
Affectionately known as ‘the Trainie’, because of 
the rail line that runs through it, Union Terrace 
Gardens has been Aberdeen’s best loved green 
space for nearly 150 years. 

Opened in 1878, after the bleaching greens next 
to the railway line were given to the people as a 
‘pleasure ground’, it has firmly established itself 
in the hearts of local people. Its decline has been 
a source of concern to many. 

The Granite Web comes unstuck

There’s no doubt that after years of neglect and a 
reputation as a focal point for anti-social behaviour, 
Union Terrace Gardens (UTG) was ripe for change. 
But what did change look like? 

For local oil tycoon Sir Ian Wood, who was prepared to 
invest £50 million, the way forward was to fill in the 
historic sunken Gardens and enhance the surrounding 
retail offer, creating a modern park and buildings. 

His ‘Granite Web’ proposal proved controversial from 
the start. Not only would it require £70 million of public 
money to part-fund it; it also meant most of the Garden’s 
history would be obliterated. 

Aberdeen found itself divided. Many welcomed change, 
desperate for action after years of stalled initiatives; 
others hated it, upset at what would be lost in the 
process. In August 2012, Aberdeen City Council 
narrowly rejected the proposal. The Web had come 
unstuck, it was back to the drawing board. 

What were we thinking?

Two thirds of people polled in a recent survey in Britain 
felt that a sense of community has declined in their 
lifetime. It seems that as our towns and cities become 
ever more densely populated, we have never felt less 
connected to each other. 

We know that parks and gardens have a massive role to 
play in reversing this trend, knitting together new and 
old communities, and sparking regeneration. 

We wanted our design solution to give the city its grand 
Victorian sunken Gardens back and futureproof them for 
generations to come by creating a welcoming, more 
usable space that worked whatever the season. Whilst 
the aim was to make it a more accessible, flexible and fun 
place to be, it was critical that we carried this out with 
respect for the Gardens’ history and context.

But what did the people of Aberdeen want?  
With engagement specialists, Nadfly, we set out on a 
comprehensive consulation excercise to find out. 

Creating the oldest new kid on the block

Our designs respect UTG’s unique landscape character, as 
well as its views and topography. They build on the 
Gardens’ 19th century heritage and charm, whilst making 
the space more usable, improving accessibility and 
creating somewhere to linger. 

New entrances, lifts and disabled parking on Union Terrace 
will improve access; and a new lighting installation will 
draw people in, making the Gardens safer. The Gardens 
will also connect to a new urban quarter. Additional 
facilities will include a café and gallery space. 

Existing heritage will be enhanced, including reinstating 
the ‘grand staircase’ into the Gardens. Statuary settings will 
be refreshed, views through enhanced, and the Victorian 
arches brought back into use. Valued trees will remain and 
be joined by new planting to support biodiversity. The 
central lawn will also be retained providing a flexible, 
programmable space for large gatherings. A new entrance 
plaza opposite Aberdeen’s His Majesty’s Theatre will create 
spaces for smaller events. Seating along the new accessible 
route from Rosemount Viaduct will act as an informal 
amphitheatre.

A vision shaped by the people

In March, Aberdeen City Council unanimously 
approved these - our - designs: a significant moment 
in the city’s history. 

The £20 million revamp is expected to complete  
by 2020. A contractor will now be appointed to  
being work in the autumn.

The transformaiton is expected to drive city-wide 
regeneration, feeding into a masterplan which 
includes 22 other projects. 

The Council described LDA Design’s plans as:

“a vision shaped by the people and one 
which everybody could unite behind. We 
need to bring this flagship City Centre 
Masterplan project to fruition as quickly  
as possible so that residents and visitors  
can fully enjoy Aberdeen’s special green 
heart. The regeneration of Union Terrace 
Gardens can drive the transformation of  
the whole city.

From loved to loathed to loved again

Our approach built up a groundswell of support - which 
helped secure a 91 per cent positive approaval rating for 
our designs. 

The UTG oil tanker had been turned. 

Thinking differently about engagement

We used a host of techniques to pique city-wide interest 
and engagement, and to help shape our plans.

Mosaic Gardens was a temporary installation of hundreds 
of flags featuring colourful drawings of details found 
within the Gardens. People were invited to take one flag 
home with them as a new memory of the Gardens and a 
symbol of hope for what was to come. 

A moment to celebrate and to savour

The transformation of Union Terrace Gardens  
has drawn on the skills of many within LDA Design.  
A special pat on the back goes to: 
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‘Trainie’  is  
back on t rack 

“My first memory of the Gardens? 
Bursting for a pee when my mum had 
taken me shopping. The lovely tiled 
toilets were the cleanest outside of my 
own home! It didn’t take much to 
persuade mum to let me and my sister 
run around on the grass - in my young 
mind it seemed to be a long way from 
the city centre. 
Sarah, local resident, 2010
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