World Heritage – by Design or Default?

By Graham Bell

Who we are as people; what we achieve as a community, a city, a nation; how we are perceived by others, are in great part determined by the environment in which we live and work.  It would be perfectly valid to eschew the trappings of civilisation, and, as Tacitus complained about the North European tribes which the Romans failed to dominate, settle for squalid leisure and happiness.  However, the citizens of Edinburgh chose a different path.  They selected intellectual vibrancy when living in a past its sell-by date mediaeval fortress (the Old Town).  Out of that melting pot of debate and defining rigour came the Scottish Enlightenment, finished in the fumes of coffee and wine – discussions across a table top or two.

Out of the Enlightenment came the architecture of the New Town, a realisation that we could control our destiny.  Function and form could have a common expression that was both useful and beautiful – the Athens of the North referred to the physical and the intellectual aspirations of the people of the City.  Having worked in a Melville Street garret for four years, I am fully aware of the differences of class and privilege that prevailed.  My latterday office room under the eaves was presumably a parlour maids’ dormitory, and on a crisp winter morning I could hear the ancestral groans of a four o’clock start to light the fires, that warmed the homes of the wealthy.  All these citizens gad and have an interest in how Edinburgh (and all our urban settings) develops.
Today we face a very different issue.  Can the need to be a modern City striving to achieve economic stardom be compatible with respecting our heritage?  Significant proposals for investment in the City (We’re talking hundreds of millions of pounds in each case) come banging up against conservation and social concerns.  The Quartermile development, the former site of Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, took four years to struggle waist deep through the mud of the planning process.  It costs a vast amount of money to tie up so much capital for so long.  Will this frighten the developers away?  The Caltongate saga has been very successful in bringing this debate to the fore, and I welcome the participation of Mountgrange (the developer), the City Council, Residents, and hey (let’s admit it) the SSP in stirring the fomenting pot of the debate.

This Saturday, 16 September, we are very privileged to welcome a new contributor.  Francesco Bandarin is the Italian born, Paris based Director of the UNESCO World Heritage Centre.  And he will speak mid-morning at the Royal College of Surgeons in Queen Street, as a guest of the RSA.  RSA?  The Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce deserves a higher profile than it currently has.  For over two hundred and fifty years (since the Enlightenment!) the Society has been proactive in seeding debate about issues of culture and commerce, and is pre-eminent in crossing that perceived divide. Event champion Ann Packard is clear about the role of RSA.  “We seek to inspire the future by: encouraging enterprise, moving towards a zero-waste society, developing a capable population, fostering resilient communities, and advancing global citizenship.”  Scottish Chairman, Bob Porrer, welcomes this opportunity to examine how we can reconcile the development of our living city with its World Heritage site status.  “The fact that Signor Bandarin is willing to share his views with us is an accolade to the importance of the subject.  As a multi-disciplinary innovative organisation we are in a unique position to host this debate.”
Bandarin will touch on six key themes:

Increased threats to urban historic conservation through the needs of tourism and commerce; how do you work out what is acceptable in your city profile; how can modern architecture be what it is but reflect the historical backdrop; the importance of economic development and the need to achieve ‘blend’; reality vs icons; the fact that city fabric is about a lot more than buildings – how do people’s needs and the psyche of a community fit with planning built space.

It is fascinating to consider the range of possibilities these questions present in Edinburgh.  The audience will be studded with key movers in the sector, but also with ordinary people who wish to understand better and contribute to the debate on how we plan our future city,

I recently attended a Chamber of Commerce event at which Malcolm Cooper, Chief Inspector of Historic Scotland met with development interests (potentially billions of pounds of investment between them) and the media.  Previously the Chamber have hosted debates with outstanding architect, Malcolm Fraser and the conservationist Cockburn Association.  There was little conflict, just a keen interest in understanding the needs and insights of each other.  There has to be a point at which Heritage and Development are chairs at the same Round Table and not mutually antagonistic.  Otherwise why would King Arthur, the great exponent of right thinking and embodiment of all that is best about Britain, have chosen Dunedin for his final resting place?  This debate will move things forward, and show that we can have different points of view, but listen to each other well in the spirit of arriving at a consensus about moving our city and country forward.
We cannot stand still in time.  If we do not develop we will wane, not just in perceived importance, but in economic, social and physical health.  At the same time we must continue to treasure our heritage, and keep it relevant for today’s world.  Old buildings are not valuable per se.  But if they are part of our future view and our new constructions (Scottish Parliament, Museum of Scotland, Dance Centre, RBS Gogarburn, Storytelling Centre) offer inspiring and magical settings for our work rest and play, then we can truly be a World Heritage Site.
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