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Following an industrial boom from the mid-to-late 19th century, Glasgow’s 
East End underwent exceptional levels of industrial decline. By the 1960s, it 
suffered from wholesale abandonment and devaluation, visible through wide-
spread swathes of vacant and derelict land and decrepit building structures. After 
several unsuccessful regeneration attempts over the decades, in 2007 Glasgow 
City Council (G.C.C.) won the bid to host the 2014 Commonwealth Games 
in the East End. In 2008, the same area was subject to the largest regeneration 
project in Scotland––Clyde Gateway1––rooted in sustainability discourses and 
the provision of new green and blue infrastructure. Clyde Gateway has invested 
hundreds of millions of public funds across 840 hectares of land, 350 hectares of 
which was defined as surplus, vacant, derelict, polluted or in need of substantial 
infrastructural investment. Here we explore whether substantial benefits from 
regeneration are in fact trickling down to the local community through the 
measures being implemented, or whether the “sustainability fix” merely oper-
ates to legitimize and accommodate the contradictory impulses of profit-making 
urbanism and environmentalism (While, Jonas and Gibbs 2004; Temenos and 
McCann 2012). In essence we ask: for whom are the new businesses, jobs, homes 
and green-blue infrastructure, and at what cost?

From urban decline to new urban frontier?

Glasgow’s East End was once a major industrial powerhouse, but the “unplanned, 
unregulated operation of free enterprise” tended inexorably to industrial con-
traction, capital flight, mass unemployment and accelerated urban decline 
(Middleton 1987, 13). Extensive industrial and chemical industries brought great 
wealth to owners in the “Second City of Empire,” yet workers suffered from stark 
exploitation, toxic working conditions, cyclical unemployment and insalubrious 
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Land remediation in Glasgow’s East End

living conditions. A legacy of deteriorating industrial infrastructure, contami-
nated vacant and derelict land and under-maintained slum housing became an 
intractable barrier to new investment. By 1957, several areas in the East End 
became part of the city’s Comprehensive Development Area (C.D.A.) scheme 
established to address slum housing and over-population issues and which led 
to the demolition of 95,000 homes citywide by 1975. But a dawning recogni-
tion of the enormous socio-economic, environmental and psychological costs 
of the C.D.A. scheme––in conjunction with overspill planning to fund new 
residential settlements called New Towns––led to its curtailment in the early 
1970s (Pacione 1995). Once tightly woven together in factory and housing set-
tlements, inner-city urban communities and workplaces in the East End were left 
abandoned amid multiple brownfield gap sites as people flowed outwards to new 
towns and suburbs (McDonald 1987).

By the mid-1970s, Glasgow’s East End was vilified as “the most striking exam-
ple of metropolitan decline in the United Kingdom” (Wannop and Leclerc 1987, 
70). In response, the multi-agency Glasgow Eastern Area Renewal (G.E.A.R.) 
project (1976–1987) was established, a precedent to other influential U.K. inner-
city urban renewal projects. In what became the G.E.A.R. area, corresponding 
closely to the current Clyde Gateway project area we examine in this chapter, the 
population contracted from 145,000 in 1951 to 41,000 in 1981, with G.E.A.R. 
doing little to arrest this decline (Middleton 1987). Between 1976 and 1984, 
overall unemployment in the G.E.A.R. area almost doubled, with male unem-
ployment in Bridgeton and Dalmarnock higher than anywhere else in the region 
at the end of the project (McArthur 1987). G.E.A.R. had more success regarding 
housing: 4,000 tenements were rehabilitated, 8,000 interwar houses modernized 
and 2,000 council and 2,000 private houses constructed. Yet, these gains must 
be placed in context, since the C.D.A. demolition program contributed to a 
reduction of houses in the G.E.A.R. area from 28,500 in 1971 to 15,049 in 1981. 
Overall, the legacy of G.E.A.R. was “an unstructured patchwork of housing, 
industrial, and recreational activities” amid vast swathes of vacant and derelict 
land (Reed 1999, 212). Major pump-priming public funding attracted scarce 
private investment, foreshadowing Clyde Gateway’s regeneration project.

By 2006 in the administrative ward of Calton in Eastern Glasgow, set to be 
the principal site of Commonwealth Games 20142 and the Clyde Gateway regen-
eration activity, 99.4% of the population lived within 500 m of a vacant or der-
elict site, compared to a Scottish average of 26.6% (Gray 2008). As a result of this 
and other factors, East End residents have notoriously poor health conditions and 
low life expectancies. Today, there is still a 15-year gap in male life expectancy 
between the wealthiest West End neighborhoods and the most deprived East 
End neighborhoods (Nixon 2016; Cowley, Kiely and Collins 2016), with public 
health researchers coining the term the “Glasgow effect” to indicate excess mor-
tality in Glasgow compared to that of other similar post-industrial cities in the 
U.K. The combined factors of deindustrialization, mass unemployment, slum 
housing, urban restructuring and overspill policy make the East End a prime 
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example of their effects. Add to this the reality of very poor access to fresh and 
healthy food, something that has only started to change in the past few years 
with the operation of an open-air market in central Calton a few days a week. 
A Calton local explained how the deep stigmas that accompany multiple forms 
of deprivation in the East End have been internalized by many residents over 
generations:

The more that you hear from external sources how deprived and poor and 
how we’re all undereducated … you know the health stats are so bad and 
all of that might be true, but if that’s all that people see and all that gets any 
publicity then I think that has a massive impact on well-being. 

Such mental and physical health problems have been exacerbated by numerous 
stigmatizing discourses around the East End, especially in the period preced-
ing the Games and the Clyde Gateway project. Conservative politicians, pol-
icy think-tanks and the media have insistently conflated the local population 
with environmental characterizations of the East End as redundant, decayed and 
worse (Gray and Mooney 2011). Such discourses have material effects as well as 
symbolic ones. Accusations of decay, blight and obsolescence have been mobi-
lized to legitimize publicly funded yet privatized regeneration plans in the area 
(ibid.) and related exceptionality measures in planning (Gray and Porter 2015). 

FIGURE 7.1 � Derelict land in the East End: view from the Athlete’s Village toward 
Dalmarnock train station. (Photo by: Melissa García-Lamarca.)
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The East End has thus been characterized as a depopulated and de-civilized 
“new urban frontier” necessitating extensive regeneration and justifying substan-
tial public funding for essentially private economic and real estate development 
(Gray 2008; Gray and Mooney 2011).

Enter Clyde Gateway, whose original objectives in 2008 included the crea-
tion of 21,000 new jobs, 10,000 new housing units, 20,000 population increase, 
400,000 square meters of business space and £1.5 billion of private-sector invest-
ment. The remediation of vacant and derelict land is central to these ambitious 
plans, with a (green) “infrastructure first” approach to create the conditions for 
profitable investment. By 2015, Clyde Gateway had remediated 208 hectares of 
vacant and derelict land out of a 350-hectare target. In the next two sections 
we explore key sites of remediation and regeneration, examining the costs and 
socio-environmental outcomes thus far.

Remediating land: for whom and to what end?

Athletes’ Games Village: one of GCC’s first major interventions in the East 
End, in partnership with Clyde Gateway and the Commonwealth Games 2014 
Organizing Committee, was the 700-unit Athletes’ Village3 in Dalmarnock 
along the banks of the River Clyde. A second residential phase was planned 
but is yet to be developed. The site’s environmental credentials include sustain-
able drainage systems (S.u.D.S.) infrastructure, a new district heating system 
and eco-housing. On top of a costly and controversial process of deal-making 
and land assembly, estimated at around £30 million in total (Gray and Porter 
2015, 2017), the public cost of remediation on the 35-hectare site was substan-
tial, including £7.7 million funding from G.C.C. via the Scottish Government’s 
Vacant and Derelict Land Fund (V.D.L.F.) scheme. City Legacy Consortium, the 
public-private partnership who won the bid to construct the Athletes’ Village, 
were then gifted the site at nil cost by its G.C.C. partner.

A prominent legacy of socio-environmental injustice in the Village area is 
the uneven implementation of the exceptional compulsory purchase powers 
granted in Section 42 of the Commonwealth Games Bill.4 Private developers 
were exempted from compulsory purchase powers, but they were applied in a 
blanket fashion on long-term residents and local shopkeepers. One family in 
private housing was subjected to violent eviction5 by more than 100 police offic-
ers in a high-profile dawn raid after mounting a much-publicized campaign 
along with the independent Glasgow Games Monitor 20146 to resist displace-
ment and receive a decent settlement (Gray and Porter 2015, 2017). After the 
Games events, the housing nestled along the River Clyde was retrofitted and sold 
as private market housing (300 units), and the remaining interior-located hous-
ing became social housing (400 units). While in the contemporary UK hous-
ing development context this is a reasonable ratio, the site previously comprised 
1,589 homes, almost exclusively social rented, in structurally sound tenement 
buildings. In short, the regeneration process resulted in a significant net loss 



104  Melissa García-Lamarca and Neil Gray﻿﻿

of public/social housing. Yet, the housing development is considered to be of 
architectural merit, despite reportedly poorer maintenance of the social housing 
and occasional social tensions across social and private housing tenures (Kidd and 
Kearns 2018). 

Riverside Dalmarnock7: Clyde Gateway spent nearly £10 million in the early 
2010s to remediate a heavily contaminated former power plant site adjacent to 
the Athletes’ Village and build S.u.D.S. infrastructure. This figure, however, 
does not take into account the extensive public funding used to buy, remediate 
and sell the site, a process that typifies the byzantine role of public funding in 
the development of the East End’s land and housing market. Clyde Gateway sold 
the 8.9-hectare site to Link Group for £5.7 million in 2015 after extensive and 
costly remediation. Yet, the purchase of this land occurred through a complex 
and heavily publicly subsidized process, with the transaction only being possi-
ble after the original owner (Murray Estates) was paid 12 times the amount for 
which they had bought the land only 5 years earlier.

Link Group,8 one of the biggest social landlords in Scotland, and private 
developer Laurel Homes9 are building 562 homes on the site by 2026 with an 
allegedly “neutral tenure mix”: 206 private homes to be delivered by Laurel 

FIGURE 7.2 � Privatized public green space in Athlete’s Village. The fence bordering 
the path alongside the Clyde River was meant to be removed after the 
Commonwealth Games, but residents refuse to do so. (Photo by: Melissa 
García-Lamarca.)
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Homes and 356 affordable homes to be delivered by Link Group. The latter 
includes 50 New Supply Shared Equity10 homes (grants provided by the Scottish 
Government to help registered social landlords build new homes for sale, and 
to help low- to medium-income households to purchase them); 88 mid-market 
rent11 homes (created by the Scottish Government in the mid-2010s as an afford-
able alternative to the private rented sector, with rents set in between social 
housing and private market rates); and 218 homes for affordable rent.12 Despite 
the immense amount of public money poured into the site, the total is skewed 
toward private or intermediate (privatized) housing: 338 homes (including New 
Supply Shared Equity and mid-market rent homes) as opposed to 218 homes for 
affordable rent. In Scotland, affordable rent is not clearly defined––it generally 
means up to 80% of market rent––but appears to provide more latitude in terms 
of price-setting than the distinct category of “social rent” in social housing, 
which is more expensive than local authority (public) housing. Since the local 
community is deeply impoverished in relative terms, most cannot afford private 
homes at Riverside Dalmarnock, where sales prices range from £145,000 to 
£195,000.

Shawfield Business District: the 64-hectare Shawfield site is key to meeting 
Clyde Gateway’s targets on remediation, business space and jobs. However, the 
site was once home to the notorious J&J Whites Chemical Works that generated 
extensive, highly toxic soluble chromium (VI) contamination.13 An employee 
from Clyde Gateway told us that the site will never be “clean enough for resi-
dential [occupation] so it’s got consent for a million square feet of commercial 
office space.” The first 11-hectare phase of land remediation and infrastructural 
development benefited from over £27 million in public European, national and 
local authority funding, including the £4.8 million Shawfield/Dalmarnock 
“smart bridge” that connects––via S.u.D.S. greenway environmental infrastruc-
ture––the business district with the Dalmarnock railway station, which was itself 
refurbished with £11 million in public money. Despite this significant outlay, 53 
hectares of deeply contaminated land still require remediation, at a projected cost 
of £68 million. Thus, the estimated public cost of land assembly and remediation 
amounts to over £92 million before building construction is even discussed.

To date, one building has been developed on site by Clyde Gateway. The Red 
Tree Magenta building suite, topped by a green roof garden terrace, was at full 
occupancy within days of its official opening in 2019. Shawfield business dis-
trict is targeting commercial development in the form of the finance, insurance 
and real estate (F.I.R.E.) sectors and the creative industries, seeking to convince 
businesses to relocate to the East End with attractive rents in comparison to the 
city center, and a cocktail of incentives and funding support.14 However, given 
long-term issues with training, education and unemployment of the local popu-
lation, it seems very unlikely that such businesses will provide them jobs beyond 
low-paid cleaning, retail and other service-based opportunities. 

In summary, the key green-blue infrastructure developments facilitated 
by Clyde Gateway involve very substantial state funding to de-risk inward 
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investment, correct market failure and underwrite essential site preparation and 
remediation costs so that private developers do not have to do so. The devel-
opments are primarily office/business spaces and private housing, with new 
employment opportunities created mainly for the business and so-called creative 
classes. Meanwhile, 80% of all housing constructed so far is designated for pri-
vate sale or involves intermediate forms of tenure. No concrete figures have ever 
been given for social housing despite the evident need of the multiply deprived 
social demography of the area. It is difficult to see how such developments will 
address well-documented issues of social marginalization, ill health and poverty 
in the local community.

Some environmental exemplars in Glasgow’s East End

More positively, the Clyde Gateway initiative includes community benefits 
clauses in many of its development tenders, and one of two praiseworthy pro-
jects in the area funded by a clause is the Baltic Street Adventure Playground.15 
Award-winning architects Assemble16 designed this small site with local chil-
dren in a model participant-led intervention. It is truly a child-led space, created 
for 6–12-year-old kids who are supported and enabled to act on their right to 
play. Addressing the local lack of play spaces (due to historic under-funding and 

FIGURE 7.3 � The bridge over the Clyde River to the former site of the J&J White’s 
Chemical Works. The Red Tree Magenta is in the distance. (Photo by: 
Melissa García-Lamarca.)
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under-maintenance), adult supervision and healthy food, the play area includes 
spaces where children learn how to grow, harvest and cook food. Propagate, 
a local collective that provides food education at the site, explained that they 
were “helping kids, parents and carers to grow, cook and eat vegetables, and 
understand where their food comes from … and about the wider kind of sus-
tainability issues that come with that as well.” For some children, the Baltic 
Street Adventure Playground is their first experience preparing and eating non-
processed food. The space is free access, and children can participate in day-to-
day management and site development. All sorts of everyday materials are used 
to create the play spaces, which are the opposite of manicured playgrounds. The 
success of the adventure playground has attracted children from wealthier parts 
of Glasgow, but it is created and largely used by local children. Its development 
in some respects compensates for the removal of an informal football pitch across 
the street that was turned into an enormous car park for the Commonwealth 
Games, now tarmacked and largely abandoned.

Cuningar Loop Woodland Park17 is another recently created local green 
space benefiting local and broader Glaswegian communities. On a larger scale 
of 15 hectares, the park follows a “social forestry” approach, aiming to increase 
access to forests and wild spaces for urban communities across Scotland. Scottish 
Forestry partnered with Clyde Gateway, two local councils, the National Health 
Service and Creative Scotland to create the Woodland Park, which was a vacant 
and contaminated edgelands site used as a landfill for the rubble from the nearby 
Gorbals slum clearances in the 1960s. The majority of park funding––£4 mil-
lion of the £9 million budget––was spent on site remediation, an “invisible” 
cost given that the apparently wooded and green site was in reality an unused 
informal landfill. Scottish Forestry employs a dedicated engagement officer who 
works with minority groups to encourage health and well-being activities, and 
around £600,000 has been spent on natural play zones, boulders and bike paths 
aimed at attracting marginalized families who may not normally visit the wood-
lands. Their approach is one of “health by stealth,” encouraging widespread use 
of the park and meeting socio-environmental justice concerns. A bridge funded 
largely by G.C.C. was key in connecting this South Lanarkshire site to the 
Athletes’ Village on the Glasgow side of the river. However, broader park access 
needs to be improved because the other main entrance/exit is poorly signposted 
and some distance from the park’s main amenities.

Due to the long-term fragmentation and dispersal of the community and 
the resulting processes of political decomposition, community mobilization 
in the East End has been relatively marginal. This may be one reason why 
such areas are chosen for large-scale regeneration, given that populations in 
wealthier areas have more social capital to resist unwanted processes of urban 
transformation.

However, the Calton Heritage and Learning Center’s Green Volunteers pro-
gram is one example of a project that has been developed as a way to counteract 
the troubling realities that the combination of large amounts of derelict land, 
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drug-selling and drug use bring to the neighborhood. As explained by the cent-
er’s director:

We were seeing needles being thrown in people’s gardens so they were 
lying under children’s play toys and we started removing them and then 
from there we started teaming up with community safety to get gloves and 
picker uppers and bags and then we started doing that … The police told 
us that anti-social behavior was going down because people could see into 
the gardens now, so it wasn’t such a safe place to hide so things like people 
using drugs in your front garden, people having sex and paying for sex in 
your garden stopped. There wasn’t lots of this going on but enough to cre-
ate a horrible feeling.

Funded through Commonwealth Games legacy and Lottery funding, the inten-
tion of the Green Volunteers is not to replace publicly provided services but 
rather to help improve local health and well-being:

Our idea is that the Green Volunteers get to find out through gardening that 
not only do they improve the environment and the way people feel about 
where they live, but we get to know where the most isolated people are, we 
take them soup in the winter, we scrape away the ice from their front door … 
we’ll go to the shops for them whether it be the post office or pick up a pre-
scription or whatever it might be and then we just keep in touch with them 
and let them know there’s people in the community that care, that know 
their name, that know they’re there and that they can call upon.

Toward environmental justice in the East End?

While we recognize that the hundreds of millions of public funds spent decon-
taminating, remediating and providing green and blue infrastructure in the East 
End provide genuine environmental benefits, in this chapter we call into ques-
tion who will reap them: local communities subjected to the nefarious effects of 
toxic environmental conditions for the last 50 years, or newcomers contributing 
to (green) gentrification in the East End? Notwithstanding honorable excep-
tions, contradictions and tensions abound in the Clyde Gateway’s “sustainability 
fix.” These include, for example, concern for community and environmental 
benefits while land remediation largely attracts the business/creative classes; the 
mobilization of public funding for unaffordable housing; and the most attractive 
locations within development sites––e.g., next to the River Clyde—given to 
the private sector. Most developments do little to address local employment and 
housing needs and are relatively marginal in comparison to an overall business-
oriented approach that leaves genuine socio-economic and environmental justice 
in the East End reliant on the long-proven fallacy of trickle-down benefits.
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In order for this to change, what is required is political will, a regulatory 
environment geared toward genuine equitable distribution and the participa-
tion of local people not just post factum but in the very planning and produc-
tion of the urban environment. The Glasgow Games Monitor 2014 is one 
group that has attempted to raise awareness and foster such involvement but, 
unfortunately, the fragmentation of the area and its population through pre-
vious rounds of disinvestment, abandonment and stigmatization means that 
there has been limited community engagement so far. Positive lessons can be 
gleaned from exemplary green leisure and play spaces, such as the Baltic Street 
Adventure Playground and the Cuningar Loop Woodland Park, which fulfill 
local needs. While these processes and spaces have at least somewhat mediated 
the inequitable consequences of publicly funded private development in the 
area, much more is required.
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16	 https​:/​/as​​sembl​​estud​​io​.co​​.uk​/p​​rojec​​ts​/ba​​ltic-​​stree​​t​-adv​​entu​r​​e​-pla​​ygrou​​nd
17	 https​:/​/fo​​restr​​yandl​​and​.g​​ov​.sc​​ot​/vi​​sit​/c​​u​ning​​ar​-lo​​op



110  Melissa García-Lamarca and Neil Gray﻿﻿

References

Cowley, Joe, Kiely, John, and Collins, Dave. 2016. “Unravelling the Glasgow Effect: The 
Relationship between Accumulative Bio-Psychosocial Stress, Stress Reactivity and 
Scotland’s Health Problems.” Preventive Medicine Reports 4: 370–375.

Gray, Neil. 2008. “Clyde Gateway: A New Urban Frontier.” Variant 33 (Winter): 8–12.
Gray, Neil. 2018. Rent and Its Discontents: A Century of Housing Struggle. London: Rowman 

and Littlefield International.
Gray, Neil, and Mooney, Gerry. 2011. “Glasgow’s New Urban Frontier: ‘Civilising’ the 

Population of ‘Glasgow East’.” City 15, no. 1: 4–24.
Gray, Neil, and Porter, Libby. 2015. “By any Means Necessary: Urban Regeneration and 

the ‘State of Exception’ in Glasgow’s Commonwealth Games 2014.” Antipode 47, no. 
2: 380–400.

Gray, Neil, and Porter, Libby. 2017. “The Right to the City and Its Limits: Contested 
Property Claims, Urban Exceptionality, and the Fight for Relational Space in Glasgow’s 
Commonwealth Games 2014.” In Contested Property Claims: What Disagreement Tells 
Us about Ownership, edited by Maja Hojer Bruun, Patrick J. L. Cockburn, Bjarke 
Skærlund Risager, and Mikkel Thorup, 23–38. London: Routledge.

Kidd, Maureen, and Kearns, Ade. 2018. Village Life: The Early Experience of Living in 
the Commonwealth Games Athletes’ Village Development, Glasgow. Glasgow: Glasgow 
Centre for Population Health. Accessed June 5, 2020. https​:/​/ww​​w​.gow​​ellon​​line.​​
com​/a​​ssets​​/0000​​/3958​​/Vill​​age​_l​​ife_-​​_the_​​early​​_expe​​rienc​​e​_of_​​livin​​g​_in_​​the​_C​​
ommon​​wealt​​h​_Gam​​es​_At​​hlete​​s_​___​​Villa​​ge​_de​​velop​​ment.​​pdf.

McArthur, Andrew A. 1987. “Jobs and Income.” In Regenerating the Inner City: Glasgow’s 
Experience, edited by David Donnison and Alan C. Middleton, 72–92. London: 
Routledge.

Middleton, Alan. 1987. “Glasgow and Its East End.” In Regenerating the Inner City: 
Glasgow’s Experience, edited by David Donnison and Alan C. Middleton, 3–32. 
London: Routledge.

Nixon, Ruairidh. 2016. Comparison of Aspects of Glasgow’s 56 Neighbourhoods. Glasgow: 
Glasgow Centre for Population Health. Accessed May 26, 2020. https​:/​/ww​​w​.gcp​​h​
.co.​​uk​/as​​sets/​​0000/​​5492/​​Compa​​rison​​s​_of_​​aspec​​ts​_of​​_Glas​​gows_​​56​_ne​​​ighbo​​urhoo​​
ds​.pd​​f.

Pacione, Michael. 1995. Glasgow: The Socio-Spatial Development of the City. Chichester: 
John Wiley and Sons.

Reed, Peter. 1999. “Beyond the Centre.” In Glasgow: The Forming of the City, edited by 
Peter Reed, 202–222. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Temenos, Cristina, and McCann, Eugene. 2012. “The Local Politics of Policy Mobility: 
Learning, Persuasion, and the Production of a Municipal Sustainability Fix.” 
Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 44, no. 6: 1389–1406.

Wannop, Urlan, and Leclerc, Roger. 1987. “Urban Renewal and the Origins of GEAR.” 
In Regenerating the Inner City: Glasgow’s Experience, edited by David Donnison and 
Alan C. Middleton, 61–71. London: Routledge.

While, Aidan, Jonas, Andrew E. G., and Gibbs, David. 2004. “The Environment and the 
Entrepreneurial City: Searching for the Urban ‘Sustainability Fix’ in Manchester and 
Leeds.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 28, no. 3: 549–569.

AU: References ‘Gray 
2018’ is available in 
reference list but the 
respective citation 
is missing in text. 
Please provide the text 
citation or delete the 
references.


