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We must think
big and be brave

I
MY CITY
SARAH
STEPHEN

am a born and bred Weegie who now
calls Aberdeenshire home. To friends
who are central belters, Aberdeen and
the shire is a backwater, a “Crikey,
that’s miles away! We’ll try to visit, but
wouldn’t you prefer to come down
here?” type of place. Would I like to go
back, swap habitats? Sorry, Glasgow, but
no — I love where I live, so you and I will
only flirt with the odd social dalliance as
and when I fancy it.
Three years ago we in the northeast
couldn’t care what the rest of Scotland
thought. We were self-assured, basking in
the glow of oil and gas success. And then
the unthinkable happened. The city’s
sugar daddy decided to tighten his belt
and turn off the money tap.
It has taken time to nurse that
hangover, but I believe we are now on
the threshold of an overdue rebrand
from the “oil and gas capital of Europe”
to the “destination capital of Europe”. We
need to believe in our potential
fabulousness. What makes me so sure?
A few years ago my husband and I
went on a family trip to New Zealand. We
didn’t know it at the time, but our five
weeks away would be life-changing.
Seeds of ideas soon took hold as we
encountered the incredibly positive, cando Kiwi attitude. We came back
energised by what we saw people
achieving and determined to make our
dreams a reality at home.
My convictions were reinforced last
week, when I listened to a presentation
by Steve Dunlop of Scottish Canals, who
led the regeneration project that
included the Falkirk Wheel and the
Kelpies. Dunlop believes that with time,
inspiring leadership and a clear vision, a
renaissance can happen in Aberdeen city
and shire too.
We have such strong foundations to
build on. On our doorstep, passionate
and dynamic food and drink producers
are growing their export markets,
sharing the great tastes from the area
internationally. Our scenery is worldrenowned, as are our national tipple, golf
courses, hospitality and history.
We must think big and be brave. Let’s
follow the premise that there’s no such
thing as a crazy idea. In 2014 my farmer
husband and I had an idea to build a barn
venue with luxury accommodation. The
Barn @ Barra Castle opened in spring this
year and last week one of our first
international guests celebrated
Thanksgiving in one of our lodges.
I know we can change the perception
of my pals and the millions of potential
tourists for whom we are not even on the
map. Come on, Aberdeen — where there
is a will, there is a way.
Sarah Stephen has worked in
broadcasting for 20 years and, as Sarah
Mack, was a presenter of BBC Scotland’s
Landward. She runs various enterprises
with her husband, David, on the family
farm in Aberdeenshire
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Granite city builds
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s its biggest asset begins to
run out, how does Aberdeen
maintain its prosperity and
its position as one of the
most economically
productive regions in
the UK?
The city has faced this challenge
several times in its long history. By the
end of the 19th century Aberdeen was
the granite capital of the world. Today
the Rubislaw quarry lies waterlogged
and silent.
Its paper industry, started in 1694,
employs only a few hundred people. And
the centre of the region’s deep-sea fishing
trade is now Peterhead and Fraserburgh.
So how can the oil capital of Europe
successfully re-invent itself?
By not giving up on oil, is one answer.
Even those who believe the northeast has
not done enough to diversify recognise
that they cannot simply abandon the
energy sector as a lost cause.
“The move to protect the technology
assets built up by the energy sector as
part of the region’s economic evolution
is exciting,” says Deborah O’Neill, the
chief executive of the biotech firm
Novabiotics. “Less focus on operations
and more understanding of the value of
intangible assets is also positive.”
Nevertheless, she says, a shift in focus
is essential and overdue.
“Aberdeen has, for a long time,
been perceived as the UK oil and
gas hub, which has resulted in an
under-appreciation of the breadth and
depth of the region’s greater economic
potential and other sectors,” she says.
“These other, non-energy sectors,
such as life sciences, food and drink, and
tourism, are sustainable and high-value.
Investing in these sectors will allow for
greater economic stability for the entire
region as they are less likely to be
impacted by patterns of boom and bust.”
Asked what her biggest fear is, Ms
O’Neill is clear. “The city could lose
its current momentum for economic
evolution,” she says.
Jenny Laing, the co-leader of Aberdeen
city council, agrees that the city has to
look beyond oil and calls on the city to
demonstrate its strength of character
in the face of adversity.
“We have strength in other sectors,
such as life sciences, food and drink, and
tourism,” she says. “But they have been
dwarfed by oil and gas in the past. Now
we want to make sure we can develop
them as much as we can.
“We also have a highly skilled
workforce and we hope that will act as an
attraction to other industries. But perhaps
our biggest strength is our resilience.
“We have seen downturns in oil and
gas through the years and always
bounced back. It is different this time
because of the maturity of the basin, so
we must diversify, and the self-reliance
we have developed over the years will
help us.”
Aberdeen has plenty of plans for the
city’s development, including the
Aberdeen City Masterplan, the City
Region Deal strategy and an economic
diversification plan.
“Aberdeen has always had plans, but
we haven’t always delivered on them,”
says Ms Laing. “We need to deliver on
these ones.”
And she recognises that the city
council cannot transform Aberdeen’s
economy on its own.
“Aberdeen is dominated by the private
sector,” she explains. “The private sector
here far surpasses that of other Scottish
cities. We have very little public sector
employment apart from the NHS and the

Sir Ian Wood. Right: Annie Lennox

council. So we need to work closely with
the private sector if we are to make sure
our economy remains strong.”
The city council is not afraid to play
the markets in its drive to secure the
city’s future. Last November it raised
£370 million towards its £1 billion
infrastructure programme by selling
bonds, and earlier this year it appointed
three experts, including Stephen Boyle,
the Royal Bank of Scotland’s chief
economist, to assess the council’s future
prospects for the bond market.
Ms Laing is not fazed by her council’s
foray into high finance.
“Our role is building the place to
encourage inward investment and people
to come and live and work here,” she says.
“But because of the constraints in our
national funding we have to look at
innovative ways to fund our plans.
“Other cities might think, ‘My
goodness, what a commitment at
this time,’ but we see that as an
investment for the future of the city
and the region.”
That public investment includes a new
£350 million exhibition and conference
centre, the completion of the Aberdeen
Western Peripheral Route, the
redevelopment of the Union Terrace

Gardens area and a £30 million upgrade
for the city’s art gallery.
A key player in the city’s
redevelopment is Sir Ian Wood, the
driving force behind Opportunity North
East (ONE), a private sector development
agency launched two years ago. Its
objectives are to maximise the oil and
gas opportunities as the North Sea fields
mature, and to broaden the northeast’s
economy with investment in food and
drink, agriculture, life sciences and
tourism. Sir Ian, who chairs the agency,
has pledged £25 million of his family’s
money over five years, and this will
be matched by funding from the public
and private sectors.
The Oil and Gas Technology Centre
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for life after the oil rush
ANNIE LENNOX AND A CONTROVERSY THAT DIVIDED THE CITY

Aberdeen council plans to link Union Street to Union Terrace Gardens
At the heart of Aberdeen’s city
centre masterplan is a modest
£20-million scheme to transform
Union Terrace Gardens by linking
the site to Union Street with a
walkway, and building a new
restaurant and bar.
The work, which should be
completed by the end of 2019, is
designed to conserve the park’s
Victorian heritage, as well as offer
21st-century leisure facilities.
However, the project has had a
tortuous history that has exposed
tensions between key players in
the city. The one-hectare site was
previously the subject of a
five-year battle between Sir Ian
Wood and the city council.
The controversy divided the
city, with singer Annie Lennox
supporting the campaign
against Sir Ian’s plans,
while Alex Salmond, the
former first minister,
urged the council to
support them.
In 2009, Sir Ian offered
to invest £50 million from
his family’s charity, the
Wood Family Trust (WFT),
to realise his vision to
transform the park. Central to
his design was a plan to
raise the gardens level
with Union

innovation project has been successfully
launched and ONE is now leading on the
development of another two innovation
projects in the £250 million Aberdeen
City Region Deal — the Agri-Food and
Nutrition Hub for Innovation and the
Bio-therapeutic Hub for Innovation.
All this investment is building up to
what the city hopes is a critical mass.
The Aberdeen chamber of commerce
published an infrastructure tracker earlier
this year that showed that the total public
and private sector investment due over
the next ten years was £8.9 billion.
As Russell Borthwick, chief executive of
the chamber of commerce, explains, this
investment in bricks and mortar is critical
if Aberdeen is to attract — and keep —
the best people and companies.
“The scale and pace of change we are
now seeing here in the northeast is very
positive,” he says. “Most of the investment
is scheduled for the next three years and
includes projects involving transport,
leisure and retail, culture, hotels and
business space, as well as marine and
renewables.
“These are only the projects which
have received planning permission, or
have funding committed. It does not
include areas where there is other

large-scale investment such as the
residential sector, or the millions of
pounds of expenditure being made by
businesses investing in their own
properties, equipment and technology
to ensure our region remains one of the
most productive in the UK.”
So is Mr Borthwick optimistic for the
city’s future?
“Yes,” he says. “Innovation is one of our
core strengths,” he says. “We are No 1 in
Scotland and in the top ten UK city
regions for business start-up and growth.
Aberdeen is second only to Cambridge in
the UK for the number of patents filed
per capita.
“We are pioneers in hydrogen and low
carbon technologies. And Foresterhill
is home to Europe’s biggest single-site
health campus, where breakthrough
research into diseases such as Alzheimer’s
is taking place right now.
“The ambition and skills that have
shaped Aberdeen over the past 50 years
are those that will ensure we succeed in
delivering our strategy for the future.”
If there is anything that challenges
Mr Borthwick’s optimism, it is the city’s
reputation for being a bit dour.
“Talking to people in other parts of the
UK there is a sense that the northeast is a

Street, so creating a massive new
civic square. He was looking for a
further £70 million of public
money to make his controversial
scheme a reality.
It was rejected in a public
consultation in 2010, but two
years later the plans were
narrowly backed in a city
referendum, before being thrown
out by councillors.
Sir Ian withdrew his offer, only
to put it back on the table in a
surprise move in October 2013.
Once again his vision was
rejected by the city council, who
this time cited the businessman’s
tight deadlines for their refusal.
In a statement issued by the
WFT in January 2014, Sir Ian’s
dream of transforming Aberdeen’s
city centre was finally laid to rest.
It read: “WFT continues to
believe that there is a strong
economic, cultural, and business
case for a transformational city
centre project in Aberdeen and
deeply regrets this outcome after
the huge amount of work and
support from many visionary
citizens.”
The following year, Aberdeen
City Council published its
ambitious masterplan to
transform the city centre,
including Union Terrace Gardens.

cold and inaccessible outpost with a glass
half-empty outlook,” he says.
“To address this we need to articulate
a strong and authentic narrative for the
place, accentuating all the positives we
already have and the exciting plans in
place for the future, mobilising the people
of the region to become our storytellers.”
Mr Borthwick is very clear about what
Aberdeen’s story will be in ten years’ time.
“It will be a contemporary, confident,
cool place that is high up in the must-see
European city-break destinations list,
with impressive cruise ships berthed in
the new £350 million harbour,” he says.
“The people of the area will have fallen
back in love with its revitalised main
street and its football club will be part of
the European football revolution, with
single-site community, training and
stadium facilities along the lines of those
enjoyed by major clubs such as Barcelona
and Manchester City.
“And it will continue to be the
impressive and unique gateway to an
amazing region. The heart of a modern,
economically strong and thriving regional
economy driven by successful business,
with world-leading skills and education
and internationally attractive leisure,
tourism and retail destinations.”

