Ferry workforce
ready to take
industrial action

RMT members at ferry operator
CalMac have voted for strike ac-
tion and action short of a strike,
according to the union.

The maritime union issued
ballot papers to hundreds of its
members last month in a dispute
over jobs, pensions and working
conditions.

Members voted by 92% for
strike action and by 98% for ac-
tion short of a strike in a turnout
of 60%, the union confirmed.

Overall, 55% of the total num-
ber eligible to vote backed strike
action and 58% of the total eligi-
ble voted for action short of a
strike.

The RMT said the industrial
relationship with CalMac on the
Clyde and Hebrides network has
“deteriorated” in recent months.

No fears about
housing target,
says Minister

COMMUNITIES
Minister Alex
Neil has dis-
missed a warning
by Scotland’s for-
mer spending
watchdog that
there is a “growing housing cri-
sis” in Scotland.

A report by the Commission
on Housing and Wellbeing states
that there are over 150,000
households on social housing
waiting lists, nearly a million in
fuel poverty, 60,000 in over-
crowded accommodation and
ownership is an “unachievable
pipedream” for many.

Mr Neil said that the Scottish
Government will exceed its tar-
get of 30,000 new homes by 2016.

Scottish deaths
at highest level
for 15 years

DEATHS in Scotland were at
their highest level in 15 years in
the first quarter of this year, ac-
cording to new figures.

There were 16,521 deaths reg-
istered in the first three months
of this year, 18.4 per cent more
than in the same period of 2014,
statistics from the National Re-
cords of Scotland show.

This was the highest number
of first-quarter deaths since
2000, although levels remain sub-
stantially lower than those seen
in the 1980s, the Scottish Gov-
ernment said.

The main drivers of the in-
crease were deaths from respira-

tory diseases and circulatory
dicracec
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‘don’t know

By VICTORIA BRENAN
Senior Reporter

NCE regarded as
one of the finest,
architecturally

impressive buildings in
Glasgow, the Egyptian
Halls is now a sad and
forlorn sight.

Covered in a shroud that
hints at its former glory, the
142-year-old Grade A-listed
building, which has stood
empty for 30 years, is
propped up and on its last
legs.

Its owners were dealt an-
other blow this month with
the refusal of a £5m lottery
bid they had hoped could
kick-start a long-overdue ren-
ovation for the Union Street
giant designed by Alexander
‘Greek’ Thomson.

They warn time is running
out for the three-storey site,
which was granted permis-
sion to become a 114-bed-
room hotel in 2012.

The entrance, at 92 Union
Street, is unremarkable and
gives no hint of any of the
faded - and failing - gran-
deur inside.

As co-owner Derek Souter
lifts up the grill and opens
the door, a dimly-lit staircase
is visible behind.

The electricity has long
since been switched off and
the only light is a shaft from

how long the
Egyptian
Halls canlast’

Co-owner Derek Souter outside the Egyptian Halls in Union Street

the open door. “We’ve met
with so many people from
Glasgow City Council over the
years in discussions about
this,” the Dundee-based busi-
nessman says. “At last count it
was 64.”

Up the flight of stairs we
step into a former Chinese res-
taurant on the first floor. The
room still bears traces of its
oriental heritage, with patches
of red flocked wallpaper and
mirrored columns.

Piles of masonry and stones
are dotted around the dark
room but the structure itself
remains fairly solid.

“The hoarding we put up in
2006 has helped dry the build-

ing out,” Mr Souter, of Union
Street Properties, explains.
“The rear wall needs replac-
ing, and the roof, but it’s dry.”

Mr Souter, together with in-
vestors Kelvin Kerr and his
brother Duncan Souter,
bought the first two shop units
in 1998 and others in 1990 and
2005. Half of the top floors fol-
lowed in 2005 and the others
three years later.

For a series of reasons, in-
cluding funding failures, a
‘flawed’ compulsory purchase
order and the recession, the
project has not progressed.

The owners want the city
council to help them find some
of the £20m needed to trans-

form the building into “one of
the best-looking hotels in the
UK”. Investors for the hotel
have already been lined up but
repairs to the building need to
be partly paid for by those in
the ground-floor units, Mr
Souter says, which adds
complications.

His long-term plan is to turn
the ground-floor units into
bars and restaurants, reinstat-
ing some of the hidden Thom-
son columns and ceilings
which are hidden behind sus-
pended ceilings at the
moment.

“You've got a treasure trove
of Thomson architecture
there,” he says, pointing up-
wards. “The bars and restau-
rants would look incredible.”

We have had so

many discussions
about this - at the
last count it was 64

He also envisages knocking
down the NCP car park at the
back of the halls, creating a
thoroughfare from Central
Station. “Union Street has had
nothing done to it for years,”
he adds. “People need to look
at the long-term plan and not
be short-sighted.”

Up the stairs again and
we’re on the second floor,
home to a former tax training
office. Signs are still clear on
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Despite a shabby appearance,

the walls, indicating former
classrooms, a reception area
and tutors room.

The second floor is much
lighter and sunlight streams
through, highlighting the peel-
ing paint, timber frames
which have rotted away in
places, and further piles of
masonry on the floor.

Mr Souter says water has
penetrated narrow columns
higher up, causing intricate
stone carvings on top to col-
lapse. They lie in a heap in a
corner on the second floor,
together with bags containing
masonry that has fallen down.

He says the hoarding has
saved the public from poten-
tially serious accidents, with
eight lumps tumbling down in
the past year.

“It's impossible to say how
long the building will last,” he
says. “We have asked for a

the interior of the Egyptian Halls is still structurally sound and could allow conversion into a 114-bedroom hotel

meeting with the council to
discuss a way forward. We
need to deal with the long-
term prospects for Union
Street and Egyptian Halls and
marry them together.”

It’s been a long time since
the Halls last saw any signs of
life and Mr Souter is hopeful
it will again. “It needs to move
forward - whether it's demoli-
tion or refurbishment,” he
says. “If you put 17 years of
your life into preserving some-
thing, you don’t want that to
fail. We love the building.”

The spokesman said the
city council had been in-
volved with discussions about
the future of the halls for a
number of years and would be
available for further discus-
sions. He said: ““Hopefully a
solution will be found at some
point to fully redevelop the
Egyptian Halls.”

NOBODY KNOWS GLASGOW BETTER

IS RUNNING OUT FOR THE BUILDING

Union says ‘pay
test’ isaninsult

Homelessness
workers reject
council’s offer

By RACHEL LOXTON

STRIKING homelessness
workers have rejected a pay
deal from the council.

Trades union Unison
branded the offer by Glas-
gow City Council to give 70
homelessness case workers
a wage rise by increasing
their pay grade on the con-
dition they pass a compe-
tency test an “insult”.

The staff have been on
strike for nearly 12 weeks
in the dispute over their
pay grade.

The homelessness case
workers argue that they do
a job equivalent to case
workers in other depart-
ments who are on a higher
pay grade, taking home
£5000 a year more.

A spokesman for the
council said “We are bit-
terly disappointed that Uni-

son has rejected this fantas-
tic opportunity for their
members to gain a pay rise
in excess of £5000 and ad-
vance their careers.

“The offer was open to
all of the striking casework-
ers and was subject only to
those staff demonstrating
their competence at the
new grade.”

However Unison conven-
er Ian Leech said there was
an issue of distrust be-

Our members

feel the
council is trying
to divide them

tween the strikers and the
staff.

Mr Leech said the com-
petency test was under-
stood to be an interview.

He said: “The workers
have already displayed
their competence so to of-
fer them an interview after
nearly 12 weeks of striking
is a bit of an insult.

“We had a discussion

about that proposal and the
staff said they didn’t want
to hear anymore.

“Our members feel the
council is trying to divide
them with this offer.”

Mr Leech said the strike
was “solid” and members
would continue to fight for
a pay grade increase.

The city council spokes-
man added that bosses
wanted to make sure staff
were at the level Unison
says they are.

He said: “Unison say
their members are already
doing a job that merits a
grade 6 salary and we sim-
ply wish to ensure that all
staff are able to work at
that level. We have already
agreed with Unison that in
the long term the number
of caseworkers working at
the grade 6 level should be
54 members of staff.

“Recent discussions have
been about how we move
towards that figure as well
as support we would pro-
vide for staff looking to
move up a grade.”




