Anti Langtree McLean plans for Garden Festival article.

The Festival Gardens plan for the Garden Festival site looks fabulous with great parkland and stylishly designed flats but will be the biggest disaster for Liverpool’s regeneration if it is allowed to go ahead. Approval of flats being built at the Garden Festival site will set Liverpool’s renaissance back 10 years. Langtree McLean want to build 1308 flats on this site. My area of responsibility on the Council is north Liverpool so why am I particularly interested in what goes on in a suburb in the south? Because the Garden Festival site is the most important development site in Liverpool outside of the centre at present and the success or failure of this site is critical for investment in all other areas. This includes the improving housing markets in Anfield, Everton and Walton and the success of the central docks redevelopment which will be over the next ten years the most important development site in the city region. What is needed in Liverpool is houses for families to buy and live in not more flats that will sit empty or provide temporary accommodation for young well off people who move in temporarily and then move out to West Lancashire or Cheshire or elsewhere.
Why is the Garden Festival site so important? Liverpool’s renaissance has been fuelled by people investing in the city and more importantly by people living in the city. It is the latter we particularly need to encourage. In the past when people in Liverpool made money they nearly all left. The professionals, the successful used to live in mixed communities in Anfield and Orrell Park and Kensington as well as the south and east suburbs but as the city declined most professional and well off people moved and huge numbers of young and working people had to leave Liverpool to get jobs. We all have relatives who did that. Now the city’s population is going up again. The need to transform the city’s image to encourage this was a key reason Mike Storey proposed bidding for European Capital of Culture back in 1998. People are moving into or back to Liverpool, graduates are choosing more and more to stay here rather than leaving and the city has the income and money being spent here to generate the facilities that a great city needs – you can’t run a city without money. The problem is that most of these people are living in tiny city centre apartments and developers are throwing up more and more of these to cram in the maximum profit. For more than two years I’ve put down motion after motion and question at Council to highlight this problem. When young couples decide they want to get married and start a family there is no where for them to move to. They can only move out of Liverpool. The housing market went spiralling up after the Capital of Culture win and having more people from new city centre and waterfront developments chasing the same number of houses in residential areas just drives up prices making it more and more difficult for local people to have any chance to get on the property ladder. More and more local people are priced out. That is why new houses in Liverpool for families are needed but there are very sites where large developments can be built. In the future Central Docks (north of Waterloo Docks) is one, at the moment the Garden Festival site is the most important.
Environmentalists, local residents, the Council, councillors and others have all lobbied to keep a large amount of parkland at this famous and diverse site. I support that – a new publicly accessible riverside park here will be fabulous. But this is and always has been a brownfield site that is earmarked in part for development. This is the only large site in the city where houses can be built for the people from the apartments to move to. Otherwise they will move out of Liverpool and the regeneration and renaissance built on repopulation will be stalled. Yes some will move to the new developments in the HMRI areas – new housing springing up in Everton, wonderful refurbished housing in areas like Skerries Road next to LFC’s ground with more to come in that area, and housing in and around Walton and Edge Hill are just some examples. But these developments will take a long time to come on stream and without more houses local people in these areas will be priced out again. Langtree Mclean have done a fabulous job on the plans. The park is very well designed for the public and the flats look stunning but this developer is absolutely laughing at the city. This is not a serious proposal that they have put in at all. They know that planners will never approve a development entirely of flats. They know that on a site this size they will have to include some houses. (I exaggerate but only slightly, they have included 66 townhouses as well as the 1308 flats). Therefore they put in an application that is bound to be rejected so they can then compromise by including a few houses and do the absolute minimum that they have to. This is a joke. They haven’t made any effort to put in a realistic plan at all. The planners should reject this and insist that on such a prestigious and important site that the properties be nearly all houses with few if any flats at all. Flats will sit empty as so many do in the city centre and elsewhere due to saturated demand and clearly evident high demand for larger family homes will be unmet.
Other changes are needed too. The Council is now insisting on some larger properties in town – something which myself and colleagues have also been calling for for some years. More needs to be done but it is a start. There has to be a range of people living in the city centre, not just young people and students squashed next to the established communities but families and older people as well. One thing is certain though – if flats are built at the Garden Festival site only the property speculators will be the winners. The city will be the loser.
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