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1.0 PURPOSE  
   

1.1 The purpose of this report is to update the Committee on the proposal to carry out 
refurbishment work to the Victoria Tower to facilitate its use as a tourist attraction. 

 

   
2.0 SUMMARY  

   
2.1 At its meeting on the 24th September 2013 the Policy and Resources Committee 

approved an allocation of £150,000 to carry out works to the Victoria Tower and to allow 
public access as a tourist attraction. 

 

   
2.2 At its meeting of 31st October 2013 the Environment and Regeneration Committee 

approved the proposals and a modest charge to be levied to cover the cost of providing 
a guide for the groups accessing the tower. 

 

   
2.3 A feasibility study was carried out to investigate the extent of the work required and 

estimated the cost of the work. Two options were investigated, option one was to 
provide access to the very top of the Tower and option two was to provide access to the 
midway point. Funding has been provided for option two. 

 

   
2.4 A subsequent detailed Structural Report highlighted the loading limitations of the floors 

and resultant requirement of limited access by the public.  
 

   
2.5 A Fire Risk Assessment was carried out to determine the safe access and egress of the 

public and this confirmed that risk could be mitigated but not eliminated. The Design 
Team were unable to develop a method of safe evacuation of a comatose person. 

 

   
2.6 The Council has a statutory obligation to ensure the safety of visitors, employees and 

workmen. The Study concluded that the Council could not open the Tower to the public 
and satisfy its statutory obligation. The Tower should continue to have restricted access. 

 

   
3.0 RECOMMENDATIONS  

   
        3.1 That the Committee accept that public access to the Victoria Tower has inherent risks 

which are not acceptable to the Council and that the remaining funding of £127,000 is 
reallocated to the refurbishment of the District Courtroom. 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

   
  

Aubrey Fawcett 
Corporate Director 
Environment, Regeneration 
& Resources 



  

 

 
4.0 BACKGROUND  

   
4.1 Access to the Tower is gained from the balcony overlooking Cathcart Square on the 

fourth floor of the stair between Cathcart House and the Municipal Buildings. From 
here an enclosed concrete stair leads up the square section of the tower. It is narrow, 
has no handrail and is unlit. At each floor there is a room which is currently 
undeveloped but provides narrow windows with restricted viewing each side of the 
tower. This continues for 5 floors and then opens out into an open area where the 
interior of the tower can be seen. From here to the top of the tower a spiral staircase 
winds up. This was condemned as unsafe in approximately 2000 and has not been 
used since. A scaffolding tower has been built inside the tower to provide access for 
inspections and maintenance.  

 

   
4.2 The Victoria Tower was conceived to be taller than Glasgow City Chambers which 

illustrated the rivalry between the two towns. The structure cleverly used a diaphragm 
wall technique which also housed the access stair within the diaphragm. This did, 
however, limit the accessibility and so the Victoria Tower was poorly designed as a 
public access tower and poses health and safety issues with the access and egress 
route. The stairs are narrow, irregular, have no handrails and no lighting. In addition 
the intermediary floors were designed as structural bracing for the tower and not as 
load bearing floors for the public. It is estimated that the floors can safely support about 
five people and this is reflected in the subsequent Management Strategy. 

 

   
4.3 Discussions with Building Control confirmed that the Tower was not compliant primarily 

with regard to landings and stair risings and goings and the narrow width of the 
stairway. Full compliance is not necessary as long as there is a fire escape strategy 
which considers occupancy levels and escape periods from the top of the tower. 

 

   
4.4 A consultant fire engineer was appointed to provide specialist knowledge to the design 

team; they provided a fire risk assessment having discussed the constraints with 
Building Control, the Council’s Health and Safety Department and Scottish Fire and 
Rescue Services. A Fire Safety Strategy was developed which could mitigate the risk 
to the public. This could be achieved by controlled and managed access to the Tower 
as well as physical alterations to handrails and lighting etc. 

 

   
4.5 The risk of an emergency event was mitigated by the Management Plan but not 

eliminated. Consideration of emergency evacuation apparatus confirmed that should 
there be an incident, it would be impossible to evacuate a patient. The stairway is too 
narrow, too steep and has right angled bends that make it impossible to use a 
standard stretcher. Experiments with other types of evacuation apparatus proved 
fruitless.  

 

   
4.6 Each intermediary floor has been structurally assessed as poor and used for bracing 

the tower structure rather than for taking floor loads. It was considered that replacing 
the floors with something more substantial to allow more visitors to access the landings 
would provide an opportunity to introduce hatches for unimpeded vertical evacuation. 
This was considered too radical and could possibly jeopardise the structural integrity of 
the Tower. 

 

   
4.7 Evacuation from the mid floor windows proved to be impossible due to the narrow 

width of the windows. The viewing gallery windows are larger but at some considerable 
height from the ground and considered impractical to use as an escape route. 

 

   
4.8 The Design Team considered the Escape Strategy of the Wallace Monument in Stirling 

and the Scott Monument in Edinburgh, both formidable buildings to evacuate but which 
do have a Strategy. A visitor was recently air lifted using a Sea King helicopter from 
the balcony of the Wallace Monument. The architecture of the Victoria Tower restricts 

 



  

 

safe evacuation either upward or downward and there are no suitable egress 
points.  

   
4.9 There remains a problem of evacuation of any member of the public who, despite the 

management protocol, experiences an emergency event such as a seizure. The 
Design Team could not resolve the issue of emergency evacuation of an unconscious 
person. A fail-safe strategy could not be developed and therefore only mitigates the 
risk but does not eliminate the risk. 

 

   
4.10 The Council has a statutory obligation to ensure the safety of visitors, employees and 

workmen. The Study concluded that the Council could not open the Tower to the public 
and satisfy its statutory obligation. 

 

   
4.11 The Tower should continue to have restricted access.  

 
   

5.0 IMPLICATIONS  
   

5.1 Financial Implications – One off Costs 
An element of the £150,000 has been utilised to arrive at the position outlined in the 
report leaving £127,000 available.  
Cost 
Centre 

Budget 
Heading 

Budget 
Year 

Proposed 
Spend this 
Report 

Virement 
From 

Other Comments 

 
Earmarked 
Reserves 
 

District 
Court 
Project 

2016/17 
 

£127K 
 

n/a 
 

Transfers the 
remaining balance 
to the District Court 
project 

 

 

   
5.2 Financial Implications – Annually Recurring Costs/(Savings) 

 
Cost 
Centre 

Budget 
Heading 

With 
Effect 
from 

Annual Net 
Impact 

Virement 
From 

Other Comments 

Office 
accommod
ation 
 

Employee 
Costs 
 

2015/16 
 

(£5,000) 
 

n/a 
 

Reverses the 
decision of the 
Committee in 
October 2013 

Victoria 
Tower 

Income 
from tours 

2015/16 
 

£5,000 
 

n/a 
 

Reverses the 
decision of the 
Committee in 
October 2013 

 

 

   
6.0 CONSULTATION  

   
 Legal  
   

6.1 There are no legal issues arising from the content of this report and as such the Head 
of Legal and Property Services has not been consulted. 

 

   
 Human Resources  
   

6.2 There are no direct staffing implications in respect of the report and as such the Head 
of Organisational Development, HR and Communications has not been consulted. 
 

 

   



  

 

 Equalities  
   

6.3 There are no equalities implications in this report.  
   
 Repopulation  
   

6.4 There are no repopulation issues.  
   

7.0 LIST OF BACKGROUND PAPERS  
   

7.1 Victoria Tower Report on Tourist Attraction  September 2015 (Appendix 1 to this 
Report).  
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