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Summary 

Buchanan Street in Glasgow is “the spine of the city”, in the words of Brian Evans, (Academician and partner in Glasgow-based Gillespies landscape architects) and “the first important thing is not to break it”.

As part of Glasgow’s famous grid, Buchanan Street, (which runs north-south from the Royal Concert Hall to St Enoch’s Square) is the “hinge” between the city’s first and second new towns. Pedestrianised in 1978, the upgrading of its public realm was completed in 2000.

Much of the city’s recent transformation derives from the “Glasgow can do it” slogan devised by the City Council and Scottish Development Agency – then headed by Academician Stuart Gulliver – after they got together to form Glasgow Action in the late 1980s.

Glasgow city centre was crying out for attention and needed to be made more attractive to business, inward investment and as a place to live. It could only benefit from an effort to “benchmark” the city against European competitors, such as Amsterdam.

Buchanan Street, 1km long and just over 20 metres wide, was identified as Glasgow’s “front door”, rather than the more formal civic space of George Square. But a lot of work needed to be done to improve its public realm and public life.

Consultants MBM, from Barcelona, and Gillespies looked at where people were coming from and going to, with a view to overcoming issues of access and circulation – based on an understanding of the topography of the city and the way people used its streets.

Some of the projects that derived from this “communication and consultation” exercise include the net of celestial light over Royal Exchange Square – the “Christmas duvet”, as some call it – and the radical departure of throwing blue light on Buchanan Street.

New street lamps, based on the golden section, were installed all the way along the street, with cafes on the east side catching the afternoon and evening sun. Provision was also made for canopied enclosures, such as Rogano’s, so people could eat outdoors.

Street furniture includes solid blocks of highly polished stone seats. The street is lined mainly by 19th Century commercial buildings and includes the Prince’s Arcade shopping mall. Traffic is restricted to two crossings, at St Vincent Street and Nelson Mandela Place.

Summary continued 

The refurbishment scheme also included reconfiguring the city’s underground, with new canopies and station entrances to make the experience of using it more like air travel – before all of the hassles necessitated by heightened security requirements at airports.

Buchanan Street is covered by Glasgow City Council’s Safer City Centre initiative, which involves working with the police, health board and business community. Its aim, according to city centre task force co-ordinator Willie Caie, is to “make sure people enjoy themselves”.

Some 200 businesses work together in partnership with dedicated patrols, community police and radio links from shops to the CCTV control centre, which monitors 90 cameras in the city centre as well as two CCTV vehicles. It was recently extended to include nightclubs.

With 530 licensed premises in Glasgow city centre, there are lots of people on the street day and night, particularly at weekends. The capacity of nightclubs alone is 50 000. Bus and taxi marshals have been deployed, and upgraded lighting installed in the “night zone”.

On Buchanan Street, as elsewhere in the city centre, new triple-tiered planters with attractive floral displays are part of a beautification programme to support Glasgow’s bid for the 2014 Commonwealth Games. It also benefits from the Clean Glasgow initiative.

Hugh McKergow, the council’s head of cleansing operations, described the street as “the jewel in Glasgow’s public realm, but it requires to be cleaned to keep it sparkling”. Special low pressure, high temperature washing treatment is used on its Caithness stone and granite. The machine is “practically noiseless” because its diesel engine is insulated. Chewing gum is mechanically removed as part of a £400, 000 citywide programme. Eight to ten tonnes of waste are “lifted” every day, mostly from shops, after the 10am deadline for deliveries.

Stainless steel litter bins, originally provided as part of the public realm improvements, had to be replaces by more robust cast iron ones because their doors fell off and they were “not easy to empty”, McKergow told us. New litterbins, in a better design, are now coming in.

Rather surprisingly for a street that does so much business, there is an ugly derelict site at its northern end, opposite the stone-faced Buchanan Galleries – a 600, 000 sq ft shopping centre, which was designed in the early 1990s and is due to be renovated and extended.

Tom Murray, of BDP, said their Buchanan Quarter Development Framework would aim to ameliorate the “very inward-looking shopping centre” (aren’t they all?) and make the front of the Royal Concert Hall, which reads almost like an adjunct to the centre, “more visually open”.

At the southern end of Buchanan Street, architects Cooper Cromar are re-modelling St Enoch’s Square shopping centre by creating a new “entrance box” on the corner and a new stone-faced elevation to the square, which will have cafes spilling out onto a re-paved square.

With so much retail space, the ‘Lonely Planet’ guide described Glasgow as a “Shopaholic’s paradise”. David Ross, of Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, says retail is worth £4.5 billion per annum to the city’s economy and is part of Glasgow’s success as a “city brand”.
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Unlike Buchanan Street and Regent Street/Portland Place, Dublin’s O’Connell Street is a grand boulevard. One of the most impressive main streets in Europe, it is 500 meters long and up to 49 metres wide, with statues of Irish historical figures lined up on the central median.

For more than 150 years, until it was blown up by the IRA in 1966, the centerpiece of O’Connell Street was Nelson Pillar, a huge Doric column that rose to a height of 120 feet (36 meters). In its place today stands the Dublin Spire, a 120-metre stainless steel needle by Ian Ritchie.

The spire, more contemptuously known as “The Spike” or “The Stiletto in the Ghetto”, is a symbol of the rejuvenation of the street in recent years, after decades of being down at heel, with wider pavements on each side and a central plaza in front of the General Post Office.

It was in front of the GPO, on Easter Monday 1916, that Padraig Pearse proclaimed the Irish Republic. The rebellion he led was crushed by the Crown forces after a week of fierce fighting, during which the GPO was shelled from a British gunboat in the River Liffey.

The building, with its hexastyle Ionic portico, was reduced to a roofless ruin and much of the west side of the street destroyed. After the foundation of the Irish Free State in 1921, a bitter civil war broke out, leading to the destruction of much of the east side of the street.

Not only did the new Irish Government restore the GPO, but most of the street was rebuilt in grand neo-classical style in the 1920s under the direction of, the then, City Architect Horace Tennyson O’Rourke. Notable buildings include Clery’s department store and the Gresham Hotel.

The heyday of O’Connell Street was in the 1950s, with places of entertainment such as Metropole and Clery’s Ballroom as well as the Capitol, Carlton and Savoy cinemas, Cafolla and the Palm Grove ice cream parlours, and the social life that centred on the Gresham Hotel.

The destruction of Nelson Pillar ushered in a long period of decline as Dublin’s centre of gravity and social life moved south of the river. The Metropole and Capitol closed as did the ice cream parlours, and the street was taken over by amusement arcades and burger joints.

Various efforts were made to find a suitable replacement for The Pillar, as everyone called it, but it was not until 1998 when Dublin City Council produced an integrated area plan for O’Connell Street that its fortunes began to change with a radical re-ordering of the public domain.

Summary continued

An international design competition for the Pillar site ushered in the new era. It attracted over 200 entries, ranging from an enormous tattered Tricolour seemingly shot through by machinegun-fire to a “Love Elevator” featuring the romantic musings of Irish poets.

Ian Ritchie’s secular spire was hugely controversial, generating heated debate in the letters pages of the Irish Times. However, a large crowd gathered in O’Connell Street to watch it being capped in 2003 and it quickly became a symbol of the city - used as the “l” in Dublin.

Pleached lime trees were planted to form a square in front of the GPO, using high-quality granite and limestone paving. The footpaths on each side of the street were doubled in width, and new trees planted to replace the old London planes that used to dominate the street.

Though the needs of cyclists were inexcusably neglected, pedestrians could barely believe the generosity of space being given to them. Much of the traffic now consists of double-deck buses and the street is also traversed by the Luas trams running from Tallaght to Connolly Station.

There is a particularly heavy footfall at the Spire, mainly shoppers crossing between North Earl Street and Henry Street, one of Dublin’s principal shopping areas. But a magnet is needed to draw them north of this east-west axis and bring more life to Upper O’Connell Street.

The most likely magnet is a shopping centre scheme for the Carlton cinema site and adjoining properties. This critical site was acquired by the City Council by compulsory purchase amidst seemingly endless legal wrangles following the failure of earlier plans to redevelop it.

The latest plan - drawn up by architects BKD, Donnelly Turpin and McGarry Ni Eanaigh -- would create two new streets to link O’Connell Street with both Moore Street and Henry Street, to the west and south respectively, and would include a cascading high-rise hotel.

Another major shopping precinct is due to be installed along Prince’s Street, on the southern side of the GPO, when Arnott’s department store extends into the former Independent Newspapers offices and printing works. A 1916 museum is also planned for the GPO.

Meanwhile, the former Ambassador cinema - built in the mid 18th century as part of the Rotunda maternity hospital on Parnell Square - is to be converted into a new central library for the city, replacing a makeshift library located in the ILAC shopping centre on Moore Street.

It will form part of a wider vision of turning Parnell Square into a new cultural zone, which also includes the Gate Theatre and the recently extended Hugh Lane Dublin City Gallery. The Garden of Remembrance, commemorating Ireland’s freedom struggle, is also being opened up.

Plans for a metro line linking Dublin Airport with St Stephen’s Green have been amended to include an underground station on the east side of Parnell Square, and it seem likely that this, together with the other planned developments, will finally lift Upper O’Connell Street.
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THE GREAT STREET AWARD:
REGENT STREET/PORTLAND PLACE

Summary 

It’s the famous curve that defines Regent Street, as designed by John Nash. But not many people know that most of the buildings are post-Edwardian, rather than Regency, following an extensive rebuilding in the 1920s. The only work by Nash that survives is All Souls Church.

Originally designed as a shopping and commercial street, it was developed  in the 19th century and redeveloped in the 20th century, on head leases. The Crown Estate merely laid down specifications for the facades, and these could cover up anything. It’s a stage set.

All Souls stands at the head of the street with the BBC’s new extension behind it. The other ‘event’ is Piccadilly Circus, where Regent Street kinks to run south to Waterloo Place and from where there is a superb view of the Houses of Parliament at Westminster.

Between Regent Park and St James’s Park, Portland Place and Regent Street run for a distance of 3km. Portland Place, designed by Robert Adam, still has most of its original buildings as well as the Langham Hotel (1856), which is said to be Europe’s first real ‘grand hotel’.

The Crown Estate began buying land in this part of London in 1670 and has freehold title to all of the properties on Regent Street and much of the surrounding area. This gave it “all the responsibility, but no power”, said David Shaw, its head of strategy and development. “With the head leases beginning to expire, we decided that the key thing was to get control, so that we could drive the whole process ourselves. We’ve done 10 schemes so far as part of a £500 million construction program. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

The Crown Estate has also been taking a very pro-active approach to improvements in the public realm – a  “team effort” that involves other stakeholders in the area such as the BBC, the City of Westminster, the New West End Company and the Regent Street Association.

The New West End Company runs the biggest BID (business improvement district) in Britain, covering Regent Street, Bond Street and Oxford Street, with a budget of £6million – half of it raised from the business community and half from the Mayor of London. “One or our successes has been to get so many public and private organizations on the same wavelength”, said Shaw, the company’s deputy chairman. “you can invest as much as you like in buildings, but unless you do something about the space between them it’s a waste of time.”

Ultimately, they are working towards realizing Sir Terry Farrell’s vision of creating a walkable boulevard, or ‘Nash Ramblas’. In the meantime one of the objectives is to get rid of the ‘cattle grid’ railings that surround Piccadilly Circus to keep pedestrians in their place.

Summary continued

At the lower end of Regent Street (that straight stretch running down to Waterloo Place) the aim is to transform what Shaw describes as a “pretty poor car park” into a “place for people”. There is already an annual ‘VIP Day’ – VIP meaning Very Important Pedestrian.

There’s a festival every autumn; last year, it had a Spanish theme and this year it’s Indian Places for eating such as Heddon Street are also being encourages, with traffic banned from it at lunchtime to allow outdoor tables to spill into the street, as in Barcelona or Paris.

Regent Street’s slogan, ‘Where time is always well spent’ relates mainly to shopping. In the past, the retail offer wasn’t very good, but it has been uplifted by flagship stores such as Aquascutum, Burbuerry, Hamleys and Jaeger, as well as a very busy Apple store.

With 45 new retailers brought in since 2002, there is a better retail mix, which makes the street more attractive. The four benchmarks used by The Crown Estate in selecting retailers are “quality, heritage, style and success” – and some aspirants have been rejected.

“We turn down people quite regularly”, Shaw said. “As with shopping centres, someone has to decide. We’re not a mass market big pedestrian footfall street, though of course the pay off for developing it would be higher rents, so its partly a commercial strategy”.

One of The Crown Estate’s more important schemes involves the former Regent Palace Hotel on Glasshouse Street, off Piccadilly Circus. With the exception of its corner pavilions, it is to be demolished to make way for a mixed use residential, office and retail development.

It is in these side streets, as architect Peter Heath explained, that you can see “the interface between the grand conception and the narrow grain”, often with the effect of turning them into mere service areas. So one of the objectives here is to “keep them clear of clutter”.

Glasshouse Street is to be re-paved in a big diamond pattern of granite setts and York stone, designed by Jeremy Dixon. However, the Regent Palace hotel use will be replaced by a new five-star hotel in the Café Royal building, which is now often used for auctions.

At the upper end of Regent Street, on Portland Place, the BBC is investing heavily in transforming the world’s first purpose-built Broadcasting House into digital a broadcasting centre. “It’s about re-investing the past for the future”, according to the BBC’s Robert Seatter.

The first phase of a new building, designed by Sir Richard MacCormac, has already risen up behind All Souls, Which is the only intact Nash Church in London. “One of the key aspirations is to create new public spaces, so there will be a World Piazza here by 2012”, Seatter said. 

