continuing to gather dust

on the shelves as you wait for a significant hike in the marketplace and/or

a return to public sector pump-priming (both unlikely in the foreseeable

future). 

Robert McDowall

Director, McDowall 
Consulting Limited

robertmcdowall
@btinternet.com

Redevelopment of Buchanan Galleries shopping centre, Glasgow -
“Development activity is restricted to certain key locations”

The Property Development Perspective
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One of the three main themes in Building a
Sustainable Future is the economic potential of
Scottish communities. In this article, Oxfam’s Dr
Katherine Trebeck examines the future prospects of
the national economy with particular regard to the
potential for meaningfully challenging existing levels of
poverty and inequality.

Winners and losers in the new Scottish economy

Scottish society is deeply divided: ‘wealthy and secure neighbourhoods

are situated next to the most deprived and vulnerable communities

[where]… inequality is tangible’.   In these communities, the economic

and social policies of the last two to three decades have been largely

ineffective in reducing deprivation.  

The roots of Scotland’s poverty and inequality are both historical and

structural. In recent decades, the economy has shifted from one based

on manufacturing to a service-led, supposedly ‘knowledge economy,’

with retail and call centres expanding as manufacturing declines.

Glasgow, for example, was once the second city of the British Empire.

Now it is Britain’s second biggest shopping destination. 

But in response to economic restructuring and persistent poverty, anti-

poverty policy in Scotland (and the UK) has tended to prioritise only

narrow economic growth policies, emphasising employment and

physical regeneration. Strong communities seem to be valued because

they can contribute to economic growth, rather than the other way

round. Work has been seen as the route out of poverty – with the

responsibility for becoming employed firmly resting on the individual,

who must acquire the skills and behaviours that will make them

attractive to employers.  

An increase in employment is also equated by government with an

increase in social wellbeing, without consideration of the quality of the

jobs created, nor an understanding of the broader determinants of

wellbeing beyond work. But, due to poor quality work, people often

work excessive hours to make ends meet.  

‘The meaning of regeneration has changed. It used to be

about ordinary people and about community, but over the

last seven years it has become more and more about the big

industries. Local communities don’t benefit as much. The

language of regeneration has changed and so has the focus.’

Sammy

While the development of business parks and infrastructure under the

ambit of regeneration has brought in new business to low-income areas,

creation of new jobs in an area does not necessarily equate with a

reduction in local unemployment.   Programmes centred on physical

improvements of certain areas have, despite decades of considerable

investment, failed to significantly reverse the relative fortunes of

disadvantaged communities. Vulnerable people have not been assisted in

gaining relevant skills on a sufficient scale, nor have the jobs created

been sufficiently relevant to the needs of local people. 

The new sectors are ‘highly feminised and require personal and

customer servicing skills that do not necessarily match up with a

workforce more attuned to, and indeed socialised into, manual blue

collar labour’.   Local people are instead expected to engage as

consumers and as customers rather than as community members.

Individuals, it seems, must increase their employability, be more flexible,

more mobile, and participate more actively in the consumption-based

economy. 

‘Regeneration has changed, its more about attracting

banking, shopping, rather than going out to change the

lives of those who don’t have enough.’

Lorraine

The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach – 

and the contradition it reveals

Oxfam’s analysis of poverty around the world and in the UK uses the

‘Sustainable Livelihoods Approach’. Individuals, families, communities,

and societies are considered to require five types of assets – financial

assets (income, services, and capital), human assets (skills, talent,

health), social assets (relationships and support networks),

environmental assets (local and green space, wider natural resources),

and physical assets (infrastructure, equipment, and transport) – to

prevent poverty and vulnerability over the long term. 

Dr Katherine Trebeck

Research and Policy Officer
Oxfam

scotland@oxfam.org.uk
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In vulnerable communities the most important asset available to families

and individuals is their family relationships and social networks.   These

social assets enable poor families and individuals to share resources,

helping them to even out fluctuating fortunes and cope in difficult

circumstances. There is evidence of more mutual aid (informal

volunteering) undertaken in poor communities than in affluent

communities.  The only dimension of wellbeing in which lower social

grades report greater satisfaction than higher social grades is

community.  

‘Each street used to be a village; as all families used to be

in the same areas childcare was not an issue… Everyone

supported each other – you could borrow money from each

other until the other person got paid.’

Anne Marie

It is therefore ironic, at best, that the flexibility demanded of the new

economy, built around conspicuous, consumption, depends on the

social assets of those communities which are increasingly excluded from

this new economy.  Recent economic development in Scotland and the

UK positions individuals as cheap, flexible labour, akin to just-in-time

inventory, available when business needs and expendable when it does

not. 

This paradoxically relies on the crucial support systems in poor

communities and, simultaneously, threatens to destroy them.  

The ability to work long hours at short notice may only be possible

because of good relations with neighbours who can help with childcare,

for example. But trust, relationships, and reciprocity are undermined by

hyper-consumerism, status-driven consumption, and individual instant

gratification through material acquisition.   

A society seems to be emerging in Scotland where esteem and self-

worth are derived from acquisition, material consumption, and

perceived status, rather than from relationships, mutuality, or the

pursuit of equality. Those who are excluded from this conception of

success – who simply cannot access it – are blamed, ‘othered’, further

ostracised through punitive conditionality placed on receipt of

citizenship entitlements, and their contribution to society questioned

because it is valued in purely economic terms.  

Being poor in Scotland means being in a minority in a rich and unequal

society, made worse by inaccessibility of the dominant mode of socio-

economic development. This feeds health inequalities and, ultimately,

gaps in life expectancy akin to those between the developed and

developing world.

So what next?

But Oxfam believes that it is possible to overcome poverty. As the sixth

richest country in the world we certainly have adequate resources to

do so. The solution lies in allocating these resources in a more effective

and sustainable way, and choosing different models of social and

economic development. People’s livelihoods need to be strengthened

to withstand shocks and build assets.  This requires more than just

economic growth and employment, but actions that enhance the

environment, foster community relationships, and contribute to

learning and skill development. 

Reappraising the structure and goals of our economy requires

appropriate measures of progress and success. Gross Domestic

Product (GDP) is insufficient to measure changes in sustainability,

equality and quality of life. A nuanced and more representative measure

of progress is vital in recording and examining our shift to an equitable,

green economy. Oxfam is leading an effort to create such a measure -

the Humankind Index (www.oxfam.org.uk/humankindindex).  

Through widespread public consultation, the Index will enable Scotland

to measure itself by those aspects of life that make a real difference to

people. Measures based on the values of a society rather than the views

of an elite will enable governments to focus on what really matters,

taking more informed decisions about the current situation and where

society wants to go, and what trade-offs are required. 
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Scotland’s towns are a proud family with a rich heritage that is in

danger of being lost, allowed to slowly decline and decay without the

love, care and attention they so deserve.

Time to ask questions

We need to rethink the role and function of our towns. Scottish

society has moved dramatically from the post-war homogeneity of

mass production, with the private sector, and now even much of the

public sector, shaping up accordingly.

Far too many of our towns have yet to make that transition, either

afraid to change, or lacking the imagination to map out a different

future. In the current period of austerity, each and every town needs

to ask itself some fundamental questions: 

• What is my role? 

• Where do I fit? 

• Who am I serving? 

• How can I do that better? 

• Why am I here?

Is the role economic? If so, is it, should it or could it be driven

by retail or some other enterprise? Can the current structure

and lay-out support the identified role and function? Is the town

centre too large, too small or flexible enough to cope with

change? Is it accessible? To whom? Why does it look the way it

does? Can it develop a strong sense of self or is there a

competitive advantage in working with neighbouring towns

collectively? 

Until we ask the questions, we won’t know the answers. It’s

time to talk towns.

Visit the Scotland’s Towns website at: www.scotlandstowns.org 

SURF is a partner in the Scottish Towns Partnership
(STP), which brings together a range of expert
opinions to help inform government policy. STP was
launched by Ross Martin at the Centre for Scottish
Public Policy. In this feature, Ross outlines his view
of the key questions we should be asking about the
future of our towns and high streets, a central
element of the Scottish Government’s Regeneration
Discussion Paper.

Scotland’s towns are our most precious physical asset. OK, we

like to see public art. We keep fit, derive educational benefit,

recover from illness in signature buildings. We need footpaths,

roads and rail to get around. We even occasionally appreciate

the bland planning policy-driven open spaces in lego-like

housing estates, but nowhere is quite like a town, or more

specifically a town centre to make us feel at home.

Character and loss of vision

There is something fundamentally Scottish about our towns. It is hard

to put one’s finger on it, but its there. It is perhaps the shape, the style

or the stuff with which our places are made. Maybe it’s the way they

look, or even feel. Scotland’s towns are special. If you were dropped,

blindfold into a Scottish town and then allowed to look around, it

wouldn’t take more than a few seconds for you to know which

country you were in.

Even within our cities, our town centres are special, with that Scottish

feel about them. They carry the self same characteristics that our

provincial towns do. Whether they are flourishing, or in a state of

decay and despair, Scotland’s towns are instantly recognisable,

distinctive, places of collective character and individual identity.

Scotland’s towns are places that we should be proud of. But are we

really?

A tour of Scotland’s towns is enlightening and engaging, but at once

depressing and debilitating. All across the country are fine examples of

towns standing the test of time, whilst others have been allowed to let

themselves go. We know what makes a town work, so why does it

appear so difficult to recognise what doesn’t, and to stop doing it.

The fomer Co-op store, 
New Cumnock – 
“We need to rethink 
the role and function 
of our towns” 

Scotland’s Towns ‘R’ Us!
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SURF Networking Programme:
The Future

SURF, like many other organisations and companies in regeneration, has

recently had to contend with a more challenging financial climate.

This included a significant reduction in Scottish Government funding

support for the SURF Open Forum and Networking Programme, after a

commendable extended run of almost ten years.

A priority in this time of change and instability for regeneration is that

we do not lose the learning and experience that has been carved out of

the past decade and more of success and achievement in Scotland. 

There are already apparent misgivings in England over the loss or skills

and tacit knowledge as a consequence of the funding cuts that have led

to the demise of many organisations and programmes.

In response to the challenge, SURF has reshaped the structure of the

networking programme and redeployed the available resources to

ensure that a cross-sector learning and networking facility continues. 

In essence, the regular series of planned Open Fora events will be

discontinued. Such events will be on a more occasional basis, and in

response to topical needs and collaborative possibilities with SURF

members and other networked organisations and companies.

Meantime, in an opportune and timely way, an Outcome Paper is now

available* from a recent short series of SURF Food for Thought events. 

This series was SURF’s contribution to the regeneration policy

discussion process instigated by Scottish Government in February 2011

with the launch of the paper, ‘Building a sustainable future’.

As mentioned above, future networking events will be partly realised

through more intensive collaborations between SURF and other players. 

All members, supporters and friends of SURF are invited and

encouraged to make contact with any proposals or opportunities for

such activities.

* Download the ‘Further Food For Thought’ paper from the SURF

website: http://tinyurl.com/SURF-FFFT. Selected extracts follow on p11.

SURF’s Edward Harkins has in recent years provided

Scotregen readers with a regular update on SURF’s

networking programme of events. In this article he

provides  information on the future of the

programme and highlights a contribution to the

regeneration discussion process.

Edward Harkins

Knowledge and Research
Associate, SURF 

edward@scotregen.co.uk 

“ In response to the

challenge SURF has

reshaped the structure of

the networking programme

and redeployed the available

resources to ensure that a

cross-sector learning and

networking facility

continues”

SURF Open Forum events were
popular and well-received 
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Innovation and 
Investment?
Housing is a key element of regeneration, both as
a fundamental necessity and as a driver for wider
related activity. In the latest of a regular series of
Scotregen columns, the SFHA’s David Stewart
shares unease around a new funding stream for
affordable housing.  

The recently announced Innovation and Investment Fund (IIF)

represents a radical change to the funding system for new build

affordable rented housing in Scotland. The IIF, effectively a £20

million pot of challenge funding, sets a benchmark of £40,000 per

unit for schemes across Scotland. This is cause for major concern

as it is a drastic cut to the previous benchmark:  last year housing

associations were expected to build for £66,500 per unit in urban

areas and £70,000 in rural Scotland.  

The IIF money is the only available money to fund new housing association

schemes in Scotland this year There are two reasons for this drastic

reduction – firstly housing fared particularly badly in the Scottish Budget,

with a 30% cut. Secondly, the Scottish Government needed to repay

money to housing associations that had front funded schemes out of their

own resources at the government’s request.

The low level of funding available (£20 million) and the low level of

average grant per unit (£40,000) are a real cause for concern at a time

when demand for affordable rented housing is at an all time high.

Potentially damaging implications of the IIF include:

• Rents: Housing Associations are rightly proud of the affordability of

their rents, but when grant levels are cut the only way to make up the

difference is to increase rents to pay for higher loans. Associations can

only make grant levels go further by developing housing for sale on a

shared equity basis or for mid rent. While important these

developments do not replace affordable rented housing.

• The £40,000 level of grant encourages associations to “sweat their

assets”. There are two important points about reserves, however –

firstly they are kept for a reason, to fund improvements to existing

stock. The 2020 Climate Change Act will make real calls on those

reserves, with a successor to the SHQS to set higher and more

expensive standards of energy efficiency for social landlords. Secondly,

you can only spend your reserves once. 

• Rural housing is more expensive to develop, while in some rural areas

there is not the market for mid rent or shared equity that could help

keep average grant levels down. The IIF, with its one size fits all

approach, poses a real threat to the development of rural housing. 

• While most urban areas do not have the same issue with high

development costs, there are many areas of urban Scotland where

there is no real market for mid rent or shared equity. It is difficult to

see how the IIF fund and its £40,000 benchmark can work in such

areas.

• With an ageing population this is not the time to be putting up barriers

to the development of such housing, especially as enabling people to

live at home not only enhances their quality of life, but is considerably

cheaper.

With no information available on funding beyond 2011/12, this will be

impossible and it will be extremely difficult for housing associations to

plan. For the reasons above the SFHA is calling for a radical rethink. 

A survey of SFHA members has found that the budget cuts and changes to

grant levels have put over £200 million of schemes under development at

risk. The SFHA is calling for:

• A transitional scheme to allow shovel-ready projects to go ahead in

2011-12, to avoid wasting the time, money and resources already

invested while creating and sustaining jobs

• Reversal of at least part of the 30% cut to the total affordable housing

budget

• Special consideration for remote and rural areas where costs are

necessarily higher

• Clarity on budgets for the next three years, to assist business planning

• Consultation about future grant rates for 2012-13 and beyond

• Housing consequentials from the 2011 UK Budget top be directed

towards new affordable rented

Further Information: www.sfha.co.uk

David Stewart
Policy and Strategy Manager
Scottish Federation of Housing
Associations
dstewart@sfha.co.uk
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Triumph of
the City  
By Edward Glaeser 

-  reviewed by Edward
Harkins, Knowledge
and Research
Associate, SURF

This author’s argument is for barely constrained pro-growth policies
in cities, with considerable relaxation of all planning and regulation of
construction of new buildings.

The author covers important, if familiar, aspects of cities, such as
cluster benefits. He is incisive on how the ‘true
environmentalists’ live in densely populated cities; whilst
those in semi-rural commuter-land are not fully charged
for the environmental consequences of their lifestyle.
There is uncomfortable reading for some UK civic
leaders about the folly of iconic buildings and events
when he argues, “Investing in buildings instead of people
where prices are already low may have been the biggest
mistake of urban policy over the past sixty years.” 

Problems with the book arise with the title, ‘Triumph of
the City’. The author, in fact, spends much time accounting for the
failures of cities. The relevance of the book is restricted to those
metro-type cities large enough to justify and sustain dense, skyscraper,
development.

Another problem is the incompleteness in some of the author’s
arguments. For example, he cites how a forty storey building in
Manhattan, NYC, would use only 30 square feet of prime Manhattan
space. Therefore, ‘land costs become pretty small’. This fails to take
full account of the enhanced prices that existing owners would place
on the targeted 30 square foot plot, in anticipation of post-
development values.

On housing desegregation laws in the USA, the author asserts that,
‘No one wants a return to where blacks who moved into a white
suburb faced death threats…’ He, nevertheless, observes that
‘ghettos are now worse places for the children of those left behind.’ It
would have been better if this latter observation had been more
immediately and carefully placed in context. As it is, it leaves open an
interpretation that enabling upwardly mobile ‘blacks’ to move out of a
ghetto is, in itself, a bad policy.  

A seemingly loose use of language, history and culture is occasionally
apparent. Perhaps, it’s because this was an early edition that is yet to
be re-edited for the UK market, but there is a recurrent use of
‘England’  where it is patently the UK (or even ‘Scottish’) that is the
subject. For example, he cites how post-80s London, ‘trained a new
generation of celebrity English chefs, such as the ubiquitous Gordon
Ramsay…’. This is more than Celtic semantics, because, more
seriously, the language elsewhere slips uncertainly between, for
example, city, neighbourhood, and area.

Having proposed dismantling much of the existing controls and
regulation, the author’s ‘Three Simple Rules’ for
successful cities are, arguably, simplistic rather than
simple. For example, individual neighbourhoods are
to be given ‘some delineated power’ to restrict
development - but not much  because ‘local
communities often fail to consider the adverse
consequences of banning buildings’ (whilst he remains
silent on the adverse impacts of inappropriate
construction or commercial activity by short-term,

profit-maximising, developers or proprietors).

This book might have benefited from less ambition in the scope of
ground covered, and with more detailed and cogent reasoning and
evidencing.  It remains, however, a useful, if polemic, read through
much of the history of metro-city development across the world.

Triumph of the City by Edward Glaeser.

Published by Pan MacMillan: www.panmacmillan.com 

ISBN 978 02307 09386

£25.00 hardback

SURF is grateful for the support of its key sponsors, who are:

Review: 

“Investing in buildings
instead of people…
may have been the
biggest mistake of
urban policy over

the past sixty years.”


