chapter TWO: PAISLEY
PATTERNS OF SUCCESS:
the RENFREWSHIRE
TOWN finds INSPIRATION
in ITS RICH HERITAGE
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From religious
learners to big
earners, Paisley
has seen a wealth
of innovation. By
Dominic Ryan

P

AISLEY will forever
be synonymous with
t a d p o l e s. N o t r e a l
tadpoles, of course,
but the shapes who
synchronise their swimming to
form the Paisley Pattern.
This unmistakable textile
design is found on fabrics all over
the world, decorating everything
from business ties to surfing
shorts.
The history of this town,
however, offers a more colourful and richer tapestry than even
its signature emblem might
suggest . . . and for all of its past,
present and future, a river runs
through it.
So let’s start with the White
Car t River and at the very
beginning.
Although local traditions point
to signs of early fortifications on
the hills of Oakshaw and Castlehead, many historians believe
the origins of Paisley proper lie
with an Irish monk in the Sixth
Century.
And it is on the banks of the
White Cart we find our missiona r y, wh e r e h e h a s r a t h e r
euphemistically fallen “asleep
in the Lord”.
Legend says a church was
built to the memory of the eternally somnolent St Mirin and
from such humble foundations
a priory would be established,
which in turn would be elevated
to the celestial status of abbey.
Inevitably, as is the custom
w i t h mu n i f i c e n t r e l i g i o u s
centres – the maxim being ‘build
it and they shall come’ – people
were soon gathering from near
and far around the holy portals,
thatched houses began popping
up and, gradually, a permanent
settlement was formed.
It was under the auspices of
James II that the surrounding
lands became a single regality
and this led to a blossoming of
markets, allowing trade to prosper. Finally, in 1488 the town’s
status was raised by James IV
to Burgh of Barony.
Let us now leap forward to the
Eighteenth Century and, rather
than that sprawling farming
community, we find instead a
centralised town whose mainstay was the craft of weaving.
Paisley had become a city of
handloom weavers, who enjoyed
a healthy trade with Glasgow,
Edinburgh and beyond. All

Rich history sets the
pattern for recovery
educated, they were well versed
not only in the politicking of
the day but also in higherminded pursuits such as poetry.
Of Paisley’s weaver poets –
there were almost 300 – Robert
Tannahill is best known; among
his many works is Will You Go
Lassie Go, also known as Wild
Mountain Thyme.
If the notion of weaver bards
seems romantic, the Industrial
Revolution made poets into
entrepreneurs and Paisley into
a powerhouse.
It was not all rosy, however.
Labour disputes and a depression in the textile industry,
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combined with the realities of
mechanisation, were all harbingers of doom.
Soon the real power had
passed to the mill owners – and
by the 1930s there were almost
30,00 people working in the
Anchor and Ferguslie mills of J
& P Coats Ltd alone.
Paisley also gained fame for
its prowess in engineering.
Shipbuilding, in par ticular,
thrived, with the town’s dredgers in demand in ports all over
the world.
However, it is the textiles
industry that gave Paisley its
renowned Victorian industrial

architecture, such as the grand
A-listed Anchor Mills, built in
1886 and now converted into
apartments.
In the 1950s, the mills began
producing synthetic threads –
alas cheap imports proved too
competitive and the industry
ran out of steam in the early
Nineties.
Today’s Paisley is anything
but threadbare, however.
The blending and bottling
of whisky has reintroduced
a traditional industry, while
Paisley holds power as the
HQ of Renfrewshire Council.
Currently, there is a strong

The Scotland’s Towns series will explore how our towns are changing in
order to thrive and prosper in the 21st century. Monthly in the Sunday
Herald and online at heraldscotland.com Next month: Borders towns
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focus in investing in infrastructure, such as the £1.8m
modernisation of the town
centre’s bus infrastructure.
In fact, there is continual
investment by the public sector
in the town centre where new
businesses are returning and
thriving.
Iconic landmarks, such as
the Arnotts building, are being
transfor med in a series of
regeneration projects.
Other plans, as part of the
Paisley Heritage Asset Strategy
and multi-million pound City
Deal, include the refurbishment
of Paisley Museum to become a
national museum of textile and
costume and the creation of a
fashion and design centre.
The opening of InCube in
Paisley’s High Street, mean-
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From sleepy resting place of
while, provides a ‘business
Incubator’ where new firms St Mirin to bustling home of
around 76,000, Paisley
can start or small businesses grow.
Renfrewshire
Council itself
has vowed
to put the
ple from
why peo The most
ows just
.
town on the
No one kn called “Buddies” it comes
e
that
map as a
Paisley ar explanation is m of hailing
cultural
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d
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lly
a
ced loca
destination
pronoun uddy”.
“b
as
– above all,
h a s
there is a
become one
determination
o f S c o t l a n d ’s
to offer the best
biggest and most
facilities of any UK
vibrant towns.
university town and
We hope in this special Scotalready Paisley can boast the
largest campus of the Univer- land’s Towns supplement you
sity of the West of Scotland will discover even more about
as well as the local campus of the resurgent and positive
Paisley of today. n
West College Scotland.

‘‘

Great Buddies – a famous five
WILLIAM WALLACE
Long before he became a Hollywood hero in blue
face paint, Wallace was a Scottish knight, born
around 1270. Despite claims of an Ayrshire heritage,
he was in fact Knight of Ellerslie (Elderslie, close to
Paisley), the field of the Elder trees. His role in the
wars to free Scotland secured his place as a national
hero.
JOHN WITHERSPOON
Before sailing to America, where he would become
a signatory to the Declaration of Independence, Dr
John was a minister in Paisley’s Laigh Kirk. Born in
1723, he was ordained in 1745, and as president
of the College of New Jersey, he trained many US
leaders. Oh, and he’s an ancestor of actress
Reese Witherspoon.
GERRY RAFFERTY
Born in Paisley in 1947, Rafferty began writing
songs at the age of 21. He then went on to
become a member of two hugely successful
groups, the Humblebums (with comedian and actor
Billy Connolly) and Stealers Wheel, but will certainly
always be best remembered for his biggest pop hit
Baker Street.
GERARD BUTLER
Another of Paisley’s well-kent faces with a
Hollywood connection, Gerard Butler was born in
Paisley in 1969. He chose acting over a career in
law and found big screen fame
as King Leonidas in
300. He has since
appeared in
numerous
dramas and rom coms.

The largest town
in Scotland has
witnessed
remarkable events
and changes in
its history
Alex Neil, Cabinet Secretary
for Communities

Paisley’s Abbey is said to have been
founded on the spot where Saint
Mirin, drowsy owing to the efforts
of his religious contemplations,
fell into a deep sleep.
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PAOLO NUTINI
The musical pedigree of
Paisley stays strong with
Paolo Nutini’s worldwide
success. Born in Paisley, where his
parents run a chip shop, it wasn’t long
before he was battering up
the charts.

Sma’ Shot Cottages are the only
surviving hand loom weaving buildings

bill gives people power to develop
TOWN centres have always been
hubs of activity, places where people
go shopping, meet friends, do
business or have an evening out.
Now, people have more choice: we
can watch a film or do our shopping
without leaving home.
This means that town centres
have to work harder to be the focus
of activity. Without people, many
businesses – particularly shops, pubs,
restaurants and hotels – would close
their doors. Without businesses, fewer
people would come into town centres.
That’s why encouraging business and
enterprise is so important.
Many town centres use their assets
as their unique selling point and that is
exactly what we’re seeing in Paisley.
The largest town in Scotland has
witnessed remarkable events and
changes in its history. Its location and
site assets powered its foundation,
ecclesiastical and medieval past and
its subsequent industrial rise, leading
to the worldwide fame of its iconic
product, the Paisley pattern.

Scottish Government puts communities at
heart of regeneration. By Alex Neil MSP
But, its location, proximity and
interdependence with more recent
development in the vicinity – Braehead,
Silverburn and the like, the airport, its
easy links to central Glasgow – and
the narrowing and then decline of its
industrial base have brought massive
challenges and change to Paisley.
For a number of years Paisley has
been viewed as a symbol of town
centre decline and problems, but this
perception is now changing rapidly.
For a town with a proud past, the
test is how to use its great history to
provide a positive and prosperous
future. A reinvented museum of textile,
costume and design, an extended
Paisley Museum, a focus on fashion
and design, theatre, cultural events,
new hotels, living spaces in the centre
and the visual use of previously, hidden
artefacts on the high street all focus
attention on the renaissance of Paisley.

And there are ambitious plans in
place to use Paisley’s internationallysignificant cultural and heritage assets
to transform it into one of the key
destinations on Scotland’s tourist map.
In turn, this will draw upon the town’s
cultural, architectural and industrial
heritage as the basis for a wide-ranging
programme of regeneration.
Making that happen involves a wide
range of people working together
towards an agreed plan and ambition.
It is important that local people and
enterprises have the power to take
the lead in making their town centre
a busier and better place, supported
and encouraged by professionals in the
public and private sectors.
The Community Empowerment
(Scotland) Bill which was passed by
the Scottish Parliament in June, will
build on this thirst for participation and
is a momentous step in our drive to

decentralise decisions.
The Bill will give people more
powers to take over land, buildings
and services, so communities that
may have been excluded in the past
or that have had abandoned buildings
or derelict land blighting their areas,
can identify the best ways to make
improvements and take forward
regeneration on their own terms.
Legislation cannot do everything
but it will underpin the culture we
want to develop in the public sector,
in which community empowerment
and participation is the right thing to
do, supporting the delivery of better
outcomes for all.
As promised, the Bill enables
local councils to offer business
rates relief in their areas. It is a wide
power reflecting our commitment to
community empowerment and local
decision-making, one that councils
could choose to create town centre
investment zones, targeting local
priorities and opportunities.
We already have the UK’s most
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competitive business taxation, with the
Small Business Bonus Scheme alone
reducing or removing rates bills, and
this Bill provides an excellent platform
for councils to use all their powers to
support local businesses.
Paisley is a town in transition, and
this is a Bill that can help it, and towns
and communities up and down the
country, flourish. With its exciting
future plans capitalising on Paisley’s
cultural and heritage assets to existing
investments, such as the historical
Russell Institute being brought back
into use, there is a lot of positive
change in the town which is providing
useful learning for others to replicate in
other towns across the country.
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Lessons of the
past will drive
new prosperity
G

ENERATIONS past
m a r ve l l e d a t t h e
ingenuity and entrepreneurialism of mills
and mechanical engineering, Paisley’s twin signatures
of industrial pride that sealed its
international reputation.
But the 1980s and 1990s will
be remembered as a chapter in
complete contrast. Scotland’s
largest town then had to endure
the ignominy of a rapidly changing economic engine, one that
it was ill-equipped to fuel. High
rates of unemployment ensued,
its often magnificent architectural fabric showing the obvious
signs of reduced circumstances,
its shopping streets typified by
an almost deathly external pallor.
Reinvention doesn’t come
quickly. Roll on to 2015, however,
and evidence of Paisley’s
commitment is already clear in
its renovated historic buildings
and ongoing modernisation. It
is particularly keen to underline
its position as a seat of academic
learning and a town – indeed
aspirant “City of Culture” in 2021
– very much open for business.
The trend is again upward.
Paisley’s growing credentials
as a learning hub will be one of its
key pillars of regeneration. The
multi-campus University of the
West of Scotland (UWS) – now
located in four towns with Paisley as its largest campus
base – is a clear contributor to this confident new
era.
Professor Craig
M a h o n e y,
UWS
Principal and ViceChancellor says: “Our
University contributes
more than £129
million to the
Renfrewshire
economy each
year. As one
o f t h e key
employers in
Paisley, with
a sustained
track-record
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An acute understanding of the cultural fabric, social history
and significance of the town is helping shape a vibrant
and sustainable future for Paisley, with its educational
establishments in the vanguard of change. Pictured, clockwise,
students in the labs at UWS, graduates celebrate their
achievements at the Coats Memorial Church. Paisley Abbey’s
magnificent interior and the A-listed Anchor Mills building.
(Picture: John Cooper)

At the forefront of Paisley’s economic and
cultural regeneration is its development as
a major learning hub, discovers Ken Mann
of producing skilled and workready graduates, UWS plays a
vital role in the region. With a
wonderful fusion of campusbased local and national students
and an increasing number
of international students we
continue to enhance the diversity
and vibrancy of the town.”
Paisley Campus is home to
around 7,500 students. UWS
has more than 1,300 European
and international students, and
around 100 European and international partners. The majority
of these students are based at
Paisley, bringing a new dimension to the town from a cultural
and social perspective. Importantly, they spend in the local
economy.
In 2013/14 an external study
of the economic value of the
University’s presence in the town
indicated it supported 1,573 jobs
in Renfrewshire. Mahoney is
understandably keen to share the
future vision of the University,
with a strong link to Paisley’s
renaissance as an important
large town.
He reveals: “We are working to
create a truly 21st century learning environment that will
provide new opportunities
to enhance our students’
experience; developing
them as global citizens.
“As part of this, we
commenced an £18m
investment programme
in session 2013/14
on building
wo rk s t o
enhance
Professor
Craig
Mahoney,
Principal
and Vice
Chancellor
of UWS.

our student facilities and improve
our learning campus – this has
provided employment for a
number of local companies and
people.
“UWS is extremely proud of the
important role it plays not just
economically, but also socially
and culturally in Renfrewshire.
Figures released earlier this year
by Innovate UK, which manages
the UK Knowledge Transfer Partnership programme, listed UWS
as the second-most active knowledge transfer higher education
institution in Scotland.”
It shows its contribution in
other ways, working with local
schools to encourage interest
in higher education which ultimately stimulates potential for a
higher level labour pool.
Last year an innovative project,
in conjunction with Renfrewshire Council, allowed all of the
local sixth year students – 1,200 in
total – access to the University’s
IT, library and sports facilities to
give them a taster of university
life at an early stage.
Science staff and students also
provided mentoring for participating schools in Scotland’s first
Mission Discovery event. Starting
in 2014, it has just completed its
second cycle.
Co-sponsored by UWS and
organised by Renfrewshire
Council and the International
Space School Educational Trust
(ISSET), it enables pupils to carry
out research with NASA astronauts and trainers – genuine
entry-level rocket science.

P

aisley’s other academic
institution is West College
Scotland. Another multicampus establishment, it
shares the University’s association with ISSET, but can claim
more down to earth achievement.

The College has an impressive
footprint across the town, from its
main campus to local community
centres.
Audrey Cumberford, West
College Scotland’s Principal and
Chief Executive, says: “We see
ourselves very much as a college
rooted in our community and that
means we have a big role to play
in re-energising and regenerating
Paisley.
“Yes, we make a major economic
contribution to the town but we’re
also very proud of our artistic and
cultural contribution.”
She points to the success of
the College’s innovative drama
course, run from New Street in
the town centre.
The course is unique in that it
is delivered in partnership with
Sunderland University.
Last year, more than 80 per
cent of graduates achieved 2:1
degrees, which was a higher rate

than their peer group at Sunderland. Cumberford – who’s also
the President of the Renfrewshire
Chamber of Commerce – says
such activity means the college is
well placed to play an active role
in Paisley’s bid for City of Culture
2021.
The college has also been working with Renfrewshire Council
to provide traditional construc-

‘‘

We see ourselves very much
as a college rooted in our
community and that means
we have a big role to play in
re-energising and
regenerating Paisley
Audrey Cumberford
Principal and Chief Executive
West College Scotland
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HIDDEN HISTORY
CAN BREATHE
LIFE INTO TOWN
A wider knowledge of Paisley’s cultural
assets can build the foundations for
success. By Professor Leigh Sparks.

tion training programmes for the
local communities of Renfrewshire, bringing desperately-needed
skilled people to the sector and
improving Paisley’s estate of
historic properties at the same
time.
The training includes traditional skills such as natural roof
slating, lead dressing, bossing and
natural stone work.
The initiative came about as
result of the council securing
funding to improve buildings of
note in the town’s busy Causeyside Street area.
West College Scotland’s Head
of Construction, Tommy Campbell, explains: “This programme
has allowed young people to
gain construction and employability skills to improve their
employment prospects, with two
students from the group gaining
an apprenticeship with a local
contractor.” n

Paisley flies high with firm potential
DID you know that, per head of population,
Paisley is second only to Edinburgh in its
listed building count? Probably not, yet
the principle behind that question – a lack
of knowledge of the town’s strengths –
continues to occupy regeneration leaders.
Imagination may be the key trigger. The
power of understanding its potential, then
communicating the offer to the population
and visitors alike, will be crucial, according
to Bob Davidson, Chief Executive at
Renfrewshire Chamber of Commerce.

“Paisley has a great heritage that some
people are aware of – and a large number
of people are still not really aware of,” he
says. “Glasgow Airport is in Paisley but
again a lot of people don’t realise that
because of the name. They just know the
name on a sign on the M8 – a road that
goes straight to Glasgow.
“A lot of the effort that we’re putting in
is around businesspeople coming up with
something that is unique and different.
“There is a real swell of genuine interest
in the regeneration. The ‘Paisley Buddy’ is
very proud but some people think, unfairly,
it is for the council to sort all of this out.
Yes, they have a very important part to play
but it is down to businesspeople to come
up with an offering that entices people in
on a regular basis.”
Davidson is a proponent of partnership
and co-ordination. Properly twinned, in five
years’ time he believes much more will be
obvious about Paisley’s reinvention.

PAISLEY has witnessed
remarkable events and changes
in its history. Its location and site
assets powered its foundation
and its subsequent industrial
rise – leading to the worldwide
fame of its iconic product, the
Paisley pattern.
But, its location, proximity
and interdependence with
more recent development in
the vicinity – such as Braehead,
Silverburn and the airport –
and the narrowing and then
decline of its industrial base have brought massive challenges and
change to Paisley. For a number of years, it has been viewed as a
symbol of town centre decline and problems, but this perception
is now changing rapidly.
Paisley’s long and varied history is a fabulous base on which
to rebuild and reimagine the town. It is an architectural jewel,
and these historic assets provide a firm physical foundation for
development, whether in their original use as with Paisley Abbey
or reinvented as fresh living, visitor, artistic or creative spaces.
Paisley’s heritage however lies not only in physical buildings. The
cultural assets include the extensive hidden treasures of Paisley
Museum and many objects, stories and histories of the places and
its life and work. The unique Shawls Collection is one such treasure.
Indeed, there are too many such artefacts to be able to put on show
at any one time. Many have remained hidden for decades.
One example amongst many is an original remarkable fourvolume Birds Of America by John James Audubon; the most
celebrated work of American ornithology, and the world’s most
expensive book ever sold at auction. It contains life-sized
paintings of hundreds of American birds in their natural habitat
and is arguably amongst the finest pictorial works ever produced.
Paisley’s Public Library set was donated by Sir Peter Coats of the
famous thread manufacturers, J and P Coats. With other related
and similar focused works, it has been claimed that Paisley is
second only to Harvard in this natural history collection. Yet this
remains hidden and relatively unknown.
This cultural and heritage base is thus being used to leverage
the brand recognition of the town’s name. A reinvented museum
of textile, costume and design, an extended Paisley Museum, a
focus on fashion and design, theatre, events, new hotels, living
spaces in the centre and the visual use of previously, hidden
artefacts on the high street all focus attention on the renaissance
of Paisley. The diversity and breadth of assets provides a base
to attract national and international visitors. Whether drawn by
the architectural, church, radical industrial heritage or by the
collections assembled through Paisley’s historical wealth, the
opportunity is to provide economic and cultural life via tourism
and visitor spend.
This physical renewal has to be combined with a social renewal,
giving residents a voice and a stake in the future of the town.
In Paisley it is the cultural, industrial heritage that powered its
development and produced the brand for a modern Paisley, not
just locally but internationally. Recognising, valuing and using the
past – warts and all – can produce a town that will interest and
attract visitors, but will also be a place people also want to live,
work and play in. Uniquely different, each town has to find its
voice and place and use the assets it possesses. In this regard
Paisley is once again leading the way in Scotland.
Leigh Sparks is Professor of Retail Studies at the University of
Stirling and Chair of Scotland’s Towns Partnership
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AISLEY is best known for the
pattern and shawls but now the
town is retelling its unique story
for a new century, with a bid for
UK City of Culture 2021 set to
launch Paisley on to the international stage.
At its heart will be a proud history. The
19th century saw Paisley transformed from
a small settlement into a thriving industrial
hub at the centre of a global industry.
Along the way the town became known
for its radical roots and early trade unionism, prompting then-Prime Minister
Disraeli to comment: “Keep your eye on
Paisley.”
Yet while the old trades died out, their
impact remains very much visible. The millowning families of that time helped fund a
rich architectural legacy – in Scotland, only
Edinburgh’s historic centre has a greater
concentration of listed buildings.
But while Paisley is justifiably proud of
its past – the City of Culture bid will also
build pride in what it has in the present, and
can have in the future.
There is no secret recent years have
brought difficulties – manufacturing industries had already declined, the two-pronged
competition of out-of-town retail development and the rise of internet shopping
produced high town-centre vacancy rates,
and pockets of poverty and deprivation still
exist in the town.
That is why Renfrewshire Council and its
partners are using the City of Culture bid to
spearhead an ambitious heritage-led regeneration strategy intended to transform the
town over the next decade.
That will see infrastructure projects
including a multi-million-pound project to
upgrade Paisley Museum into an international museum of textiles and costume by
2020, plus the creation of a museum store in
a vacant basement on the town’s High Street.
Other projects include a Paisley fashion and design centre selling 21st-century
versions of the products which made the
town’s name, plus work to investigate a new
theatre and cinema development, currently
being taken forward by a community trust.
Tying all of that together will be a new
brand for Paisley to sell the town at home
and abroad, and work to co-ordinate the

One man
behind the
changing face
of Paisley
THE man who will be charged
with leading the transformation of
Paisley and Renfrewshire says the
area’s “fantastic” assets sold him
on the job.
Alasdair Morrison, pictured, will
shortly join Renfrewshire Council
in the newly-created post of head
of regeneration.
While a City of Culture Bid
Director will also soon be
appointed, Alasdair will lead
the council’s contribution to the
massive regeneration projects
sitting high on the agenda.
Alasdair – originally from
Stornoway but having lived in

Scotland’s Towns

Culture of
OPTIMISM
Council Leader Mark Macmillan, left, says
projects such as the upgrade of Paisley
Museum, above, will help sell the town.

Council vision sees past the stereotypes to a Paisley
of achievement, creativity and global influence
visitor offer to make the town a mustsee destination for heritage tourism. All
of these projects are due to go ahead
whether the bid is successful or not – but
the process will turbocharge that planned
transformation.
As Renfrewshire Council Leader Mark
Macmillan explains: “The council has
already outlined a bold vision for the town’s
future – and bidding for UK City of Culture
will be a catalyst for that. The bid will put
the town on the map as an international
destination, change perceptions of Paisley,

Paisley for a decade – brings
more than 20 years’ experience
of delivering major projects in the
public and private sectors.
He said: “Renfrewshire has
some fantastic assets and that
sold it to me. Paisley’s bid for UK
City of Culture will have benefits
for the entire area.
And to have this
all taking place
at the same
time as the
Glasgow
City Deal
is a
phenomenal
opportunity.”

create jobs, re-energise our town centre,
and build pride in the town. We shouldn’t
be shy about what Paisley has to offer – our
contribution to the world is massive for our
size. Think about our textile heritage, the
globally-recognised Paisley pattern, and
the achievements of individuals like Gerry
Rafferty, John Byrne, Paolo Nutini, David
Tennant and more.
“And consider our outstanding location
and transport links – home to the Glasgow
Airport and the fourth-busiest train station
in Scotland – plus our thriving contempo-

rary cultural scene and events programme.
I want people to look beyond the negative
stereotypes and be proud of what we have
and can become.”
Paisley doesn’t need to be a city to bid;
the competition is open to large towns
and urban areas. Paisley has two years to
prepare its submission, with the winner due
to be decided by the Department of Culture,
Media and Sport by the end of 2017.
And as Councillor Macmillan explains, a
successful bid cannot be shouldered by the
council alone. He said: “The bid will be by
the people of Paisley, for the people of Paisley. We already have good relationships with
key partners – the University of the West of
Scotland, West College Scotland, Renfrewshire Chamber of Commerce, the Paisley
First Business Improvement District, and
others such as PACE Theatre Group, the
largest of their kind in the UK.
“All of these groups and more will take this
forward together – the bid will be steered by
a cross-party Paisley City of Culture Partnership Board, with business, educational
and community representatives.
“And of course it’s not just Paisley that
will benefit – the economic and social impact
will be felt throughout all of Renfrewshire.
“The opportunities this bid offers are
bigger than any of us – we will work
together and sell our town to the world.” n

prime location is about TO take shape
A walk around the town today reveals numerous
projects already in progress.
Perhaps the most significant is on the site of the
former House-of-Fraser-owned Arnotts department
store, empty for more than a decade. This summer
will see the first residents move into 31 new flats built
by Link Housing Group, while a second, luxury, phase
will complete in November.
The council has also led a project to bring the
A-listed Russell Institute former health centre back
into use, which next year will open as an employability hub with Skills Development Scotland as anchor
tenant.
The surrounding Causeyside Street area has benefited from a £3.5 million investment in public realm
work and restoration through a Townscape Heritage
Initiative – and £2m of Heritage Lottery funding is
earmarked for the High Street area.
The new InCube business incubator offers a home
for start-ups and this month also saw the High Street
carry evening traffic for the first time in 18 years, to
boost the town’s night-life.
The council-run major events programme continues to grow – the nine-day Spree arts festival will
return in October, and January saw the town host a

Cllr Macmillan and Sean Robinson of Park Lane
Developments with plans for new flats at former Arnotts site.

start leg of the Monte Carlo Classic Car Rally. There
are wider projects on the go – Renfrewshire is one of
seven local authorities in the £1.13bn Glasgow and
Clyde Valley City Deal, which will include an airport
access project, a new bridge from Renfrew to Yoker,
and a Glasgow Airport Investment Area.
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Attitudes
shift as
town
counts
successes

There is a new
pride in Paisley as
different bodies
join forces to create
better opportunities
for all, writes
Colin Cardwell

I

F there was any feeling that
Paisley lacked a significant
voice in modern Britain it
was swiftly extinguished last
week by Mhairi Black’s barnstorming speech in the House of
Commons. The town’s new MP
– and the country’s youngest –
highlighted her constituency’s
exemplary past and the characteristic doggedness and humour
of its people but could not avoid
the contemporary challenges of
urban decline, unemployment and
community fracture.
The entrepreneurial talent that
the west of Scotland is justifiably
famous for is very much alive,
however, and Paisley has real
reason to pride itself in recent
regeneration .
Paisley is at the heart of
Renfrewshire, has an international airport and, along the
M8 and M74 extension a direct
motorway link with London. This
unique connectivity is combined
with a reputation for companies

‘‘

I’d like to see businesses in
the area of venues trying to
make the most of Spree,
enticing the potential
customer in with offers and
that sort of thing

working in productive partnership
with local authorities and public
bodies.
“There is an opportunity for
everyone involved to make Paisley a serious offer for them to
consider,” says Bob Davidson,
chief executive of Renfrewshire
Chamber of Commerce.
Companies in Paisley and the
wider Renfrewshire area clearly
have the appetite to grow but they
need the confidence and inspiration to invest. For those who
have, the potential rewards are
there: earlier this year the town’s
prospects were invigorated when
architect Tom Stewart announced
a £3.5 million plan to transform
two historic buildings in the town
into a 40-bedroom boutique hotel
called the Patternmaker.
The vexed question of how
to maintain and regenerate the
high street is well documented
throughout Scotland. Last year
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Mhairi Black MP, one of a new generation of can-do Paisley buddies, earned
praise last week when she spoke passionately in the House of Commons.

Tom Johnston of Colliers International stated that Scotland’s retail
sector as a whole remains in a fragile state. “A strong retail sector is
important to the economic wellbeing of Scotland and we must
look at innovative new ways to
encourage retailers and shoppers
back into city and town centres.”
Johnston has intimate knowledge of Paisley’s particular issues:
as president of the Renfrewshire Chamber of Commerce he
was a board member of Paisley
Vision, a 10-year, £50m investment
programme launched in 2006 to
breathe life back into the area.
I m p r ove m e n t i s h ap p e n -

Buddie, mascot of Paisley First, was
chosen as a symbol of pride.

ing quickly: the town has been
boosted by a £2m grant from the
Heritage Lottery Fund and sports
and culture are being given an
increased profile. Street VeloDrome, billed as the world’s only
pop-up track racing, was held
in the town for the second time
in May. And the British Cycling
National Youth Circuit Race took
place earlier this month, the first
time the championships had been
held in Scotland.
In 2013 the town hosted the
National Mod, while the Spree
Festival in October will provide
nine days of music, comedy arts
and other events which has significant spin-off opportunities for
local businesses.
Davidson says: “These events
are important. The Spree gets
bigger every year: it attracts
bigger names, and the audience
numbers go up.
“But what I’d like to see is businesses in the area of venues trying
to make the most of that potential traffic. Enticing the potential
customer in, offers – that sort of
thing.
“The Monte Carlo Classic Rally
is known all over the world. For
Paisley to have hosted it twice, not
just once, is fantastic.
“The Council plays a big part
and they do a good job encouraging the public to come out. As the
voice of business in the area, we
certainly encourage our members
to support all these big events.”
That attitude is continuing
evidence of the new level of confidence in the town. n

all set for take-off
in a positive direction
TOM Stewart, pictured right,
who was first involved in buying
property in Paisley in the 1990s
is clearly an enthusiast about the
town and its recent regeneration.
Such is the entrepreneur’s
confidence that earlier this year
he announced a £3.5 million
plan to build a 40-bedroom
boutique hotel, bar and brasserie
and conference facilities by
transforming two historic buildings
in the town centre.
To be called the Patternmaker,
in acknowledgement of the town’s
famous fabric, it will join the fourstar Ashtree House near Paisley
Museum, which is owned by
Stewart’s family firm.
“When I worked as an architect
in Glasgow in the 1980s we used
to come to Paisley for lunch and
at the weekends. In the 1990s,
if you were investing in property,
what you could buy in Paisley was
tremendously good value and we
were able to look at the location,
the great buildings and see that it
had huge potential – and that’s still
our view.”
Support from local authorities
and government has been
improving and as a board
member of the former Paisley
Vision and now chairman of the
recently established Business
Improvement District he is at the
heart of re-energising the
town’s centre.

“This has a very direct and a
very real focus and is making
the town centre a better place to
visit,” he says.
There is, of course, room for
further change. “An example
of what we could do better is
opening up the High Street to
traffic,” he says. “In terms of
the visitor experience, access
by car to hotels, the university
and the museum unlocks huge
development potential.
“Things are changing: we
are three months into Business
Improvement District and doors
are being opened.
“If you look at the UK and town
centres that are as close to an
international airport you’ll struggle
to find one like Paisley.”
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FORWARD-THINKING initia tive in
Paisley is helping to
restore the town’s
reputation as a safe,
clean and welcoming place to
work, live and visit.
Paisley First, set up to work for
and behalf of businesses in the
town, is now beginning to deliver
on its ambitious plans for the
future, as Sunil Varu, development manager, explains.
“Paisley has a lot to offer, both
as a business location and as
a visitor destination,” he says.
Overcoming negative perceptions
of the town is the aim with safety
and cleanliness top of the agenda.”
Some of the key initiatives
targeting safety include a new taxi
marshalls scheme.
Sunil explains: “Paisley town
centre attracts thousands of
people of all ages, every day and
every evening.
“Our feedback shows people
want to come in to Paisley and
enjoy everything the town has to
offer in terms of nightlife – bars,
restaurants, clubs and so on.
“But if they can’t get a taxi at
the end of the night, they are put
off from coming.
“The new taxi marshalls system
will be extremely helpful in providing a safe haven for people waiting
for taxis in an orderly queue before
going home after a night out, and
that’s part of our plans to ensure
everyone receives the best experience we can give them.”
Working in partnership with
Renfrewshire Council and Police
Scotland, Paisley First is developing many more initiatives
designed to look after businesses,
residents and visitors.
These include town centre
CCTV; Radio Link, a walkietalkie communication initiative
between businesses, the Police
and the Town Centre wardens and
Pubwatch, a vital information-

Scotland’s Towns

Drive to put town
into pole position
People power, combined with a positive attitude, is helping groups
like Paisley First make a tangible difference, says Ann Wallace

includes, of course, its role as the
birthplace of the famous Paisley
pattern – Paisley Museum and Art
Gallery includes displays tracing
the history of the Paisley pattern,
the development of weaving techniques and the social aspects of
what was a tight-knit weaving
community.
The town’s famous sons include
Alexander Wilson, known as the
Father of American Ornithology,
and Reverend John Witherspoon,
a signatory of the American Declaration of Independence.
“We have something like 350,000
cultural artefacts in the town, and
the aim is to pull them all together
and showcase them to the wider
world,” smiles Sunil.

‘‘

Paisley has a lot to offer
and overcoming negative
perceptions is the aim with
safety and cleanliness top
of the agenda

sharing scheme between pubs and
the police.
Two further initiatives are
Paisley Street Pastors, part of a
UK-wide interdenominational
church response to urban night
time issues, and Keep Safe, the first
initiative of its kind in Scotland to
tackle disability hate crime.
The former is part of 2gether
(Paisley and District Evangelical
Alliance) and uses the funds it
raises to provide equipment such
as blankets, gloves, scarves, food,

water, first aid supplies and more
for people on the streets.
Keep Safe has been developed by
Police Scotland and the community group I Am Me to ensure that
disabled people can enjoy ordinary
day to day life and activities without the fear of abuse, intimidation
and harassment.
Boosting tourism is also part of
Paisley First’s vision as it prepares
to play a full role in Paisley’s bid
to become the UK City of Culture
in 2021.

Popular events such as the Monte
Carlo Rally, pictured above, not
only instill a sense of pride in
locals but also attract many visitors.

The bid, part of the ambitious
regeneration plans, will showcase
Paisley’s unique heritage in the
hope of putting it on the map as a
cultural and tourist hotspot.
Paisley is one of Scotland’s
largest towns, with a population
of 76,000 people. Its rich architectural and cultural heritage

“From original Paisley shawls
and pattern books, to a worldrenowned collection of bird
illustrations second only to that
housed in Harvard University, we
have some amazing items that
many people simply won’t be
aware of.
“We are beginning to shout from
the rooftops about all that Paisley
has to offer – for a town this size,
our contribution to the world is
huge.”
Paisley First’s recent participation in the VisitScotland EXPO
was also a success in raising
awareness of the town’s assets.
“We were pleasantly surprised
by the amount of good quality
feedback we received from tour
operators now keen to bring tours
to Paisley in 2016,” says Sunil. n

bright FUTURE FOR BUSINESS is ON THE CARDS
Successful loyalty scheme
is improving footfall of
shoppers in town centre
ENCOURAGING local people to “think Paisley
First” is at the heart of the town’s dynamic vision
for the future.
One of the biggest successes so far has
been a new Swipii loyalty swipe card, aimed at
bringing shoppers back to the town centre.
“It is hard to compete with out-of-town malls
but the message we are trying to get across
to people is – if you want to buy something, or
need a particular service, there is a good chance
you can get it here in Paisley,” says Sunil Varu,
development manager, pictured far right.
“Paisley has a rich tradition of high quality
small, independent, businesses and shops
locating here and is rebuilding its reputation as a

Local businesspeople are pictured at the launch of the new Swipii loyalty card scheme

niche business location. We have many familyowned businesses going back to the early 1900s
– including one of the oldest fish and chip shops
in Scotland – while several new businesses have
opened within the last year.”
He adds: “The loyalty card scheme already

has more than 20 businesses and around
500 people on board, offering a whole range
of different incentives such as discounts, free
products and so on.
“It’s a great way to support local businesses –
to think Paisley First.”

The town is also hoping residents and visitors
will engage with a new colourful public art trail,
featuring local celebrity Buddie the Lion.
The bright sculptures, painted by local artists,
will pop up in locations all over the town as part
of the Pride of Paisley
initiative.
“It’s a fantastic
way to engage with
schools, the arts
community, residents
and businesses,”
says Sunil.
“It’s a vibrant, fun
way to get people
involved in the
town and it
really sums up
what Paisley
First is all
about.”

