What went wrong in Liverpool?
Liverpool was the Liberal Democrats’ flagship Council for a decade. This year the LDs lost five seats and nearly lost overall control. In 1998 Kiron Reid co-wrote with Richard Clein the article on how the Liberal Democrats won in Liverpool. Ten years on the then winning councillor, now retired from local politics, writes about what went wrong.

The Liberal Democrats lost ground in Liverpool for four reasons. They appeared to be out of touch with what needed doing in the city but rather were concerned with town hall matters; they did not accept that they were making mistakes and needed to put them right; they’d been in power ten years and the public wanted a change; and unintelligent or ill informed public simply believed Labour’s mantra that everything good in the city was down to the Government and that everything bad was the fault of the Council. This latter ignored the huge improvements in all areas of the city obvious in minutes if anyone stopped to think about it that the Council had largely facilitated and the fact that the Labour MPs do next to nothing specifically for Liverpool.
Most telling of all though was that the Liberal Democrat Council was being absolutely pilloried by the press and by Labour for exactly the things that we had destroyed Labour over, ten years ago, but the Group and Cabinet seemed unable to admit that anything was going wrong and needed changing. Major blunders, financial mismanagement, the worst Council in the country (awarded one star by the Audit Commission), being split - deselections and defections, being out of touch. Most of this was not true at all but the perception very nearly became a self-fulfilling prophecy of defeat. This wasn’t helped by prominent city Lib Dems and some outside in the party, talking up Liverpool’s chances of losing this year. Those inside did it because they wanted more internal and external help; those outside did it either to ‘put Liverpool down’ or to encourage Liverpool to do more work, but the talk probably led to more emphasis on desperate defence of Council seats rather than rational evaluation of what needed to be done to put the problems right and thus win the public over. As it is disaster was only averted by a very good election campaign with lots of support from the national party and high quality literature, though this couldn’t turn the tide against a public swing to Labour, a Labour onslaught with huge national and regional Labour resources (money and people ploughed in to try and win Liverpool), and a backlash if our councillors had been lazy.
Last minute deal.

The Liberal Democrats were never likely to lose Liverpool this year but would probably lose seats and lose control to Labour at the elections following in two years without a turn around in the interim. As it is they held on to a majority this year (our Capital of Culture year) with a last minute endorsement by a former Labour councillor, Nadia Stewart. A perfectly pleasant woman who was victimised by Labour for being friendly to Liberal Democrats and working with her Lib Dem ward colleague on local issues. However she is a socialist (from a well known Socialist family) not a Liberal and the Council position is very precarious unless the Lib Dems stick together and a long term deal is struck either with minority parties or the Opposition for the good of the City.

Failure to recognise problems.

I retired as a city councillor in May last year, when my seat of Anfield was successfully held. However the Liberal Democrats lost several seats then that they had won in most of the previous ten years. At the recent Party Conference in Liverpool I spent most of my time talking to representatives from all round the country about the situation in Liverpool and what was going wrong. I probably spent more time than anyone answering questions about the situation in Liverpool and giving straight answers. The Lib Dem Council was resting on its laurels far too much – lauding in the admiration of its great achievements in turning the city round and being the most successful Lib Dem party in the country and failing to acknowledge that while half of all the big projects and schemes were going right that half were going wrong. The Liberal Democrat group appeared to believe that all criticism was simply untrue made up by the Labour Party in Liverpool / the New Labour apologist MPs or the media; half of it was made up and untrue but half of it was fair and had the administration accepted that and made plain it would put the problems right the public might have had more confidence. At the same time the Liberals in Liverpool have always been insular.

Insularity.

I went all round the region doing stuff when we won, helping in regional and Chris Davies initiatives (against the BNP in particular and to develop the party in black holes) – talking at places like Manchester and Bury and at ALDC about how we won and what we were doing. Mike Storey did it (at least after being persuaded, probably by Chris Rennard, to go to the Conferences), Richard Kemp did it (usually promoting the party, though also promoting himself, Flo Clucas the same, both brilliant speakers), half a dozen colleagues would go to conference or to by-elections, they would interact with our friends and fellow councillors elsewhere. More recently Colin Eldridge as new Wavertree Parliamentary candidate joined in this work and like me earlier encouraged new members and supporters to come outside. The lack of interaction by the vast bulk of Liverpool councillors including half the Cabinet with any influence outside of Liverpool meant sure that they were out of touch with best practice and recent developments from other authorities and continued to believe that Liverpool was the best at what it was doing when best practice had moved on and we had been left behind. The environment was continually the weakest area but there were plenty of other examples too.
 Only after Warren Bradley took control was anyone from ALDC asked to come and speak to the group – and that at an away day where half of the Group failed to turn up. It was at a location outside the city but it showed that too many councillors were content to get their allowances and watch their own wards but not put the work in to ensure an administration did the job for the city and won the elections that enabled us to do that.
Lack of councillors putting our case.

That was symptomatic of my whole time as a councillor – far too few of my colleagues ever batted for their side, half of the Cabinet and most of the back benchers never joined in putting the case for the administration or for Council policy. Often I would disagree with Council policy and I would make that clear but I would always explain it. I was delighted to be retired and no longer have to stick up for or explain failed policies – such as constantly pursuing the same big Government backed regeneration schemes or big private sector developments that were unsuccessful or not needed but pursued just because they were the policy we had set officers loose on and no one in charge instructed them and lobbied with Government to turn the polices around if they weren’t working. This applied in housing and regeneration and a few other areas.
Obviously many local councillors are not political or party political but it was constantly frustrating at how such a large group could have such a low profile in the media in terms of the day to day work being done to improve every area of the city. Untrue or half true Labour attacks in Council or media and Labour attacks in the press would go unanswered because most of the group did not join the Leader, handful of Cabinet members and myself and only one or two other backbenchers in trying to get good coverage. Many tried once or twice and then gave up dispirited but that isn’t good enough. Of the Select and Area / Neighbourhood Committee Chairs Eddie Clein and Richard Roberts were two of the handful who actually promoted the work they were doing. Councils obviously are about local politics but the lack of wider political interest and the parochial nature of Liverpool politics was a disappointment as someone who got into politics because I was interested in the big political issues. Sometimes this led to strategic mistakes.
Condoleeza Rice visit.

When Condoleeza Rice was invited to the North West by Jack Straw she stayed in Liverpool and visited Liverpool and Blackburn. Liverpool Liberal Democrats should have led the opposition to this visit. Warren Bradley had work commitments which he declined to cancel to meet Rice and a letter of protest was delivered on his behalf. However some senior Liberal Democrats including our Europe expert, Flo Clucas, did meet Rice. They made their opposition to the Iraq War clear but this still enabled Jack Straw to present the visit as an all-party visit. A pr and political blunder for us. I turned down my invitation to meet a genuine World statesperson, and made clear I would and did join the protests in the crowds outside the Philharmonic Hall. Most Lib Dems stayed away but only half a dozen of a group of about 60 supported the actual protest. The chance to have political leadership in a city where we were supposed to be the political leaders was lost.

Another example is Liverpool’s international links and identity. Liverpool is twinned with Cologne and other cities but there is little publicity or work about links through the Council system. Civic events and visits and receptions do take place and there is work with schools but very low profile. At the same time a Lib Dem administration in Liverpool showed just as much reluctance as colleagues elsewhere to emphasise our pro-European stance (with individual exceptions). Liverpool did nothing to mark the accession of new EU countries and there was little work with immigrants from new EU countries. I put down a motion welcoming Polish immigrants to the city, supported by Cllr. Laurence Sidorczuk (of Liverpool Polish stock) which was unanimously supported by all parties. Overall though Liverpool has missed an opportunity to promote its outward looking international nature. The city has gone through bad times and many people focus on the problems that affect themselves. That is understandable and necessary but the self-absorption would be balanced by more work with other countries to encourage the broad minded and metropolitan nature that Scousers have been famous for from the time of the ‘Cunard Yanks’ and earlier eras. Capital of Culture Year and a lot of charity and community group work in the city (much supported by the Council and council officers and members) does redress this balance to some extent.
Labour decline and revival.

Keen Lib Dem voters who wanted a better run Council and pride in their city, disillusioned Labour voters voting for us; and satisfied (at first post 1997) or later disillusioned Labour voters staying at home had given the Lib Dems advantage for many years. A fanatical band of sickeningly New Labour younger councillors had come along and invigorated Labour methods – more work and more dirty elections – often to the dismay of decent older Labour figures or those who just wanted to keep their local power bases for themselves. Labour votes started to go up again and Labour voters in Liverpool are in the main quite unthinking – they vote Labour because they think their families have always voted Labour (or maybe because Gordon Brown has paid their benefits for so many years). They are also passionately anti-Tory and see a Labour vote as necessary to stop the Tories even when that is pointless in safe Labour seats. However Labour also had set about over several years at changing their image and readily and repeatedly acknowledged their mistakes of the past locally. Their Leader, Joe Anderson, is more intelligent than the aggressive Scouse image that he portrays but easily wound up and a confrontational style meant he could not get away from old fashioned politics. Labour have never looked like being ready to form an administration – they have neither sufficient talent or the programme (and only produced an alternative Budget after several years of constant ridiculing by our Education supreme, Paul Clein). Elections began to swing against the administration though.
By 2007 defeat in a couple of years was looking likely. Key contests in 2007 showed this. The first was a by-election in Speke. This was a bold move by Warren Bradley – remembering losses in by-elections before we took control Mike Storey always sought to avoid fighting by-elections. This time Warren supported a by-election when a popular local resident councillor stood down to give us a better chance of retaining the seat. It didn’t work.

The failure of positive thinking!

Speke is a legendary Council estate on the south edge of the city, post war slum clearance residents were moved to a pristine new suburb that became in time a dreadful Council estate. By 1998 it was an appalling estate and one of the worst areas of the city. An early stock transfer planned by Labour and implemented by us led to a lot of investment after quite a delay. Much longer delays were followed by a new sports centre and a new shopping centre is nearly complete. In Labour times in working class areas (and most other parts) the streets were full of litter, the weeds grew high in the streets and alleys, there were many empty houses in each road and there was no recycling. Now the streets are mostly clean most of the time, the weeds are treated, people have wheelie bins and recycling bins in most areas and there are only a few empty properties except in clearance areas. Despite this the people of Speke complained that nothing was ever done and kicked us out – a good local candidate punished in part by false association with a poor quality previously defeated councillor. There have been huge improvements in Speke which anyone would admit if you asked them to compare the area now and a few years ago but Labour’s false mantra of “Lib Dems only invest in the city centre” still got their unintelligent vote out. For the first time in years the central run Liberal Democrat campaign was a wonderfully positive campaign. The by-election was fought almost entirely on positive grounds and most voters preferred the dirty Labour techniques and Labour lies. It was a great disappointment to me that a positive campaign did not yield results. Organisation had also been a factor – the campaign was well run with Wavertree Lib Dems helping in this Garston constituency but organisation fell apart unforgiveably on polling day. By then it was too late though. Speke was followed by several losses in the May elections including a former safe ward to a Green candidate who was a Lib Dem who had defected. The party did not take the Green challenge seriously (until too late) and ignored my advice from having seen the damage Greens can do in Watford, Kirklees and elsewhere. A large factor in the losses was the continued fall out from Mike Storey’s resignation after his dispute with David Henshaw.
Dream team fall out.

The partnership of Liberal Democrat Leader Mike Storey and Chief Executive David Henshaw had been the strongest in local government until Mike plotted with the Council’s brilliant and loyal head of media, Matt Finegan (former NW Labour spin doctor) to force David out. There was always a time when David would have to go. The hard man brought in to force through tough decisions was never going to be the right administrative head for calmer times – but this was not the way to do it. Worse Mike’s schoolboy plotting not only lead to a civil war with Henshaw when discovered but had been kept secret from the Group (including me his assistant). Of course getting rid of Chief Executives is expensive and Leaders obviously can’t move against them publicly. But in this kind of plot as in any political coup you can’t afford to fail. Henshaw had wanted a huge pension enhancement to his large salary and while Mike supported him initially the majority of the Group would not countenance it, this led to Mike and Matt’s action planned for the good of the city taxpayers but disastrously executed and discovered leading to Council civil war.
David Henshaw implemented the changes that transformed Liverpool and deserves credit for that. Mike Storey was the Leader who ordered those changes. They were supported (mostly) by the Liberal Democrat group, by the Labour Government, by the EU, by business (some following grants and later becoming partners or even leading) and by the people of the city. David had cut the tax burden in the city and attracted investment; Mike had personally set the aim of restoring Liverpool to being a premier European City. The bid for European Capital of Culture 2008 was entirely his idea. Mike was the leader who accelerated the regeneration of Liverpool in a way that Labour Council and Tory Government could not do. Big men make big mistakes and that is no reason to be less loyal to them. Mike deserved our support and I wholeheartedly said ‘thank you David and goodbye’. At the time in 2005 / 2006 we dismissed the impact but this damaged the Liberal Democrat administration greatly – the appearance of being concerned with infighting at the Town Hall rather than getting on with the job led to voter disillusionment and though most supported Mike the impression of being distracted from the job at hand was partly true.
The party’s cancelled?

In 2007 the new leader Warren Bradley (Mike’s protégé and an activist for years) had his own crisis. The Matthew Street festival is one of the biggest free pop music festivals in Europe and grew out of Liverpool’s Beatles festival. This was not a Council event but a private one that had grown and grown and gained more and more Council support. It was a huge August Bank Holiday music festival, street party (and binge drinking fest).
 Just weeks before the 2007 festival the Culture Company pulled the plug on the Council supported outdoor stages, cancelling the main family part of the event. This was on the grounds of health and safety as the amount of building work going on transforming the city centre made some areas unsafe for large crowds. In Liverpool this was like saying that Liverpool or Everton couldn’t play a cup final or that Paul McCartney couldn’t pop in for tea. Heads should have rolled straight away but tied up with lawyers and officers with watertight contracts nothing happened. The Liverpool Echo proclaimed “Matthew Street cancelled” completely untrue but they only said it so they could proclaim “Matthew Street rescued” when they supported a part salvage bid a few weeks later. A by-election in Warbreck ward followed the Matthew Street announcement and the result was a foregone conclusion. This had been a safe Lib Dem ward until recently but putting up the candidate who had lost it in May was the wrong choice of candidate.
Matthew Street was raised on nearly every door step but when the ward again swung heavily for Labour to win the seat the Liberal Democrat group again ignored the obvious. The two factors mentioned were not enough to explain the swing but no work was done to find out in detail why our voters had deserted us and how to turn it around. This is the advice the Leader should have been given but it seems no one in the party or the group gave it to him (being retired it was the advice I fed into the activists and Cabinet members that I was in contact with). There were some changes – local cultural icon Phil Redmond (Brookside, Grange Hill and Hollyoaks creator) was brought in to give the Culture Company more popular focus and the team tightened to a very talented group on the board, directors and key staff.
Outdated campaign techniques.

The Focus leaflet was invented in Liverpool and it was one of the first areas in which Liberals engaged in community politics and local campaigning. This brought Sir Trevor Jones administration to power in the late 1970s and early 1980s, a Liberal success under Jeremy Thorpe and David Steel. Techniques had failed to move on however. Liverpool people tended to think they knew best (after all they had taught Chris Rennard) and it was hard to get them to change. Mike’s key adviser, Bill le Breton, in 1998 brought outside campaigns knowledge as did later advisers (now successful elsewhere) and Chris Rennard always helped in a crisis but Liverpool relied on leaflets to the exclusion of canvassing in most wards, introduced EARS late (both of these astounded myself and Richard Clein in 1998) and I was the first Parliamentary candidate for some time to propose doing two freeposts. By the time the city caught up everyone else had moved on. In the ‘all ups’ in 2004 Mike persuaded everyone to go back to basics with canvassing and more talking to voters. We did a lot more local letters after that as well which helped in my own ward. The telephone canvassing, the direct mail, the high quality leaflets, the mailings – all of these by the time they were widely introduced in Liverpool were becoming less effective. Ten years previously only Lib Dems had done these things but now each party produced high quality literature and mailings and telephoned (well in Liverpool not the Tories). People are deluged with junkmail and junk phonecalls and it was much more difficult for us to get our message across. Paradoxically the campaign this year was a very good campaign.
Colleagues everywhere are used to the “you’re all the same” “they’re all as bad as each other” “we never see you except when there is an election on” refrain which patently isn’t true if anyone turns their brain on for a minute in the case of Labour / Tory v Lib Dems on policies and in most marginal and some safe Council wards over visibility of councillors. I don’t know if this is the same elsewhere but in Liverpool the very proximity of the Council and visibility of local councillors tended to lead to them getting the blame for things going wrong which may or may not have been their fault. People would believe that the Council were at fault but they would never think in political terms that their Labour MP or the Government were directly responsible for a problem. They would never see or hear from their Labour MP in Liverpool (except Louise Ellman), virtually never outside of and hardly ever during election time. They would see usually their Liberal Democrat councillors but paradoxically it is the Council that people held responsible and kicked as if their MPs were detached from their lives completely. I guess they are.

Alleged splits take their toll.

The media and Labour attacks were relentless. Some were best ignored but some we should have taken on. The claim of infighting was untrue – there were a few malcontents but generally the Group stuck together, though more should have backed the Leader’s lead. Following the election defeats however the press were able to claim splits because of selections. Our laziest councillor, Beatrice Fraenkel, was deselected and replaced by hardworking Paula Keaveney. Beatrice was very good on committees and quangoes (the token Lib Dem on Labour’s unelected bodies) but did nothing to help the Group. Defecting to Labour they were taken in by their own spin and put her in their safe seat of Kirkdale. A demanding inner city ward the gullible residents have voted for her and will regret it. Just before this May’s elections Kevin Firth lost his bid for re-selection in the key Old Swan ward. Kevin had been one of the young new councillors elected when we won in 1998. Recently he had criticised Warren Bradley and was replaced by an ally of Warren and the prominent Lib Dems in the Wavertree constituency. I thought his criticism was misplaced but the appearance (whether true or not) is of a critic deselected by the Leader’s supporters. Another longstanding councillor lost re-selection after personality clashes in the West Derby constituency. She defected to Steve Radford’s party. That is internal democracy but it allowed Labour and the Echo and Daily Post to present the party as split. Kevin’s removal was followed by Education Executive member, Paul Clein, resigning in protest. At that point it certainly looked like an administration as being in free fall (even if not true) and it was only a strong election campaign that averted complete disaster. As one councillor in a ward that was lost commented to me “Defections and rows have cost us dear!” Paul Clein was a prominent internal critic in the Cabinet of the style and some of the policies of our Leaders. However those Leaders had consistently put him in charge of education and agreed to his wife being his assistant (which may be a good move but looks bad) and resigning weeks before the elections he must have known the damage this would do.
Slowing the pace of improvement.

Our friends all round the country will ask how Liverpool could lose when the city had been so successful and it was our Capital of Culture year. Under David Henshaw and Mike Storey the Council had been more ambitious but that step change had slowed. Partly that was due to lack of political leadership on key issues. The public for example wanted much faster progress on the environment than the Council were delivering. The Council had improved massively on the environment and recycling under the Lib Dems but far less than progressive Councils elsewhere (and even some Tory ones). For example two Executive Member for Green issues promised recycling schemes for flats but this has never been delivered. The emphasis on value for money had slowed and we stopped being so bold. Every time any change was mooted Labour simply denounced cuts – particularly if there was any change to services effecting the elderly or vulnerable. Often these changes were both popular and good value but Labour and the media never acknowledged this or apologised, the drip drip drip of negativity continued. However we also stopped making radical changes in administration so improvements slowed. If Labour had their way the tax burden would have risen inexorably and finances have been spent as they would have brooked no changes or innovation. They fed whingers ammunition on Capital of Culture though. The Liberal Democrat Council transformed the reputation of Liverpool outside within a few years and winning the title confirmed that. (It had been obvious by reading the broadsheets but few people here read anything except tabloids, though even their magazines had all featured the changes). Many people living here though concentrated on what wasn’t right rather than what had improved and a brief period when people who were positive and proud of their city were able to speak up was followed by a field day for ‘Whingers’.
The whingers have it, while successes continued.
David Henshaw denounced whingers in a major article the day after I used the word in a letter in the press – I take the credit! Within six months, after we won the title every disgruntled moaner with a pet issue would take up the cry “call this Capital of Culture and the Council can’t even xxx”. Most of these were incompatible with what people also wanted – recycle more and not change any services; create more jobs but not have any disruption in the city centre; improve transport but not cut car use (in 1998 Liverpool literally had a rush hour from 4.30 to 5.30, now with better-off citizens and increased population for the first time in 70 years traffic clogs up main roads from 4pm till 6pm, a ten minute journey now takes twenty minutes). Developers, their PR agents and Labour lackeys would decry any time the Council turned down a big development planning application as turning away progress. At the same time every time a development went ahead and any old building was lost the public and local Labour councillors attacked the Council for being in league with developers. Some historic buildings were lost that should have been saved; more poor quality developments had been allowed than turned down. The Council should have been more discerning if it could find legal ways to do it but some residents objected to any progress and Labour ran the most appalling Nimby campaigns imagineable against students, the homeless, and any kind of outsider – the New Labour councillors were always the worst.
The public simply complained that we were to be Capital of Culture but that major projects were all behind schedule or failing. The evidence to the contrary was all around. The public (usually Labour leaning self-styled ‘community activists’ with dubious support in elections from residents) complained that Capital of Culture was all about the city centre and nothing was done in their area. This often said by activists involved in organisations who had received grants from the Council via the Culture Company. The Culture Company and Council supported many projects in every part of the city. There was regeneration and improvements in every part of the city. The streets were largely clean (except about 10% of the population habitually drop litter and after years of lobbying the Council started prosecuting some of them), roads and pavements got repaired much more quickly than in the past, grants were given to community groups all round the city, there were new and refurbished libraries, sports centres, football pitches and schools.

Big schemes, big failures and successes.
More big projects were successful than not, visible all around, though many were behind schedule in Capital of Culture year. That was a true complaint. Quite a few mooted big projects failed or never got off the drawing board – Will Alsop’s ‘Cloud’ building for the waterfront that was unpopular but the public came to like was correctly cancelled after costs spiralled; Everton FC’s waterfront stadium plan was never financially viable but supported because politically popular; LFC always came financially unstuck or distracted whenever they got close to starting their controversial planned new stadium; a tram scheme by Merseytravel was popular but never financially viable as they wanted to route it to impoverished Kirby as a job creation scheme (and Kirby already had a direct rail link). The Government correctly pulled the plug when costs spiralled but should have supported a viable alternative route. The successful projects are there for all to see – the new Cruise Liner terminal bringing regular cruise ships back to the Mersey; the Canal Link to the Albert Dock from the Leeds – Liverpool canal (by British Waterways, supported by the Council and NW Development Agency and Peel Holdings) as featured on Time Team, nearly finished; the 50 m swimming pool complex opened in Wavertree; the 10,000 seater Arena music venue and conference centre that the people of the city always wanted but Labour did not deliver, completed by the Liberal Democrats again in a public private partnership – but one that gives the city an asset rather than saddling it with unserviceable debt. The Liverpool 1 development is nearly finished – the Lib Dem Council’s planned expansion of the retail centre by 1/3 which has created a whole new sector of the city centre, providing linkages to the docks and has been entirely funded by the Duke of Westminster’s Grosvenor corporation. Few businesses had ever done anything to support the improvements the Liberal Democrats introduced over ten years unless they were given grants and handouts by Europe and the Government regeneration agency and the Council. After the Duke put his own money in this culture started to change.
Financial management.

Finances were a more significant problem. Yes the Government gave Liverpool an unfairly low settlement (far lower than Manchester that has a large share of the airport revenue). Yes the Audit Commission changed the goalposts so that when Lib Dem budgets started building up our reserves they increased the target meaning the Council were further behind. But finance was a real problem and the Group didn’t seem to acknowledge this. Labour did not produce a budget but for several years our budgets contained some smoke and mirrors – unspecified savings which meant the budget was overrun if these were not met (which was the case). The new Chief Executive, Colin Hilton, was much more consensual and much less obsessed with control than David Henshaw but major reforms and increases in efficiency seemed to be slow in coming, as if it was believed there could be little more increase in efficiency or believed the Labour spin about ‘cuts’. The Council should have increased efficiencies further but also we should have raised the Council tax more. Liverpool had the lowest Council Tax increase in England over ten years and Mike was determined that we keep our low tax reputation that had been central to us winning and gaining control. In retrospect we should have put the Council Tax up a little more over the previous few years (including my last couple of budgets) and got the finances in a better state. Liverpool was completely spent up – but as former Executive Member, Jeremy Chowings, has remarked the money was spent doing things. The money was largely wisely spent and the city has assets to show for its borrowing and investment.
The Liberal Democrats now have to get a grip and work with the Audit Commission on the financial situation. The auditor responsible for Liverpool has engaged in politics – they have strayed from impartial financial assessment to work on governance that was inadequate and politically partisan. However they are the official watchdog so we need to work with them. Our Executive Member and Leader have tried this but more in depth engagement is needed. It is no use attacking the Government for inadequately financing Capital of Culture – the title never came with a grant attached.
The Audit Commission has given Liverpool a one star rating because of the poor state of its finances even though actual services were good or mostly continuing to improve. This is an unfair presentation of the state of affairs in Liverpool but it gave the Liverpool Echo a brilliant front page (‘the One Star state’ photomontage with Warren Bradley and Colin Hilton as the Lone Ranger and Tonto) and the Labour Party first class ammunition. Liverpool really did have the worst services and highest Council Tax in the land in 1998, it is ironic that the Lib Dems now got similar flack despite the huge improvements. It didn’t help that a Labour tactic was continually to state that the Lib Dems had been in power for ten years and to attack slow progress – from seven years onwards!! The Labour Leader clearly couldn’t add up or was simply dishonest but Labour repeated time and time again about the Lib Dems having run the city for 10 years when we had run it for seven onwards and as we know if you repeat a lie long enough some people will believe it. The opposite happened in Council though.
Blaming the past.

The Audit Commission had legitimately attacked the style of Council meetings for being overly confrontational. As the poet Paul Birtill has commented about the past, Council meetings in Liverpool are like going to the theatre. It was important for the Liberal Democrats to remind people how badly the city had been run under Labour, how run down it was, how poor services were, how population continued to decline. But it was a source of great embarrassment to me that every time Labour attacked the administration in the Council chamber the leading Liberal Democrats resorted to speeches about history, how each service had been much worse under Labour. This was true and it was a reason for slow progress in the first few years because we started from such a low base. After three years it became a bit irrelevant, after five years it looked like we were making excuses, after seven years it was deeply embarrassing and looked appalling that the response (by all factions in the Group, the Leaders and those anti- the Leaders) to any attack from Labour was to talk about history. It was important to remind the public how far we had come, how bad things used to be, but symptomatic of the Group failing to face up to criticism if things weren’t going well.
Housing regeneration.

The other issue where there could be genuine complaint was on the Housing Market Renewal Initiative – the Government backed refurbishment, demolition and new building projects and the similar Edge Lane motorway link road widening scheme and related legal cases. I was probably the most prominent supporter of HMRI in a ward in a HMRI zone. The attacks by critics from the Green Party and Steve Radford and the stories that appeared in the national press were largely untrue. I spent quite a lot of time when a councillor (and after) answering enquiries from fellow Liberal Democrats around the country about this. The scale of demolition in Liverpool was much smaller than in housing clearance programmes in the past and far more houses were being refurbished. The Council pioneered innovative financial support for home owners to enable them to improve their own houses and it spent a lot of money in areas next to renewal areas with housing improvement programmes that have really smartened up some inner city areas and increased the lifespan of houses. The areas targeted were so bad though that without very drastic action they would not improve. Newcomers, professionals who moved into the city and graduates who chose to stay (exactly the people that Mike Storey and the Council deliberately set out to attract to come and live here) were among the prominent critics as some bought up cheap houses but they did not know how bad the affected areas were. If the housing was simply improved but nothing done to change the nature of the area any improvements would have been unsustainable as a significant minority of residents would have destroyed the areas. I saw areas destroyed myself and the authorities had limited powers to stop it.

The classic example was the Grizedale Council estate on the edge of Anfield and Everton (near both football grounds as well). The whole estate was refurbished in a scheme that Labour had planned and we implemented. But the large criminal element on the estate remained and the estate’s reputation was soon as bad as ever until a huge police operation and a sustained crackdown. Now private housing has been built in a clearance location and mainly local people are investing in new houses. Liverpool had the vast majority of its houses in Council Tax band A and there are far insufficient bigger and nicer houses for those who are successful to buy if they want to move up. The local tax base is also far too low because wealthier and more successful people left the city and poorer and elderly people were largely left. That is not sustainable. You can’t run a city without a proper mix of people. So the creation of a variety of housing was important. In a ward of 6,500 properties I represented 4,000 terraces and only about 50 detached houses (or fewer). Demolition and new build in some areas was needed. Much more though was done on refurbishment. Housing supply had not been a major issue in Liverpool as there were lots of empty houses but house prices went up a lot in the 1990s and shot up after the Capital of Culture win, going up maybe 40% in six months. Housing became a big issue. It was also the case, though, that more areas became sustainable as prices increased, more people moved in, people invested in their houses and there were fewer empty houses.
Failure to compromise and curb demolition.

Most demolition was in Labour wards and Labour told us that there was no opposition (I knew this was not entirely true in the case of Breckfield area). Kemp said the same in his ward. As I predicted there is no opposition usually until bulldozers start and then all the people who have refused to play any role in consultation object! However all the schemes put forward had large majority community group, local resident and political support for the proposals. Well organised and vocal campaigns against demolition held up many of the plans, along with the slow speed of public sector projects. As delays increased it was true that some areas improved. They would not have improved without the work the Council was doing in those areas and elsewhere in the city – without the HMRI programme itself – but they were improving. At the same time as prices increased the money from the Government (which Lib Dems and all the northern towns and cities had lobbied for) would not go as far. It was obvious that there should be less demolition and more refurbishment. I was a vocal supporter of HMRI but argued repeatedly that the Council should compromise with the protestors and scale back some of the demolition. This could have been readily done in L8 (Toxteth) and along Edge Lane in Kensington. Here property was to be demolished to improve the Edge Lane link road to the M62 motorway – hugely popular in the city but being forced through as part of a regeneration scheme involving clearance to create large development sites. There has been great rebuilding here but this is the site of the boarded up houses delegates driving to party conference saw. A former Liberal, Liz Pascoe, won several legal cases against the redevelopment but instead of compromising the bureaucrats pressed on with the scheme unchanged – they looked like they were bullying the little people and the Council should have stopped them. Finally I got the Liberal Democrat Group and Council to pass a motion in 2006 calling for demolition to be scaled back, to give a way out, but it was never acted upon. That was a scandal.

Lack of dialogue with the electors.

Where there were failures there was no dialogue with electors over putting it right. Warren Bradley showed a refreshing approach to dealing with business but in political literature the Liberal Democrats never admitted making any mistakes or that they needed to put anything right. The public could see that some mistakes were being made (and many more were exaggerated). In the local elections we ran a very positive campaign – putting forward what the Liberal Democrats had done city wide and locally and with only a handful of attacks on individual Labour candidates where these were justified. A great change from the heated style of Liverpool local politics just a few years ago. This was very positive. The national party also provided political support with leading urban campaigner Steve Hitchens (Islington) plus Howard Sykes (Oldham) and others providing support to the Council group. In the elections many party staff and volunteers provided assistance behind the scenes and there were brilliant leaflets written by some of the most talented people in the party. The party (and the national party that gave so much support must take its share of criticism for this as well) never admitted that it did anything wrong and needed to put anything right. There was classic Chris Rennard style political literature but no engagement with the voters over accepting mistakes and putting forward solutions. The flack for the Council was partly bad luck, partly a reaction to us having been in power for 10 years now and Labour’s constant totally negative attacks on the Council, but the failings in our own group and campaign lent support to the “It’s time for a change” message of our opponents.
What about Labour? The inheritance Labour will have if they win the city; will they be able to run the city?

Financial position.

Paradoxically, just as with Labour’s national 1997 inheritance of a strong economy from the Conservatives, Labour are gaining ground in Liverpool just as the investments made by the Liberal Democrat administration are starting to pay off. The Arena / Liverpool 1 / new building of properties above the lowest bands increasing Council tax base / better transport links helping investment / new expanse of business district / the increased population / new Cruise Liner facility. All of these will bring long term financial benefits to the city. If there is a recession then Liverpool 1 may open at exactly the wrong time but this will be a short term knock as the city will continue to grow. The city is behind Manchester and Leeds in terms of regeneration, they started long before us and never had a Labour Council quite as bad, but the momentum is here.
Talent in the Labour group?

Would the Opposition actually be able to run the city? In many ways it would have been best had they taken control this year because in two years they would have messed things up and probably been turfed out again. Some bright younger Labour councillors have been elected, the kind who had tried for years and finally made it just like when we first took control. Albeit a couple of good Labour councillors have stood down at the same time. I never rated more than half a dozen of the Labour group as being very strong intellectually and politically, with maybe a dozen of them good hard working councillors. The rest are pretty useless. A couple of their more strategic thinkers were bruisers, we would find them nasty pieces of work defending Labour’s pretty appalling record in the city locally and their zero profile MPs over much of the city, but they were good at blunting our electoral challenges in some key areas. All in all this doesn’t make a strong enough group to make a good Cabinet and to run the city. For much of the time I thought half of Mike Storey’s cabinets were pretty weak but there was a good pool of talent in the Group and a lot of political knowledge, at least among the 20 or so councillors who were strongly political or very experienced. The pool in Labour is much weaker and they will find it difficult to run the city. However generally a good team of top and particularly mid-ranking officers would keep them on track if they take power. After all the Liberal Democrat administration did some distinctively Liberal things but largely followed, albeit with a gloss, the New Labour local government policies, so there would be much more continuity than expected. Given their promises of all things to all people Labour would find it near impossible to make efficiencies and to balance the books. For several years they could cover this by blaming the administration but the city’s regeneration will be flatter with a less efficient Council. If Joe Anderson holds his group together and there is no political infighting they may recruit talented new officers who will see an opportunity if a Labour win is seen as ending a period of political instability. Of course as the chance of a Labour win increases they may ditch their Leader.
What now?
Unless the Liberal Democrats reengage with the public, correct mistakes and have new vision for the city they will lose control to Labour in two years time. This must include a genuine dialogue rather than just political campaigning. A Leadership contest is a distraction from the job in hand and an insane way to start a fightback. Particularly as the contenders, Paul Clein and Richard Kemp, must have known they had insufficient support in our stronghold Wavertree constituency to win the contest. “Lib Dems at War” was the Echo front page. A contest only makes sense if it is a rigorously organised coup that is certain to succeed – and in this case Warren Bradley has been trying hard as Leader, the whole team should have pulled together more. Kemp’s plan to talk to the Leaders of all the groups over a 20 year vision is a good one though. The Liberal Democrats have to be about putting Liverpool first, not party politics. There have been several years of political instability – that is unsettling for the good officers trying to do their jobs and get on and further improve the city. Good leadership and an end to political tit for tat is needed to help that process. Warren Bradley was re-elected with 26 votes to Kemp’s 13 and former runner up Clein’s 7. Bradley has promised to bring in more team work and to learn from mistakes, that clearly is the way forward.
Parliamentary prospects?
Colin Eldridge has been doing all the right things as Parliamentary candidate for our key seat of Liverpool Wavertree. He enthuses the public and new members and has a high profile as Executive Member for Leisure and Community Safety. It is notable that he was the only young member brought into the Cabinet for several years and is a key ally of the former and current Leader. Here though is a key problem: that Colin is a key ally of the Lib Dem Council Leaders and is tied to the administration that is becoming less popular. Our Parliamentary campaigns have been very much tied to the Council and success of the Council and it might appear that their role is to defend the Council. I never viewed my job as a councillor or Parliamentary candidate to do that and would criticise the Council and campaign against it when that needed doing. It is harder for Colin to do this when he represents the key Liberal Democrat strongholds but he has been pushing the ‘champion for Wavertree’ brand and with his high visibility compared with the non-existent visibility locally of four of the five Labour MPs. Also Colin has recruited to help his campaign the best and most talented of the Liberal Democrats from across the city, from Riverside, Walton and West Derby and especially our former Garston candidate Paula Keaveney who had galvanised that constituency until boundary changes made it less good for us. That change in boundaries made Wavertree the clear undisputable target. (He also has key political strategist Pete Rainford on board). The best champions in Liverpool however have always been neutral in their targets – Bishop David Shepherd and Archbishop Derek Worlock; David Alton until he went semi-detached but became an elder statesman for the city; they criticised Government and Council equally as they deserved it and stood up for Liverpool. The Liberal Democrat candidate has to be above the Council and take on both the Council and the administration when that needs doing. I believe that Mike Storey found me a critical but always loyal friend!
Campaigns department would be wrong to look at Liverpool falling in local elections and think that knocks the chance in the Parliamentary. Local and national have always been different in Liverpool and we should put that message across. People need MPs that will stick up for them and a GE vote is not a vote for a local Council. This would have been easier though had Labour won the council elections after all. No longer tied to a Council that was becoming unpopular, once that is forgotten it would give a great opportunity to seize the political initiative. At the same time it is on the fightback that the Liberal Democrats in Liverpool have always been very impressive, even more so than when they were sweeping all before them in the late 90s. The generation that learnt their political skills before, with and from Rennard still know that things were tough and had to be fought for; that added to the enthusiasm of the new activists could give success as John Leech achieved in Manchester and Stephen Williams in Bristol. Because they have always been preoccupied with the Council most Liberal Democrats in Liverpool have never until recently taken Parliamentary elections very seriously. That could now change.
Kiron Reid was councillor for Anfield from 1998 – 2007 and assistant to the Leader of Liverpool City Council. He is a member of the Liberator collective.

This article was written in April & May 2008, with a few later corrections. It has not been updated. It is a personal account by Kiron Reid and does not reflect anyone else’s views. An article in Liberator 326, June 2008, summarised my account (as edited for publication by Mark Smulian on content and text and on text by Frances Willmott).
 http://www.liberator.org.uk/media/lib-0608.pdf
(printed as ‘Misery on the Mersey’ pp. 14 – 15).

Postscript.

An accurate picture of the success of Capital of Culture year (evident by half way through) is this column by Paddy Shennan, Liverpool Echo 23 July 2008:

‘Culture year is proving misery moos wrong’.
http://www.liverpoolecho.co.uk/views/liverpool-columnists/paddy-shennan/2008/07/23/culture-year-is-proving-misery-moos-wrong-100252-21390808/
� On the environment there were a handful of senior councillors personally committed to Green issues, including Paul Clein. The emphasis was quite correctly on improving the appalling basic services that the Labour Party had left but the Council was slow to act on environmental issues despite some good initiatives by our parks staff, in schools and on waste supported by senior councillors.


� Many people correctly say that Councils must be about doing the job for their residents, not about making party political statements on irrelevant international issues. But where you run one of the most famous cities in the World; where everyone is directly affected by the international issue because of the increased risk of terrorism and British soldier dying in Iraq, then I think we should speak out.


� Generating a huge amount of litter from the populous that Council street cleaners amazingly remove within hours of the event finishing as I observed when going out to see for myself.


� Peter Kilfoyle is prominent in the press with a common sense approach. Louise Ellman the only MP visible in her constituency. I have lived in the constituency of Jane Kennedy for five years and never once had any communication from her. For 9 years I regularly attended meetings and events and campaigned in Bob Wareing’s constituency and only once did I ever see this darling of the left even in Liverpool – at his election count not in his constituency.


� A good example was voluntary and community group funding. This was often allocated late by a small team of Council officers, which caused problems for groups. However they had a huge job. The Spring 2005 report was pages 1-494 of the Executive Board agenda with 350+ pages of bid documents. There were 140 applicants asking for £9.79M when £4.16M was available. New groups were given funding in parts of the city that had missed out before. However it was only the groups who didn’t get as much as they wanted or were not given funding again who screamed about ‘cuts’. (11 March 2005).
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