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The rebirth of Bilbao

This former industrial city has transformed itself into a vibrant open-air art
gallery, and in doing so, it has been awarded the inaugural Lee Kuan Yew
World City Prize

05:55 AM Jun 26, 2010
by Paul Gilfeather in Bilbao gilfeather@mediacorp.com.s

The Spanish city of Bilbao, which has been transformed from an industrial wasteland intc
one of Europe's top tourist destinations, wiil be recognised in Singapore on Tuesday. The
Mayor behind this incredible metamorphoses shares how his city scooped the inaugural L
Kuan Yew World City Prize, dubbed the "Nobel Prize" for cities.

Bilbao Mayor Inaki Azkuna is an old-school political street-fighter who has led his city for
the past 11 years.

Dapper with a neatly-trimmed moustache, the 67-year-old former hospital doctor choose
his words carefully and methodically, a trait prevalent in many top politicians used to
making their case before seemingly immovable opposition.

Indeed, every step of Bilbao's revival has been a political battle for Senor Azkuna. The
Guggenheim museum, one of the major turning points in the city's journey from urban
eye-sore to centre of culture and beauty, was one of his first.

Still a health minister in the Basque government at the time, he was involved in the
struggle to have the world-famous museum franchise built in his city. The remarkable
titanium structure now stands as a monument to Bilbao's "miraculous" transformation.

In an exclusive interview with Today ahead of his visit to Singapore this week, he
explained: "When Paris and Venice turned down the chance to house the Guggenheim, w
were given an incredible opportunity.

"But people said: "This is how you plan to get us out of recession? You want to waste
money on a museum?'

"Of course, the master stroke was getting Frank Gehry to design the building. And when
the people saw the beauty of his titanium structure they realised we were right."

He added: "I have to admit that every step of the way in rebuilding Bilbao, we have face
opposition. It goes on even now, political and public opposition. I want to make that clea

DEJA VU OF A CRISIS

A major seaport and industrial centre with a population of about 350,000, Bilbao - at
barely 41 square kilometres, or one-seventeenth the size of Singapore - is the largest cit
in the autonomous Basque Country.

The 19th century industrial revolution saw the city grow rich from mining, steel and
shipbuilding.

In 1983, heavy floods devastated the city and dozens perished. The old town - Casca Vie
- was hit particularly bad.

When I meet the Mayor and his team in the imposing 19th century building which house:
City Hall, he is holding a crisis cabinet meeting following two days of major rain fall, Thei
is a fear the river which snakes through the city might burst its banks within hours,
triggering a repeat of the disaster 27 years ago.
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and tram system to travel from area to area.

This means that when you walk around the city there is a wonderful sense of space, so
much so that you wonder if you have arrived during a local holiday.

IMPQOSSIBLE NOT TO FALL IN LOVE

Other new landmarks include the Santiago Calatrava-designed Zubizuri Bridge and the
Euskalduna Conference Centre, also on the riverside replacing a run-down railway track.

The buildings, bridges and other landmarks scattered around Bilbao take your breath
away, and it is impossible not to fall in love with the city.

Huge efforts - not to mention sums of money - have also been invested in restoring
Bilbao's most historic buildings. From medieval plazas to 19th-century theatres, to outdc
street markets dating back 500 years, old Bilbaoc has been returned to its former glory tc
sit seamlessly alongside the new generation of buildings.

This is City Hall at its most potent, and it is impressive. Senor Azkuna is a man on a
mission: Having created a world-beating environment for Bilbao's residents, it is clear he
creating a city which he wants people from all over the world to enjoy.

"What does it all mean? It means we have created a cultural capital and a quality of life
which has improved beyond anything we could have imagined 20 years ago,” he says.

"Winning the World City Prize has been wonderful for us and validates what we have don
and what we will do in the future.”

The writer is principal correspondent at Today.
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