A Review article in Liberator covered my thoughts on two books and what they tell us about the revival of the Northern towns and cities in England in the first decade of the 21st Century. This longer piece includes my background analysis of the renewal of the English cities, particularly the Northern ones. Two very different books provide a snapshot of northern life at the peak of the renewal: the comic travelogue Pies and Prejudice, by Stuart Maconie, and academic report Whose Town is it Anyway? on local democracy and community engagement comparing Harrogate and Burnley, by Stuart Wilks-Heeg and Steve Clayton. This article omits Scotland because my knowledge is limited. The impressive development of Glasgow, albeit still with huge social problems in areas, is well documented and was copied by Liverpool. Arguably Edinburgh has always been a jewel, but like Cardiff has benefited greatly from the huge influx of public money, extra attention and status, lobby groups and campaign groups that devolution has brought. Cardiff has had a vibrant Welsh cultural revival as well as enhanced political influence so has made up more distance. Belfast too has benefited greatly turning itself into a modern European city, though a minority still want to turn the clock back there. A look at the great European or American cities should show them what a tolerant inclusive life for people they will be missing out on if they do.
Northern Renaissance in the early 21st Century.

The decade from 1995 to 2005 should be seen as the golden renaissance of life in the British cities. The excellent competition for the European Capital of Culture title for 2008 convinced me of this, showcasing as it did the very best of many of the UK’s biggest cities plus a few smaller but still enthusiastic challengers. Newcastle, Liverpool, Birmingham, Belfast were exceptional. The competition in 2002 – 2003 showed how the post-industrial towns and cities were contributing with renewed confidence to the vitality of the country. The magnanimous poem from Birmingham’s Poet Laureate at the time, Julie Boden, summed up a confidence shared in the industrial cities outside the South East:

“Today there is no need to stop the clocks,

to stop the dog from chewing on his bone –

may Liverpool find laughter in its docks,

This Birmingham was not built of cold stone”

For me Nottingham, Birmingham and Cardiff have become favourite places to visit. The mix of local people and incomers, students, young professionals, the music scene make vibrant cities. Each much nicer than you might expect, Nottingham particularly green with great pubs and eating places and surprisingly good publicly run public services. Cardiff and Birmingham with new and planned city libraries carrying on the work started by Victorian forebears (this time public private partnerships showing that these can work; Bournemouth an earlier example). Bristol too has surged ahead with its resurgent waterfront and confidence built on history and position as a regional capital, although without as much public or consultancy money as Cardiff or Belfast gain due to having assemblies there.

Nowhere though has the revival been greater than the Northern Revival of the great industrial and commercial cities – Leeds and Sheffield, Manchester and Liverpool and Newcastle. The people who live in the cities should see this themselves, visitors who have been away ten years can, those who have been away twenty saw cities at their worst ebb and now recovered, those who have the nostalgic image of the ‘60s or a rose tinted view before middle class flight and jobs disappeared in the 70s may not recognise the changes and not know how far the cities fell in the dark days that reached confrontation between Trotskyite Militant Tendency regimes and the harsh ideology of Mrs. Thatcher’s monetarist juggernaut. To be fair, while the Labour Government has done things differently, the revival had started under the Conservatives, after a few false dawns, and was initially led by local government under Labour bankrolled by European Union investment. I was an early supporter of rapprochement between Liverpool and Manchester, speaking to our group in Manchester about how we won in Liverpool (as former cllr., young John Leech MP for Withington remembers). John Prescott promoted the rapprochement agenda for the benefit of the whole North West and therefore the country. The LGA, Liberal Democrat local government leaders like Richard Kemp, and local authorities with strong Lib Dem influence (Oldham and Liverpool and Rochdale) lobbied for the investment in housing but this was also supported by Labour authorities and the likes of Peter Kilfoyle. What is known as John Prescott’s Housing Market Renewal Initiative will be remembered for housing being demolished – detractors forget how bad the situation was and that the programme has improved areas by both refurbishment and new building as well as demolition. Supporters on the other hand did not tackle the problem of a public programme that was set in motion and then bulldozed along the same track by civil servants, quangos and local authorities without taking improvements and changing economic circumstances into account.

Recession has slowed a lot of the development in the cities. There are swathes of empty ‘luxury flats’ but a few developers continue on with projects and planners continue to approve more luxury and premium student accommodation seemingly oblivious. This writer believes that the renewal has been so strong that the recession will only temporarily slow the improvements in the cities, the improved public services, improved infrastructure, improved amenities for the growing population and the sense of renewed community confidence in all but the worst areas. The impetus from people moving into, back to or staying in the cities giving such momentum that it should withstand the recession. Manchester and Leeds have their skyscrapers. Liverpool is following them both with new museums and galleries too. The new shopping district (Liverpool One) or Arena and Convention Centre on the waterfront are not the amazing public buildings of our Victorian forefathers but people have a genuine sense of pride in facilities that they wanted and the city needed. A Tesco has replaced a pub on every corner but so far the economic turbulence appears not to have stopped spending at the new city facilities despite the fact that every city (Bristol, Birmingham for instance) is doing or has done the same. The new shopping centres are still largely buzzing – Liverpool One, Cabot Circus, St. David’s Two (Cardiff) and their predecessors like the new Bullring in Birmingham. This is not about brash commercialism but about city region pride and confidence. Yes there is a lot of hardship and failed or struggling businesses and unemployment but in the centres outside the malls and in the high streets and shopping precincts the independents are also being strongly supported to survive and hopefully thrive.
Northern Life in the early 21st Century.

Two very different books provide a snapshot of northern life at the peak of its renewal in the mid ’000s: the comic travelogue Pies and Prejudice, and academic report Whose Town is it Anyway? on local democracy and community engagement comparing Harrogate and Burnley.
Pies and Prejudice: In Search of the North by Stuart Maconie (Ebury, 2008) £6.99.

I bought Pies and Prejudice because of the great title and the Doctor Who quote in the inside pages “If you’re an alien, how come you sound like you come from the north?” says Billie Piper to Christopher Eccleston (the brilliant new Doctor Who who let down the fans but relaunched the great series). I was nearly put off by Maconie’s endorsement of Greggs the bakers; not the worst Northern bakery chain but a sad introduction that is a poor comparison to the great pie shops of Wigan and most towns in Lancashire. Maconie does not hide that he is a successful journalist and broadcaster, unlike many ‘ordinary’ writers on debut books. In fact this book followed Cider with Roadies and has been followed by the one reviewed by Mark Smulian in Liberator 334. Maconie travelled by train, benefitting from the improvements to the West Coast Main Line and Virgin’s Pendolinos, but the journeys will become better after Lord (Andrew) Adonis’ train rides have shown the need for improvement and a Transport Minister who seems to believe in investment in public transport.
Maconie visits and writes about Crewe (a town I think is underrated but no one from there ever agrees). I didn’t know that Scouse comedian Alexi Sayle had also written about the town. Gwyneth Dunwoody MP gets a mention, one of the few direct references to current  politics in the north, although the text is littered with references to current events and including modern political figures. Maconie writes about history, industrial history (he knows his stuff) and industry, about rugby, about football (over much), about Warrington (both Roy Jenkins and Menzies Campbell get mentions!), about music – of course paying homage to Liverpool. He accurately analyses how Boris Johnson got into such trouble for making serious points describing Liverpool sentimentality in an insensitive and silly way. That’s Boris! Pies and Prejudice is a funny and perceptive book. His chapter on Liverpool an accurate portrait of the city in 2006 like but more detailed than Bill Bryson’s a decade earlier and full of popular culture references (Ian McNabb of band the Icicle Works even gets a mention). He affectionately captures the complexity and ambition of Manchester (but doesn’t find the excellent New Oxford in Salford). I didn’t know about the origin of black pudding, or the fabulous delicatessen in Bury market. There are mistakes in the book but they are probably for artistic licence (ignoring the fact the North is full of Conservative Clubs and listing working men’s clubs as at an end). Political activists and local councillors will be upset that their efforts get no recognition at all. They can at least take a share of the credit for the revival of Northern towns and cities (and villages) but they are largely invisible in this treatment. Cumbria, Pennine Lancashire (invented by Tony Wilson), Oldham, Hebden Bridge, Durham all get mentions. Newcastle merits significant treatment but it should be more upbeat. Oldham and Burnley are portrayed in need of a lot more regeneration, a little more has probably started. Their race problems are briefly explored. Harrogate described as the Brighton of the North. It is the contrasting towns of Harrogate and Burnley that are the subject for Wilks-Heeg and Clayton.
Whose Town is it Anyway? The State of Local Democracy in Two Northern Towns (Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, York, 2006) £15. Stuart Wilks-Heeg and Steve Clayton.
Stuart Wilks-Heeg and Steve Clayton, both of Department of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Studies at the University of Liverpool, undertook a research project funded by the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust. Wilks-Heeg published recently about the growth of the BNP in local elections, before their European Election successes. ALDC had been charting this for quite a few years and Liberal Democrats in the North particularly effective in stopping them. For a while we had held back the BNP in Padiham on the outskirts of Burnley. A pleasant little town in need of investment where resentment at decline (a phenonema of the ’80s in most Northern towns and cities) and lack of investment led to the usual blaming of ‘immigrants’ elsewhere getting the investment and hence protest vote for the BNP. Clearly the BNP have continued to capitalise on genuine discontent by some residents.
It isn’t news to local government activists, community activists or MPs about the proliferation of non-elected bodies and government targets. It is useful that this is properly studied and recorded. The authors note that “the relationship between service providers and citizens at the local level now constitutes a complex mix of four distinct forms of local democracy: representative (voting), user (accountability of services to users), consultative (surveys, focus groups) and participatory (community involvement).” They carried out an impressive series of interviews and did a great deal of spadework in mapping local democracy – in effect mapping civic activity in a broader sense. Key questions considered were ‘which agencies do what?’, ‘how are they accountable?’ and ‘how much of a say do local residents have in relation to these decisions?’. The details about the two towns will be of local interest and the treatment of local government reform of most interest to political analysts and anoraks. However they cover big questions such as the need for local autonomy and what the role is for elected representatives – councillors, MPs and parish councillors.
The report highlights truths well known to those concerned with local democracy but also some shocking statistics that may be new. All are worth reprising but I mention just some examples here.

“only 5 per cent of public spending in Burnley and Harrogate is controlled by each of the district councils. Despite this, many people see ‘The Council’ (i.e. the district council) as the main local agency.”

“Over 30 different organisations, many of them unelected ‘quangos,’ have some role in governing Burnley and Harrogate”

“The average district councillor spends up to 400 hours a year on constituency work”

The authors say that the “plethora of consultation and engagement processes is inherently flawed” because “Citizens’ expectations are raised, while the capacity of local agencies to respond is tightly restricted.” Faith groups are highlighted in both towns, as “a core form of local civic activism.”

The quotes here are all taken for convenience from the detailed project website:

<http://www.liv.ac.uk/ssp/research/State_of_Local_Democracy.htm>

It is probably no surprise that in affluent articulate Harrogate far more local residents feel able to influence decisions (although still only a quarter), this may reflect having a Lib Dem Council and MP! It will not be a surprise to city or rural activists that “The party system in Burnley and Harrogate is effectively kept going by just 100 people in each district.” Councillors (at the time of the report certainly) in Burnley were paid a very low basic allowance compared with unitary Metropolitan authorities. Unlike a lot of reports by sociologists this one is not wrapped up with pretending to be science or a blanket of political views dressed up as independent ‘research’. The authors make obvious political points grounded in the urgent concerns of this decade, many of them will chime with Liberals. They highlight the limits to consumerist approaches to participation and some (though no doubt selective) comparisons with how things are done better in other European countries. The increased potential role for parish and town councils and the local press are key positive conclusions. So is engagement at neighbourhood level, pioneered by Liberal Democrats in Tower Hamlets, Sutton, Oldham and Liverpool and supported by the Government in the last decade. On the other hand ‘New’ Labour continuous reform from the centre is criticised, just as it can be in policing and education. Readers can read the 11 recommendations themselves and will probably agree with most if not all. I disagree that public money should be found to “enhance[e] the resources available to local parties to support campaigning.” The recent media, Tory and Taxpayers’ Alliance criticism of levies by parties on local councillors is entirely misplaced. Councillors are elected as candidates of parties because they stand with the support of those parties. They gain, usually, a significant amount of part time pay for a job where they are now better remunerated than ever before. The least they should do is put something back to support their party organisation. On the other hand the idea of local public buildings as ‘little icons’ of revival in a community is a really interesting one. Will Alsop’s Peckham library is mentioned, I would give the Anfield Regeneration office in an old County Police Station in the shadow of LFC’s ground as one and the community Anfield Breckside Community Council space in a nearby church crypt as an even more important example.
Conclusion.

That the BBC recently released ‘Our Friends in the North’ which charted the decline and beginning of the rise may be more to do with the people who watched it in the early ’90s now having the money to buy DVD box sets. (The cult Scottish music comedy ‘Tutti Fruity’ was released at the same time). The epic northern drama showcased the new music of OASIS and Blur with the raw power and glamour of Britpop. New Labour and Tony Blair did not claim Britpop. The media threw Britpop on them to later knock their fashion culture pretensions down. Ironically the episode is now reported as if it were fact by the starry eyed types who saw a new dawn in 1997 and now nearly all say they were never ‘New Labour’. More reliable as historical observation is the commentator without party political agenda. The prophet and travelling minstrel Bill Bryson who shamed Liverpool into action over its festival of litter becoming a national leader as head of the CPRE joining the likes of Tony Robinson of Time Team, Stephen Fry and James Naughtie in the ‘national treasure’ role. I don’t expect Stuart Maconie to do that, particularly if he plays to the populist Daily Mirror gallery, but his journey ‘In Search of the North’ should be a welcome source for future sociologists and historians in centuries to come, as well as people who like to read funny books. The snapshot by Wilks-Heeg and Clayton is not ‘Rural Rides’ and nor is it a best seller, but hopefully it will chart local democracy and two towns moving into an era of greater success and prosperity rather than marking a temporary high point in northern life.
