Building Futures Game- Neilston at the Venice Biennale

————— The Building Futures Game
N|G) with The Lighthouse
Venice Biennale 2008

A Gathering Space- Piazzalle della Stazione
Santa Lucia, Venice 14 September 2008

RIBA HY



Building Futures Game- Neilston at the Venice Biennale

Background

The workshop was part of a programme of events organized by The Lighthouse, Scotland’s national
centre for architecture, design and the city, at A Gathering Space- a purpose built structure in the
heart of Venice by Gareth Hoskins Architects.

The aim of the session was to promote Building Futures and the toolkit to an international audience,
supporting its role as part of AOC's installation in the Italian Pavilion on the other side of the city at
the Giardini, but also to give The Lighthouse and its partners a new format in which to discuss
regeneration in Scotland. Neilston was chosen for the discussion as community in Scotland about to
embark upon a period of substantial change and development.

Images of installation at the Giardini and A Gathering Space . It should be noted that due to adverse
weather conditions the day previous the workshop ac tually took place inside the adjacent railway
station.

Location- Neilston, East Renfewshire.

Located on the outskirts of Glasgow, Neilston is a small town of some 5000 residents which has, like
many such towns, undergone a substantial change in character in recent years. Industry closures and
its increasing role as a dormitory settlement for Glasgow, have led to a loss of clear identity. Though
not suffering from particularly high levels of overall deprivation, nor having degraded to a position of
needing a complete roots and branch makeover, Neilston is ripe for regeneration.

The village has many strengths, not least its location and its strong sense of community built over
generations. A new population of incoming residents has brought additional capacity and fresh
perspectives. Careful regeneration now offers many opportunities to harness these qualities and build
a new future for Neilston and its residents.

THE FACTS
In April 2008, The Neilston Development Trust (NDT) set out its vision for the town. In its strategic
vision its aims included:

Think big - be ambitious for Neilston and what can be achieved

Collaborate with and involve the community in the regeneration process

Act as a local catalyst, facilitating and encouraging individuals and groups to take their
ideas forward

Work in partnership with statutory agencies, whilst not being afraid to challenge the status
qguo and how services are delivered

Create wealth and assets for the community of Neilston
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The workshop opened with these aspirations and aimed to ‘flesh out’ proposals that would help
achieve an agreed vision. It offered an alternative way to scenario plan on key areas and will inform
a wider programme of consultation underway with Glasgow’s Urban Lab team at the Mackintosh
School and ongoing work with The Lighthouse.

Images of Neilston showing the historic mill and an area at the centre of the town.

The People : Game players in Venice were drawn from an international invite list. They were made up
largely of those representing the NDT and its partners at the Lighthouse. The broad aim was to get a
diverse audience of designers and architects to attend and play alongside community representatives
in order to ‘free up’ their thinking- Building Futures proposed a series of architects who would be
‘agent provocateurs’ in the process- complementing NDT aims to ‘think big.’ Players from Architecture
& Design Scotland, the Scottish Executive, RIBA Trust and the British Council were also present as
well as individuals from international practices.

The Aim of the Game : The workshop asked players to imagine what lay ahead for the future of
Neilston. In teams, the task was to build distinctive and alternative scenarios for the next 10 years
that responded to a series of aspirations and concerns. The exercise was a speculative one, so
players were all encouraged to be bold and imaginative in their ideas that could, if so desired, be
developed in depth at a later stage with community stakeholders for real.

THE GAME

1. BASELINE STAGE - drawing out concerns and aspira tions for the future

The opening stage of the game playing usually involves the four groups considering the ‘Statement
Cards.” On these are written a variety of economic, social and physical observations grouped under
headings looking at Business, Retail, Community, Culture, Utilities, Transport, Open Space and
Housing.

For Example: One of the options under Transport is ‘There will be more cars in the street,” while for
Utilities one option includes, ‘We will produce less waste and recycle more.’

The groups are asked to choose 8 of these statements that reflected ‘Likely Futures’- those things
most likely to happen to Neilston over the next ten years. These are then marked onto the Baseline
Sheet in Blue. Once ‘Likely Futures’ are mapped out, the groups then pick out 8 more cards from the
same set of statements, but this time with an open mind. They can choose whatever they wanted to
see happen, regardless of any practical restraints- these are referred to as their ‘Dream Futures.’
These are then marked on the baseline sheet in red.
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Adapted for Venice

The event in Venice was run slightly differently in order to keep timings shorter, but none of the
process was completely left out. This was deemed appropriate in order that game players could give
their time and still enjoy the numerous architectural distractions of the city- with which Building
Futures was in direct competition with. Therefore the completion of the Baseline sheet and the
drawing out of concerns and aspirations was completed in advance of the event in the UK.

Building Futures with the NDT and The Lighthouse via email, asked a broad range of those in
Neilston to independently choose options from the ‘Statement’ cards as written on the Baseline sheet-
each had 8 aspirations and 8 concerns. The information received was then plotted onto the sheet
used in Venice and the most popular choices formed the basis, and brief, for each group to work
from.

Baseline sheet compiled in advance. Highlighted are those areas used as starting point for game play

OUTCOMES- identifying common choices and trends.

There was a diverse spread from those asked to contribute towards the baseline sheet, but firm
agreement emerged from which the starting point in Venice began. The options below were chosen
for each group- their proposals would be in reference to these.

Likely Futures:

Community - People will be more concerned about their health and wellbeing.

Cultural - This is likely to be a very quiet place at weekends.

Transport - More people will commute out of the area for work.

Business - Young people who want a high powered career will probably leave the area.

Dream Futures:
Retail - More people will come to the area to shop.
Business - There will be more businesses owned and run by local people.
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Open Space- The area will have clearly identifiable outdoor gathering places.
Community - More people will be taking part in learning/training activities.

Under full game playing conditions there would be a large scale group discussion on the baseline
sheet with popular choices highlighted for expansion. It would be then be up to the teams to highlight
4 Aspirations and 4 Concerns for themselves. In Venice, the cards were already in place and each
team had an identical set from which to start from.

2. CONSIDERING THE FUTURE - aspirational scenarios for the next ten years.

This stage of the game, or the starting point in the case of Venice, involved the three groups each
working out their own scenario plan for the next 10 years in Neilston by setting out ‘Proposal’ cards
on the ‘Scenario Sheet.” The groups had to consider the pre-determined concerns and aspirations by
choosing proposals that they considered most appropriate to addressing the issues. Once these were
selected they wrote, drew and marked the sheet or added maps, outlining how their proposals would
work and what impact they would have.

The teams had 56 ‘Proposal’ cards from which to choose. The cards cover a range of projects
ranging from ‘New Bus or Tram’ to ‘New Iconic Structure/landmark’ or ‘New Premises for Major
Chains.’ Each of these proposals is given a mark out of 10 for distinct ‘Values.” These cover its impact
on ‘Local Economy’ ‘Wow factor’ ‘Ecological Footprint’ and ‘Social Capital.’

The groups then set-out their choices over a 10 year period based on the estimated time scale noted
on each card. The groups could choose as many or as little of these as they wanted, but the total
could not add up to more than 40 points. This process encouraged all to backup their choices with
consideration and place them in order of value and delivery practicalities- like real life.

OUTCOMES- Future Stories
Group 1 — ‘Fluid Town’

The group stated from the outset that theirs was an ‘Environmental Story.” They wished to re-position
the town as a regional ‘Hub’ for wellbeing, of green initiatives and good food for visitors and residents
alike. It was proposed that this reputation for an enlightened approach to small community planning in
Neilston might in due course become a reason for visiting the town.

The starting point of the scenario would be a Walking Bus Programme. This was deemed a ‘quick
and easy’ thing to kick off the programme with. It had many functions as far as the group was
concerned. It provided those wishing to promote regeneration with a visible sign that things were
happening, but also encouraged walking among younger people and reclaimed the streets from cars
and any undesirable elements. As part of these efforts a new lighting scheme and pedestrianised
area would provide a better environment in which to walk.

The theme of connectivity would be central to proposals for the town centre. The train station was
identified as an appropriate gateway into the retail area. The group was explicit in its desire to ‘keep
Tesco (and its like) away,” and promote a mixed and diverse local retail sector with café and
restaurant provision. A series of proposals dealing with shops would invigorate the high street for
locals and visitors, while a new visitor attraction (suggested at a site immediately to the east of the
station) would announce the point of arrival. It would be part of a series of connected spaces and
services, forming a central ring that led the visitor into and through the heart of the community.
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Further supporting the environmental theme was a series of initiatives that responded to the scale of
the town. ‘Fluid’ talked about a ‘sustainable human landscape’ with facilities within easy reach.
Neilston is not a big town, there is no need for the car for internal movement. Less car use and an
awareness of sustainable options would support local traders, while new bike facilities would support
and encourage this local modal shift. Visible and face to face movement would support social
networks, fostering community ties- if young people were educated towards choosing this option they
would grow up with it and neighbourhoods may feel more cohesive.

Group One- Scenario sheet.

Complementing these changes were two large scale projects addressing office accommodation- to
encourage enterprise and provide multi-functioning premises for businesses and a Community power
Source- for this wind power was suggested. Due to the climate of the area this was deemed entirely
feasible and productive.

Proposals selected in 10 year story:

1-4: Introduce Walking Programme, Support Independent Shops, New Public Lighting Strategy,
Resurface/ Pedestrianise an Area, Improve Cyclist’'s Facilities, New Visitor Attraction and
Organise Specialist Retail Initiative.

5-7: New Office Accommodation, Develop Community Power Sources, Develop café/bar/restaurant
guarter and New Library or Community Learning Space.

8-10: No proposals.

Total Values:

Cost to Deliver- 41 Local Economy- 56
Wow Factor- 54 Ecological Footprint- 60
Social Capital- 71

Group 2 — ‘Luesome Toon’

The second group went for a ‘Renaissance’ approach to their proposal. The groups name ‘Luesome’
comes from the old Scottish for ‘worthy of being loved; attractive in manner or appearance.’ Therefore
the scenario proposed by the group was not to be extra-ordinary in any bombastic sense, rather it
would be a town ‘working beautifully....good and just.’

The story begins with a quick win, like group one, with a walking bus programme. The group wished
to provoke ‘encounter’ in Neilston as well as wellbeing. Community members should meet each other
in the street. This sense of visibility was deemed central to knitting together the social fabric of the
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place. The group went a step further by proposing three of these- two from the south and one from
the north converging on the heart of the town. Further to this, and in a similar theme, the town’s
heritage would be promoted via a walk taking inhabitants and visitors around less well known areas of
the community. Several of these could be developed as required.

In order to promote enterprise while further developing ecological awareness, the group proposed
that the NDT acquired allotments on former railway land, which could serve a variety of functions.
They could be productive, contributing to local restaurants and tables, provide training, produce crops
for small scale bio fuel initiatives and, possibly, provide an income for some. Youth facilities and the
associated programme, proposed at the same time for the Scout Hall, may form part of future content
at these spaces. This flexible use of land, and elsewhere in the town, could support a wider
Community Business Incubator- with people offering services to one another that are currently
elsewhere. Such activity would require new business premises.

Group Two- Scenario Sheet.

Additional maps show suggested
land uses, lines of connection and
areas where proposals would best
fit.

Map on right shows areas identified
for solar power use.

At the heart of the town, retail would be invigorated and the area immediately north of the Railway
would continue to be central to community life with new pedestrianised areas. However, a great deal
of activity would take place where people actually lived and involve them directly. The group made
rather detailed proposals about where homes could be retrofitted with rooftop energy panels/turbines
proposed for areas in the south west and north east of town and large swathes of home zones
proposed. The intimate scale of Neilston means such proposals have great potential to ensure
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residents take an active role in changing the infrastructure of the town- communal action perhaps.
Their homes and the spaces around them are central to a strategic vision for promoting sustainability,
while the hills around the Mill overlooking them in the north east of the town would be home to large
scale wind energy production.

Regenerative efforts and the new sense of civic cohesion would be confirmed in closing stages with a
landmark new park or open space.

Proposals selected in 10 year story:

1-4: (new card) Community Based Masterplan Generated, Introduce Walking Bus Programme, New
Allotments/ Community Farm, New Art or Heritage Trail, Support Independent Shops and
Develop Home Zones on Existing Roads.

5-7: New Parking Strategy, Resurface/ Pedestrianise an Area, Develop Community Business
Incubator and Provide Youth Facilities.

8-10: Develop Community Power Sources and New Park/ Open Space.

Total Values:

Cost to Deliver- 40 Local Economy- 58
Wow Factor- 44 Ecological Footprint- 77
Social Capital- 82

Group 3 — ‘Nuturing Neilston’

The group’s story began with an attention grabbing ‘Hit' — a specialist market initiative proposed for
‘Pig Square.” This activity would bring much needed attention and diversity to this part of town,
providing a focus for retailers and forms part of a wider plan to ‘intensify’ activity at the centre. In later
stages of the story the retail provision, and its environment, is further enhanced by new pedestrian
spaces, refurbishment of shops and support for independents. Diversity is further encouraged by new
office space- bringing in further user groups. The new ‘Pig Square Market’ would also be an outlet for
local produce from surrounding rural areas and proposed allotments. The allotments were seen as a
great opportunity for social interaction. They could be used by a variety of age groups towards a
common outcome.

Group Three- Scenario Sheet

Detail showing the proposals put forward by the gro up for the centre
of the town. Players are encouraged to use simples  ketches and
suggestive drawings to further illustrate scenarios
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In early stages, the group also put great emphasis upon mobility- of encouraging people to explore
the town. New Youth facilities would therefore be mobile- a converted vehicle in this case- that could
pick young people up and establish facilities where required. Not only would people from differing
areas of the community be able to come together as a result, it would also mean such congregations
would not adversely affect residential areas.

Uniquely among the three groups, ‘Nuturing Neilston’ put art at the heart of later developments.
Proposed for the centre of the town, new studios and a dedicated arts centre would be multi-purpose
and create a new sector or ‘Circuit’ of economic activity in the area immediately north of the train
station- galleries and restaurants could possibly follow on the back of such schemes and would
greatly complement ‘Pig Market.” Close to this would also be an area of new housing that might
respond to the creative scene. Land to the south of the station would be for self build projects with the
‘co-operative’ theme extended into community power supplies- in this case a hydro plant making use
of existing developments.

Worthy of note is that the group scored highest for ‘Social Capital’- supporting its claims at ‘Nurturing.’

Proposals selected in 10 year story:

1-4: Organise Specialist Retail Initiative, Provide New Youth Facilities, New Art or Heritage Trail, New
Allotments/ Community Farm, Develop Car Sharing Scheme and Resurface/ Pedestrianise An
Area.

5-7: Support Independent Shops, Refurbish Existing Shopfronts and New Office Accommodation.

8-10: New Studios for Artists/ Creatives, New Arts Centre, Develop Community Power sources and
Initiate Self-Build Housing Project.

Total Values:

Cost to Deliver- 40 Local Economy- 68
Wow Factor- 59 Ecological Footprint- 73
Social Capital- 93

3. COMMON GROUND AND CONCLUSIONS

Retail : Raising awareness of the local provision and its enhancement was central to many stories.
The centre of town is the focus in all three groups with each calling for enhancement through
initiatives such as markets and more physical proposals such as pedestrianisation. There was
acknowledgment that retail in the town would only prosper as part of a network of activity. Across the
three stories, a triangular area of land immediately north of the station, emerged as an area of
expansion with the station itself the point of entry and intergrated into the whole. No groups supported
chain stores and many wished to see more local food on sale.

Community: The small scale nature of the town means that, in theory at least, the goal of bringing
the town together is achievable. Each group wished to see more walking, a sense of encounter and
clear visibility of the town’s people with them taking an active interest in the town’s heritage and
traditions. The role of allotments was given great importance. It was seen as a source of social
cohesion and enterprise. Two groups clearly identified a strip of railway land for this. Youth facilities
could be incorporated in this area and be part of this effort.

Environment: All groups wanted to see Neilston in a position to produce some, if not all, of its energy
needs. This is proposed via a dedicated community energy plant in all cases. Wind power appeared
to be the favourite with the local climate making turbines on nearby hills perfectly feasible. Each
group wished to see the town become an exemplar in its lack of car use and variety of efforts to
promote sustainability.
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4. FURTHER DISCUSSION

Housing: The discussion varied considerably between groups on the topic. One group made very
explicit plans for retrofitting properties in targeted areas; others proposed self build initiatives, while
one group made no mention of housing. The idea of involving residents in achieving a sustainable
agenda for the town is a strong one. More discussion should be made on how this is implemented
and where. The town has many areas of vacant land, which could be used for new housing and help
achieve a denser Neilston.

Open Space: Neilston has many areas of vacant or green land at the heart of the town that could be
ideal for discreet (or ambitious) landscaping projects. Despite being a core objective in the brief set
out at the Baseline Stage, only one group made plans to develop a new outdoor space separate to
that of the retail core. The groups may wish to consider what other spaces could be afforded
development. Perhaps there is room for thinking big, as so desired by the NDT own vision, at these
areas with artistic intervention befitting one groups proposals for a creative quarter.

Business: Much was made of the strength of local characteristics and skills. Initiatives included
promoting retail and establishing diverse activities in such sectors as the arts, but no groups made
explicit commitments to getting Neilston involved and excited about communication and information
technologies. Enterprise could be kick started by, for example, making Neilston a Wi-Fi zone or in
getting the entire community online. Such infrastructure is central to many strategies of diversifying
economies elsewhere and would be valuable for the community to consider in further detail.

IMPACT & FEEDBACK

The Game allowed us to envisage a future for Neilston in a creative and interactive way in a relatively
short period of time. The format gave those with little planning experience and understanding of
realistic timescales, costs and sustainability of developments. It allowed everyone to contribute and
share ideas in a structured way, and although most participants were deep in concentration for the
whole session, people were also enjoying themselves!

Elizabeth McCombe- Networks Facilitator, The Lighth ouse.

The best thing | have been to at the Biennale- was great to have something that actually made you
think. Caroline King- King & Miranda Design SRL

Neilston is a very ordinary Scottish town. The game event was a chance to see our place from

another perspective; precisely what Building Futures sets out to do, momentarily, in one of the world’s
most extraordinary places. There is the danger that passionate activists tend to see the world in their

10
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own terms, when In fact it is infinitely more messy, rich and full of potential than their dreams and
schemes can ever allow. So there’s an important role for any process that opens up possibilities and
challenges while straddling that difficult place between vision and reality.

Our experience of the game (which we recognise was a compressed one) was that it ticked along at
an exciting pace and used local knowledge to meet some of the more off the wall ideas that came up.
Maybe we could have done with a few more iconoclasts to contest our ideas; but we can congratulate
ourselves in being up to speed with some of the great minds round the table; and after all, Neilston is
not Venice — an ordinary place perhaps needs only modest but rigorous means, and that's a good
lesson to take home.

Pauline Gallacher- The Neilston Development Trust

NOTES

The Neilston Development Trust is an independent charitable company established by the Neilston
community to champion, facilitate, support and drive the regeneration of the town.
For more information visit www.neilstontrust.co.uk

The Lighthouse champions and promotes Scotland’s architecture and design nationally and internationally
while profiling best practice from across the country and the world, bringing world-class thinking and projects to
the UK. A Gathering Space, designed by architect Gareth Hoskins, will be the focus of activity for Scotland at
Venice. It will host a series of debates, talks and events. For more information visit www.thelighthouse.co.uk

Building Futures is the RIBA’s think tank on issues affecting the future of our towns and cities. It was
established to create space for discussion about the needs of society from our built environment and,
consequently, the built environment professions in 20 years and beyond. The group aims to highlight and
promote those working with new technologies and developing new ideas, which will contribute to the future of
our towns and cities and address society’s changing demands over the coming years. How and where will we
be living in 50 or 100 years’ time? What technologies will architects be using to design new buildings and what
materials will be specified? How will the inevitable new technologies affect the buildings and places we use
every day

www.buildingfutures.org.uk

CABE, the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, is the government’s advisor on architecture,
urban design and public space. CABE works on behalf of the public and is committed to inspire people to
demand more from buildings and spaces.

www.cabe.org.uk

AOC is an architecture practice committed to exploring the broader relationship between people and the
complex, messy world around them. Working with people, rather than for them, their aim is to make things
happen through a variety of responses and proposals, some of which may include buildings.

www.theaoc.co.uk

Organisers

Jane Macdonald- The Lighthouse
Pauline Gallacher- NDT

Mike Althorpe- Building Futures RIBA
Tamsie Thomson- Building Futures RIBA

The Building Futures Game is a Building Futures RIBA initiative. [BJul1]L]D]
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For more information on this or any other Building Futures project contact:

buildingfutures@inst.riba.org or on 0207 307 3620
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