
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1THE APPLICATION BY THE SCOTTISH MARITIME MUSEUM’S TRUSTEES FOR A CONSENT TO DEMOLISH THE A-LISTED HULL

OF THE CITY OF ADELAIDE
In 2000 the Trustees of the Scottish Maritime Museum at Irvine submitted an application to North Ayrshire Council (NAC) for a Listed Building Consent to demolish the hull of the composite clipper City of Adelaide, built in 1864 at Sunderland by William Pile. The remains are A-Listed under planning legislation. About a hundred objections were sent to NAC in the consultation process, including from the World Ship Trust, the Society for Nautical Research, a number of members of that body, academic historians in Australia and the UK, people worldwide with personal or family connections with the ship and concerned members of the general public. The application was rejected, on the grounds, it is believed, (a) of her historical significance and unique standing in maritime heritage, though this was probably not in any way an issue, because of her A-Listing, and (b) that attempts to find an alternative use (an over-riding requirement in a demolition application) were insufficient. The extent, weight and international nature of the protest undoubtedly underpinned their decision, as probably did the Council’s generous support to the Museum and ship in palmier days of less restricted budgets, which would have been wasted had the application been accepted. Almost exactly six years later, in May 2006, the Trustees have submitted a second such application, claiming that the passage of time has shown that no alternative exists. There is, in fact, an alternative, described below, which they have not envisaged and there has been no opportunity to discuss this with them prior to the application. This complements the heritage arguments for her survival, which together offer strong grounds for objections to the application. 

Historical significance
Most recipients of this note will be familiar with the standing of the City of Adelaide as world-class maritime heritage. For others, and as a refresher, her main accolades are that as a survivor she is the oldest composite ship in the world, the oldest of the four complementary sailing ships in the UK Core Collection of Historic Ships, and one of only two world-wide which carried British emigrants to the New Worlds (the other is partly restored in New Zealand). As heritage she is of particular significance to South Australia, as her service was to Port Adelaide and Port Augusta, but she was typical of the regular traders so important to the Australasian economies. She was built at Sunderland by the notable William Pile, and is the only survivor from the North East. In more technical terms, of great importance in maritime scholarship, she was built before Lloyd’s Register of Shipping formulated design rules for composites, and her design followed principles laid down by Alexander Stephen Jnr, of the famous Glasgow firm, who had persuaded Lloyd’s to classify composites in their normal way, rather than as experimental. This gave them the necessary commercial boost and led to the building of the finest clippers, including the Thermopylae and Cutty Sark. The City of Adelaide is also high in the affections of a great many Scots from her years as the premises of the RNVR (Scotland) Club, which lasted from 1948 until 1989. She has been in Scotland since 1923, first as HMS Carrick, a Drill Ship in the Clyde Division of the RNVR and, during the war, as a training establishment for DEMS gunners and a centre for the administration of the servicing of DEMS guns for the Clyde convoys.

Her plight
The ship’s difficulties began when she sank at her moorings in 1989. Fortunately she was soon given protection under planning laws by being A-Listed, the highest ranking possible, but she was beyond the resources of the dwindling RNVR Club to refurbish and passed into the hands of developers. After being moved downstream to Prince’s Dock at Govan, Glasgow, she sank in mysterious circumstances on the very eve of the opening of a public inquiry into the proposed development. She then lay at great risk for over a year with only her upperworks showing at low tide. A rescue package was mounted by the Scottish Maritime Museum and she was raised, moved to Irvine and in 1992 was drawn onto dry land on a slipway modified and extended to carry her. Unfortunately the only place where this could be done was on a small part of ground adjacent to the Museum which is the property of the Ayrshire Metals Company, now AMP plc, who were then operating a factory there, and a lease was agreed.


Work began on the preparations for restoration, which included the removal of a concrete lining in her hold which had been keeping her watertight. In the mid-1990s the winding-up of Irvine Development Corporation and tightening of the NAC budgets caused funding of the Museum virtually to dry up, and all work ceased on the ship. The AMP lease was free for the first five years, by which time it had been expected that the hull would have been returned to the water, but when the period elapsed the rental became a swingeing £50,000 per annum. This the Museum was not in a position to pay, but as a liability it brought them close to bankruptcy. Hence the first application to demolish.


Its rejection left the Museum still teetering towards bankruptcy, small grants from NAC and the Scottish Executive keeping it just solvent. Attempts to resolve the AMP problem were unsuccessful. The ship’s financial situation was transformed, however, when Mike Edwards, a wealthy entrepreneur in the travel industry, appeared out of the blue and offered a donation of £400,000, ring-fenced to the ship, in return for an option whilst he investigated possibilities for her future.


Even with this money available it proved impossible to negotiate a settlement with AMP. Most of it remains untouched, the only significant expenditure having been to fit a membrane over the maindeck, poop and forecastle to render them watertight. This proved highly successful, and the interior was at last able to dry-out.


The Edwards investigation closed early in 2006. Thorough studies had shown that for the ship to be fully restored to go to sea, or to be a static exhibit afloat fully restored, virtually all of her fabric would have to be replaced at a cost in excess of £10m. This was not a viable proposition for Mr Edwards, who also recognised that such a restoration would have been unacceptable on conservation grounds. Groups in South Australia and Sunderland who had earlier expressed interest in the ship had made no progress and the Trustees did not envisage any other alternative. By that point, however, the AMP situation had become disastrous.

The present position
During 2005 the AMP lease expired. The company then forbade entry to their site, which they had abandoned, production being transferred out of Scotland. Requests to gain access were rejected, including determined efforts to persuade them by the BBC, who wished to film footage for a short documentary about the finding of the wreck in the Bristol Channel of the South Australian, the City of Adelaide’s ‘big sister’. So no-one has been onto the ground which surrounds the ship, let alone seen inside her, for well over a year.

The application
It is now clear that there is no possibility of the ship remaining where she is, and it is understood that AMP will permit removal provided a target date is fixed. Beyond whatever settlement is agreed for the outstanding rent heavy penalties would be imposed for late removal which would perhaps take the total costs beyond the remains of the £400,000 and bankrupt the Museum. The Trustees regard the uncertainties of a project to remove the ship by returning her to the water as such that the only course which would not risk bankruptcy would be to carry out a controlled demolition, in which archaeological information about the ship’s construction of scholarly interest would be obtained and parts retained for display at Irvine and other Museums. Hence the present application.

Reasons for rejection
An important point to be borne in mind is that no consent for the demolition of an A-Listed building has ever been submitted, let alone granted, in Scotland apart from these two, and the first to be accepted would be a worrying precedent to all with an interest in the built heritage. She would also be the first of the Core Collection to be lost. That she is of international, indeed world, significance, would make the precedents even more disturbing, as well as a disgrace to Scotland.

It must also be noted that planning law is such that the applicant has the option of appealing if a planning proposal is turned down, but the objectors do not if it is accepted. So it is important that there are as many objections as possible, as there may be only the one opportunity to protest.  NAC do not have the power to agree to demolition, but if they were ‘minded to accept’, as the Act says, the application would have to go via Historic Scotland to the Minister, who could either take a decision or call for a Reporter’s Inquiry. This makes strong objections even more important, as it is essential that, if the worst comes to the worst, the application is taken to the wire and arguments pro and con aired publicly at a dispassionate inquiry.

It is also to be noted that the Trustees have made application for a process which they may well not have the funds to carry out, indeed it is anticipated that an application may have to be made to the Heritage Lottery Fund. Demolition of so rare a heritage artifact would be a poor use of such funds. 

The Chairman of the Trustees has been quoted in the press as saying that it is better to give the ship a dignified ‘deconstruction’ rather than to see her rotting away. Such was no doubt said about the wooden-walled Foudroyant when she was depth-charged, with only her stern decoration to serve as a memorial, an action seen then and still as shameful. So also when the Portuguese took the Thermopylae out to sea and sank her. The Scottish Maritime Museum will lose both dignity and moral standing in the maritime heritage community by demolishing the ship, rather than applying pressure to a Government which has taken pride in the saving of a Concorde for the nationally-funded Museum of Flight but does not give adequate support to the Scottish industrial Museums, those of Fisheries and Mining as well as the Scottish Maritime Museum, which have to beg for grants which barely keep them solvent. Perhaps as memorials to those who worked in the now emasculated or vanished industries which were the bedrock of Scotland’s economy they are an embarrassment.

A viable alternative which has not been considered
The principal objection against demolition is that there is a practical alternative which has not been envisaged by the Trustees. Their decision is based on the thoroughly professional reports and studies carried out for Mike Edwards. Their conclusion that complete restoration afloat, even as a static exhibit, would, in the interests of public safety, require all but a tiny proportion of the historic material to be replaced, and would cost over £10m, was no surprise, but their, and now the Trustees’, perspective has been different from the pragmatic one of conserving the historic material by the best means possible. Those who, from their experience and studies of the ship, could have offered opinions on this have not been invited to contribute, and sadly can now only do so by objecting. Many of Scotland’s most historic listed structures are unrestored, and some are only partly accessible because of public safety, so why not the City of Adelaide?


Virtually all of the historic timbers and iron of the hull have survived. Its support, with the weight mainly distributed over the many timbers beneath her, places little or no reliance on the central part of the iron structure immediately above the keel, where there is a great deal of corrosion, much of the damage being long standing and some from the days of sail. The membrane over the decks enabled these areas, to which all leaks gravitate, to become bone dry, arresting, or at least greatly slowing down, their further deterioration. The lower part of the timbers, the keel in particular, is in much better condition than the Cutty Sark’s. There is no doubt that the fabric could survive in its present state for a very long time by being tidied-up internally and externally, given permanent supports and provided with a properly caulked upper deck to bring it to a state where public access was possible. This view is based on many hours spent studying the ship, visits to the Cutty Sark and engineering common sense.


The way forward which the Trustees have not envisaged is to dissect the hull into lengths which would then be moved on land and coupled together beside the Museum’s Linthouse building. The scheme has been discussed with the engineer who led the raising of the ship at Govan, her transference to Irvine, the building of the slipway and the slipping, achieving this against a tight programme and immutable budget. He regards it as feasible at a cost a fraction of that of complete restoration. The proposal would not preclude restoration above decks with relatively little loss of historic material at some time in the future, or the sections could also be transported by sea to elsewhere in the UK or overseas as deck cargo, a far easier and less expensive procedure than earlier ideas of re-floating and transporting the whole ship by barge or floating dock. Thus at a cost modest in relation to the £10m and more of complete restoration afloat the future of the historic fabric could be assured and all options other than presentation afloat kept open.


This possibility should lead to rejection of the application, causing both the Trustees and government to consider the very much reduced initial and ongoing costs of this approach relative to complete restoration. The arguments must, however, be supported by objections.

The application has been advertised and those who wish to make their views known should send them as a matter of urgency to:

Mr Tom Parish

Development Control

(Application 06/00488/LBC)

North Ayrshire Council

Cunninghame House

Irvine  KA12 8EE

Scotland
Alan Platt, 25 May 2006






