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Cross-Party Group on Towns and Town 
Centres, Liveable Neighbourhoods 

Wednesday 3rd December, 12:30-13:30, Online  

Minutes 

 

Present 

MSPs  

Meghan Gallacher MSP 
Davy Russell MSP 
 

Guests 

Kimberley Guthrie, Scotland’s Towns Partnership 

Bob Keiller, Our Union Street 

Danielle McRorie Smith, Scotland’s Improvement Districts  

 
Non-MSP Group Members 

Stephen Balfour, Historic Environment Scotland 
Lee Craig, Public Health Scotland 
Geraldine El Masrour, ESTAMA, Motherwell Shopping Centre 
Emily Farnham, Loqiva 
Victoria Gibbons, Angus Council 
Nicola Hutchinson, Scotland’s Towns Partnership 
Alison Luke-Jones, Scotland’s Towns Partnership 
Steve Johnson, Blairgowrie & Rattray Development Trust Ltd 
Nikki Johnston, Civic Engineers 
Lesley McDonald, Blairgowrie & Rattray Development Trust  
Barbara McNaughton, East Ayrshire Council 
Catriona Melville, The National Lottery Heritage Fund 
Emma Miller, Living Lerwick Ltd 
Alasdair Morrison, Renfrewshire Council 
Deborah Murray, Byres Road & Lanes BID 
Tracy Murray, East Ayrshire Council 
John Park, Prestwick Community Council 
Connor Pattie, South Ayrshire Council  
Ree Rolph, Dunbar Community Council 
Craig Ronald, Enterprise Mobility/Car Club  
Gemma Slight, Fife Council 
Chris Young, West Dunbartonshire Council 
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Apologies  

Davia Lavery, West Dunbartonshire Council  

Jamie Mackie, Scottish Grocers' Federation 

Paul McLennan MSP  

 

Agenda item 1  

The Convener opened the meeting, noting it is the last of 2025, and thanking the 

team at Scotland’s Towns Partnership for all their work on delivering an exceptional 

Parliamentary Reception to celebrate so many of the individual achievements and 

initiatives in towns as part of the Scotland Loves Local Awards 2025.  

 

Agenda item 2 

Minutes of last meeting and Matters Arising  

 

This 10 September meeting was unfortunately not quorate, so the scheduled AGM 

was subsequently held on 9 October. The Minutes of the 9th October were approved 

by the Convener and KG and are available on the Scottish Parliament website.  

 

There were no matters arising  

 

Agenda item 3  

Topics under discussion tonight include how we drive our town centres forward and 

build the energy and confidence to ensure investment in our towns and town centres.  

 

KG will be discussing how Scotland’s Towns can attract investment by ensuring safe 

and secure spaces open for business and build on the STP learning session from 2 

December to explore how design partnership and placemaking can help drive 

economic confidence. 

 

Kimberley Guthrie (Chief Officer), Scotland’s Towns Partnership: 

  

Our focus today for the CPG is how we create the right conditions for investment and 

growth, and community investment in Scotland’s Towns. 

 

Our towns are at the heart of where people connect and where businesses take root 

and communities flourish. We know the way a town looks, feels, and functions has a 

profound impact on how people experience it and whether they choose to invest their 

time, money and futures there. 
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Our recent learning event on this topic explored a variety of themes from a wide 

range of speakers, two of whom join us today to share more on this very important 

subject. Across all the presentations at the learning event, a central theme emerged: 

towns thrive when local people are encouraged to shape their places with 

meaningful engagement, creating lasting momentum.  

 

Bob Keillor joins us today to share how community engagement reignited confidence 

in an Aberdeen City street.  The Union Street campaign shows the power of 

communities rallying behind a shared vision and changing perceptions of the area. 

KG also noted a youth engagement project in Elgin in Moray, The Aye Bus project 

showed us that young people are essential to future focussed place making. The 

Aye Bus demonstrated how youth-led projects provide both certainty and credibility, 

and when young people are engaged in design, community pride is strengthened 

and gives the youth demographic their own purpose. 

 

Multi-agency partnerships can unlock initiatives that traditional structures alone 

cannot achieve, as the Aye Bus project illustrated. 

 

BIDs provide a grassroots approach to placemaking and provide collaborative 

change on the ground. Improvement districts are providing real results in anti-social 

behaviour, improving streetscapes and enhancing safety. Collective investment all 

contribute to creating welcoming places and we’ll hear more from a BID's perception 

from Danielle McRorie Smith shortly. 

 

At this time of year, we all enjoy the festive atmosphere of our towns, which is 

primarily created with lighting, but what happens after the period? Creative lighting of 

towns is more than decoration and can shape safe and vibrant spaces. Strategic 

lighting can boost evening economy, boost footfall and safety. Innovative lighting 

projects are a catalyst for community pride and local identity, especially in areas with 

long-standing challenges. 

 

KG noted that one of the first projects she was involved with at STP was the North 

Glasgow BID, now known as Positive Possil, where lighting, shop front improvement 

grants and a public realm improvement changed the environment overnight. These 

rapid interventions with visible impact are where small steps have a lasting impact. 

They help build investor confidence and community enthusiasm. Visible 

improvements, including shop front makeovers, painting, lighting, and activation of 

vacant spaces, all send strong signals of momentum and care.  

 

To conclude, collaboration is essential as no single organisation can transform a 

town alone. Perception drives investment, and visible action drives confidence and 

encourages further change. 

 



4 
 

Scotland’s Towns are demonstrating with the right collaboration that rapid change is 

possible and the right conditions for long term investment begin to take root. 

 

The Convener thanked KG for her presentation, noting how small changes can make 

a big difference and thanked KG for highlighting these projects and the presentations 

to come.  

 

Agenda item 4  

The Convener introduced Bob Keiller, Our Union Street, noting the group had 

been formed in March 2023, following an emergency summit to address the issues 

of the declining area of the Granite Mile. 

 

BK noted that, like other high streets, Union Street was struggling with empty units, 

flaking paint, dusty windows, etc. The turning point was the above-mentioned 

emergency meeting, which included a lot of energy for change but no plan at this 

point.  

 

The plan needed focus and clarity, and although he and his business partner had no 

real track record in urban re-development they decided to step up to the task, 

knowing it would be unpaid and underappreciated and initially garnered a lot of 

criticism in the media. We soon realised that the way forward was to listen, and so 

we did engage with over 70 groups to assess the public's concerns and suggestions, 

with over 10K suggestions and 14K people signed up to help the project. Themes 

were then condensed to the following 5 areas: 

 

- Brighten the streets 

- Fill empty units 

- Use the empty spaces 

- Tell the story 

- Engage the City 

 

So we now had an outline plan but needed a way to deliver it, so we started a 

company, initially investing 30K of our own funds and made proposals to key 

partners, including the local chamber of commerce, Aberdeen Inspired, Aberdeen 

City Council and Opportunity North East. We were able to hire one staff member and 

also gained support from volunteers and some key local businesses. We then set 

about building confidence in the future of the street, analysing various problems to 

see where we could find innovations. 

 

To attract support, we asked local businesses what part they could play in supporting 

the street. 
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Brightening the street has involved significant community involvement to improve the 

look of the street with weeding, painting, and we are currently looking at a range of 

benches and planters which are being built at Peterhead prison and in a team effort, 

the Council will be undertaking the planning, and Our Union Street will undertake the 

maintenance, with 35 planters coming in. 

 

With over 60 empty shop spaces, we had volunteer groups working to improve the 

look of some spaces to attract viewings and new lettings, with some being used for 

exhibition spaces in the interim. 

 

To tell the story of Aberdeen’s history, culture and art, we are using an app to 

highlight various aspects of the historical elements of Aberdeen. 

 

We have also created our own TV channel to engage the city, help people navigate 

the streets, etc., and this has included various fun elements, including car park 

karaoke. We’ve realised that we are helping reignite and grow civic pride. 

 

The Convener thanked BK for his presentation, noting her personal knowledge of the 

area and how inspiring this project is and how positive the involvement of young 

people is. 

 

Agenda item 5  

Danielle McRorie Smith, Scotland’s Improvement Districts: How Design & 

Partnership create safe, investable places. 

 

DMc noted she would be discussing the simple but important topic of safety and how 

essential this aspect of spaces is to attracting investment, confidence and civic pride. 

 

What we hear from businesses across Scotland is that safety is the biggest barrier to 

confidence, with the issues of antisocial behaviour, intimidation of shop staff, 

loitering, vandalism and the perception of safety all an issue. When a place feels 

unsafe 3 things happen: customers leave sooner, staff feel vulnerable, and 

businesses stop investing. When confidence erodes, the local economy follows. 

Where BIDs step in to help create safe, investable spaces. BIDs are not the Council 

or the Police, but we are the connector between the traders and the agencies 

responsible for managing that space. 

 

BIDs bring a visible presence through ambassadors, radios, and safe zone support. 

Simply being present changes behaviour and reassures the public. In addition to 

that, there is public realm management, rapid clean-up teams, graffiti removal, and 

shop front improvements, to mention a few areas of support. BIDs also provide one 

lead voice to provide one escalation route and once accountable contact for 

businesses to use. BIDs also capture crucial data to help shape joint interventions. 
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Together, these elements create the conditions for confidence, and confidence 

attracts investment.  

 

As a BID manager in Stirling for several years, and as an example, post-COVID 

confidence in the city was fragile and minor disorders had a disproportionate impact. 

Businesses clearly communicated the support they required included support on the 

streets, faster responses and someone paying attention. So we built a structured 

programme of support, including branded BID ambassadors trained in de-escalation 

and public reassurance; a business radio network linking shops directly and with 

CCTV and Police Scotland.  

 

A partnership was also established with Retailers Against Crime, where the BID 

funded memberships for all our businesses, which includes access to their crime 

reporting platform. A pub watch was also established with shared branded radios, 

safe spaces and first aid. Rapid environmental responses and reporting for graffiti, 

etc., were established so that all incidents could be logged. 

 

The outcome of all of the above in Stirling, post-COVID, has included: 

- Increased reporting 

- Cleaner and more orderly streets 

- A stronger partnership with Police Scotland and licensed premises 

- Greater confidence in trading hours, especially evening hours 

- Investment secured as the space feels cared for and stable 

 

Stirling shows that when safety is visible, people stay longer, and when traders feel 

supported, they invest back into the town. 

 

What this means for Scotland’s cities is that we are now seeing this model scale, and 

recently, Glasgow businesses voted 87% in support to create the City’s new BID ‘ 

Let’s Go Glasgow’. This will now be the largest business improvement district in the 

country, and it was one of the strongest mandates we’ve seen in the history of over 

200 BID ballots, which tells us that businesses are not voting for consultation; they 

are voting for delivery. Businesses want cleaner streets, safer streets and 

coordinated management of the public realm. The Glasgow BID alone will invest 

around 800K per year directly into safety projects in addition to other public realm 

improvements and stewardship.  

 

This is the scale of coordination that cities need, and businesses have now backed 

this overwhelmingly in Glasgow. 

 

Why this matters to policy makers, safety and public realm aren’t simply policing 

issues for local authorities, they are economic development issues, as a town with 

visible disorder struggles to attract investment. A clean, safe and well-managed town 

centre attracts new businesses, residents, visitors, developers, but also crucially 



7 
 

long-term confidence. BIDs sit uniquely in that space as operational enough to act 

tomorrow and strategic enough to support long-term regeneration. 

 

If Scotland wants a vibrant and investable town, then we must prioritise partnership 

models that give communities and businesses a structured and accountable way to 

shape their own environments. 

- Safe places trade better. 

- Clean places attract people. 

- Confident places grow. 

 

The Convener thanked DMS for her presentation, noting the importance of attracting 

people by making spaces clean, safe and attractive to them and highlighting how we 

continue to find and sustain new ways to support our town centres. 

 

Agenda item 6  

The Convener noted the meeting would be open to questions and any other 

competent business 

 

Questions/Discussion: 

 

KG commenced questions, noting the biggest misconception in creating vibrant 

towns is that it is always someone else’s problem to fix, etc. What is a quick win or 

strategy that would help any town create that vibrant, safe environment and outline 

what the most underestimated BID tool for this might be? 

 

DMS noted one quick win is the visibility of BIDs and the opportunity for businesses 

to have somewhere to discuss issues and have someone listen, so this, alongside 

the various interventions. 

 

KG raised the role of digital technology and asked BK to share more on this. 

 

BK noted that digital technology has been most helpful for the simple things, such as 

bringing together a new website for vacant spaces. Communications around the 

projects are all on multi-channel social media platforms, which has led us to change 

how we deliver information. We also use digital technology to connect to our 

volunteers regularly and more creatively to help envisage shop fronts using 

generative AI to visualise new spaces. Our history, science and art trails are also 

utilising augmented reality as one of the digital applications along with more 

traditional narrative storytelling techniques. So, although we are utilising digital 

formats across the project, it’s not primarily in any data-gathering form. 

 

KG noted that, alongside the above creative digital uses, the technology was also 

useful tactically. DMS agreed that Go Forth Stirling utilised digital technology greatly 
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during COVID to help celebrate and encourage visitors to the city. A website and 

brand of Independent Stirling was created to showcase all independent businesses 

in the area and share the stories behind them. KG agreed that there is a strong place 

for creative storytelling to help generate pride of place and change perceptions. 

 

KG asked how we can change the negative narrative around town and town centres 

– is there more we can do here? 

 

BK noted that this was about providing an alternative narrative to provide an 

alternative set of interesting stories frequently and consistently to help persuade 

people that action is possible and what is actually feasible, but you will take criticism 

along the way. 

 

DMS added from a different perspective relating to safety, she noted an example 

where some problematic behaviour of specific young people was more readily 

understood when their back story was looked at, and local businesses were then 

able to provide an impactful intervention in the form of work experience, changing 

the dynamic and perception of the situation.  

 

KG thanked the speakers for the above examples and, in summing up the 

conversation, noted that creating the right conditions for investment, growth and 

community confidence is critical to providing a platform not only to drive civic pride 

but for the wider place propositions that we all aim to provide for our towns and 

places. Although there are some quick fixes in some areas but this is also part of a 

long term strategy in getting our places right and fit for the future. We’ve talked a lot 

about the power of youth engagement and community engagement. Partnership and 

collaboration of all sectors are required to succeed. 

 

DMS agreed and highlighted the recent success of the Glasgow BID, that 

collaboration and joint effort are required, and community involvement is key. BK 

agreed that you have to get involved and encourage others to get involved to make a 

change. 

 

KG thanked the speakers and everyone who had joined the meeting today to support 

the CPG. Please get in touch if you have any topic ideas for future meetings. 

 

Close of Meeting 

 

Date of next meeting: 4 March 2026 

 


