Aberdeen’s Resident X closure highlights urgent need for fresh urban revitalisation strategies
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The recent closure of Resident X, a high-profile street-food market in Aberdeen, has raised questions about the viability of similar ventures in city centres amid changing consumer behaviours. Opened in 2022 and funded by a £1.3 million loan from taxpayers, the venue was promoted by local councillors as a key element in the revitalisation of the city centre, aiming to attract social media influencers and food enthusiasts. However, it has come under scrutiny for its sustainability and business model.
Investigations into the operational management of Resident X reveal significant shortcomings, highlighting not just the issues inherent to that specific business, but also broader trends affecting Aberdeen and many of Scotland's urban areas. Despite its initial appeal as a destination designed for the “Instagram generation”, the concept has been described as overly optimistic, as the actual demand for such a niche venue turned out to be grossly overestimated. As the company behind Resident X has now been dissolved, the prospects of recouping the taxpayer-backed loan appear bleak.
The failure of Resident X is reflective of wider challenges faced by city centres in Scotland, including a general decline attributed to factors such as an increase in remote working and a rise in online retail. Many city centres, including Aberdeen, Edinburgh, and Glasgow, are witnessing a significant number of empty storefronts and a struggling hospitality sector, exacerbated by the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. In Edinburgh, Princes Street is marred by vacancies, while Glasgow's city centre has recently drawn national attention for its deteriorating state.
The transformation of urban landscapes has occurred rapidly, leading to calls for innovative strategies to rejuvenate these areas. For instance, the ongoing refurbishment of Union Street is intended to create a pedestrian-friendly environment in Aberdeen, aiming to bolster foot traffic and attract visitors. Furthermore, the council is pursuing a £50 million project to enhance the beachfront, which is being described as a potential “world-class” attraction.
However, there are concerns about the effectiveness of these redevelopment efforts. Critics argue that enhancements to the city’s layout may not significantly impact its economic prospects if there are insufficient attractions or activities to encourage people to visit. The challenge of appealing to both tourists and locals remains substantial, particularly in light of the city’s economic struggles, which include the loss of approximately 20,000 jobs in the oil and gas sector. This downturn has left previously sought-after retail spaces vacant, contributing to a negative outlook in economic forecasts for Aberdeen relative to other UK cities.
Euan McColm, a columnist for several Scottish publications, articulates the necessity for imaginative and radical thinking regarding urban planning and infrastructure utilisation in cities like Aberdeen. He poses the question of how the local council can adapt existing properties to better serve current needs, particularly in addressing the housing crisis faced by young professionals in the area. This suggests a potential pivot from commercial to residential use as part of a broader strategy for urban revitalisation.
As city officials continue to seek solutions to revitalise urban centres, the situation within Aberdeen remains a poignant illustration of the wider issues confronting Scotland’s cities. The challenges posed by changing consumer habits and the enduring impact of the pandemic necessitate a re-evaluation of both infrastructure and urban services to meet the evolving needs of residents and visitors alike.
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