The Fourth State of the City Conference 2007

Belfast economic and political re-birth over the last decade has been remarkable.  However, more needs to be done to sustain growth and to ensure that all citizens share in the new prosperity and opportunity. The Belfast State of the City initiative was set up in 2004 to develop an evidence base, critical thinking and share best practice on how the city can compete with the best in the UK and Europe. 
Professor Michael Parkinson leads the Core Cities project and set out a formidable statistical baseline of the city in 2004 along with clear and practical advice on what was needed in the future. In this, the fourth State of the City conference, his keynote address updates that baseline and highlights the progress that has been made. However, he also shows the structural problems facing the economy, governance and local development. The Reform of Public Administration will bring in a new approach to Community Planning, which Councillor Alex Maskey and Councillor Stephen Purcell look at in Belfast and Glasgow respectively. The potential of the approach to develop a more integrated way of delivering services is highlighted but caution is also urged, especially in expecting Community Planning to solve all the problems of disjointed government.
As Belfast looks to the future, Tristam Hunt reminds us not to forget the past. We have much to learn from the civic leadership, investment in ideas and culture and the quality of the built environment from the Victorian city.  Any branding of Belfast must be authentic and avoid pastiche renditions of the place that have little meaning in peoples lives. Marie-Therese McGivern briefly describes how this process will be taken forward by the Council and with our partners in building a cohesive and vibrant city. The conference also involved three workshops dealing with Community Planning, Thematic Partnerships and Neighbourhood Renewal and the key messages from each are reported in this Brief. 
Belfast: the state of the city 2007

Michael Parkinson
	Michael Parkinson first analysis of Belfast benchmarked it against other English cities and highlighted the scale of the development challenge in 2004. He suggested that the city needed to develop stronger governance and leadership, a more diverse cultural environment, less dependence in the public sector and stronger innovation in high growth sectors of the economy.


This 2007 report first sets out a profile of the performance of British cities in both a national and European context. Progress had unquestionably been made although the challenge for Belfast and other regional cities is to run faster in the context of globalisation and technological change. The core cities are continuing their comeback in terms of population, jobs, public health, crime and educational performance.  However, the worst off cities are not catching up because their problems have become more intense and concentrated in terms of: more unemployment; more worklessness; worse health; the gap between rich and poor and poor neighbourhoods is bigger; school standards are lower; and crime is higher.
What makes cities work?
One of the reasons for the success of London and the strong performing provincial cities is their skills base and ability to adapt their economies to new globally generated opportunities.  London, Cambridge, Reading and Bristol are the rising stars because of their capacity to support high value added sectors of the economy while the old industrial cities in the north and east are struggling to make the adjustment to the needs of the service economy.  There are major differences in income, productivity, export, innovation, accountability and access to risk capital between the best performing and weakest provincial cities.
What the Core Cities project urges politicians and policy makers to do …

	· Cities are vitally important to regional and national economic performance;

· Competitiveness, liveability and cohesion all matter but economic growth is crucial in achieving lasting social inclusion;
· Act and think long term – it takes 20 years to become an overnight success!
· Government should do fewer things, such as skills or connectivity – don’t try to do everything;

· We need greater spatial clarity, especially around who will do what;

· Trust local government and local knowledge;

· We need a stronger contract culture within and between local government and central government, the private sector and communities in delivering services;

· Government should be about place making and creating the types of cities that people want to live in;
· We must develop local leadership, creativity and trust in political and professional staff;

· We should not be restricted by administrative boundaries but should think about city regions and how they link to the national economy; and
· We need to think about delivery and need the tools, financial instruments and skills to implement projects and programmes effectively.


Belfast’s performance

In 2004, we outlined an ambitious agenda for Belfast that included:
· Increase the population of the city;

· Reduce unemployment;

· Improve educational skills;

· Increase innovation levels;

· Change the balance between the public and private sectors;

· Increase connectivity; and
· Strengthen governance and the efficiency of decision making, especially around planning.

In 2007, there has been significant progress against some of these priorities. The population decline of Belfast has slowed so that between 2003 and 2005 the city lost only 1% of its population compared with 12% in the previous 20 years. Unemployment declined between 1997 and 2007 from 9.3% to 3.9% and employment grew in the last 5 years beating Nottingham, Birmingham, Manchester and Bristol.  There has been most growth in the financial services, real estate, renting and business support sectors. Belfast is the second best educated city to Edinburgh in the UK (at NVQ Level IV +) and the city is the second richest in terms of GVA per capita despite being bolstered by a large public sector. Retail rents have risen dramatically to £12.50 per square foot in 2005 beating Leeds, Sheffield and Bristol.  Finally, connectivity has improved with 7 million people going through the city’s airports in 2006, still below the top national performers but well up on the previous six years.
The data also shows, however, that despite these improvements more needs to be done.  For instance, labour market dependency is still high and economic activity lags behind the best UK regional cities. There is polarity in educational performance so that while Belfast has some of the highest standards, it also has some of the worst.  The number of full-time students in third level education is poor – Manchester has almost twice the number of students and like airports, Universities drive cities in the new knowledge-led economy. Prime office rents are also lower than the 14 city comparators and in a recent Core Cities survey, Belfast was ranked bottom by the business sector as a place to invest.  Lack of access to markets, recruiting qualified staff and external transport links still retard Belfast's growth.
The future

Ultimately, dependence on the public sector needs to be reduced, innovation and risk taking strengthened, infrastructure upgraded and University capacity and engagement developed. To do this Belfast should articulate a coherent vision about how to make the city more competitive in which government, business and local authorities need to agree the priorities. Strategies are not aligned, government is still too divided and there are too many programmes all of which make coherent integrated planning difficult. Crucially, central and local government relations should work much better and Belfast cannot wait for, or rely upon, the RPA to solve the problems.
We cannot have growth at any cost and there are already indications that infrastructure, transport and urban design are suffering as the city attempts to renew itself. Sustainability in the environment, the economy and social fabric of communities should be paramount and in the task of place making, quality design and the creation of an innovative and interesting public realm are essential if tourism is to grow. The business community and middle class need to be reengaged and a more mature political class is required to challenge divisive politics and resource competition in the creation of a united and dynamic society.  To do this, the risk adverse culture needs to challenged in a way that promotes chance taking in a new global and technological world.  This is what effective political leadership is ultimately about.

Planning is improving and Community Planning offers an opportunity to engage in coordinated metropolitan scale vision making, but it will not provide all the answers.  Belfast is at a crucial juncture in terms of investment and growth and clear city stewardship that fosters a stronger sense of the city region is required to effect change. Innovation is needed to think through the delivery of development and Urban Regeneration Companies are just one illustration of how key sites such as the city centre might sustain its growth and overcome some of the limits of current delivery mechanisms.  We cannot wait for administrative reform and a development company would signal Belfast’s intent to move from the margins to the mainstream of urban life.  The need to develop a can do city requires bravery and imagination if the city is to continue its economic, culture and physical renaissance. 
The challenge of partnership planning 

Councillor Alex Maskey

Belfast is undergoing rapid political, economic and social change and the Council must and will show energy and leadership in a period characterised by both uncertainty and growth. The Reform of Public Administration and the advent of Community Planning will present major challenges but also significant opportunities. To be a credible facilitator of this process the Council is working hard in partnership with others to take full advantage of the administrative landscape emerging under devolution. The Reform of Public Administration has considerable cross-party, cross-sectoral and cross-departmental support and provides us with the tools, especially in Community Planning, to improve service delivery, coordinate resources and respond to the needs of all our citizens. 

The Council does not hold all the answers and even with new powers and resources we understand the importance of partnership working to effect real change in the way in which we organise our business areas and deliver services.  We respect the expertise and knowledge of actors in central government, the community and in the private sector but we must show creativity and leadership to marshal all our resources to create a better and more inclusive city.

Our services are aimed at people and we must not forget that citizens and service users are the most important stakeholders in the delivery of our programmes and policies.  Considerable progress has been made in the city but there are still huge differences between the rich and the poor and social deprivation blights too many communities across Belfast. We also need to show innovation in working across the religious divide to provide opportunity for all our citizens. Our neighbourhood planning approach SNAP demonstrates a commitment to working in more integrated way and to listening to people about the services they need and the sort of place they want to live in.
	Community Planning is about bringing governance to the people and it's about bringing people to the governance. It’s about making sure that those of us who have any influence over governance, or work within governance, recognise that it is all about the citizen.  


Community Planning needs to address the disjointed nature of service delivery, the silo thinking that creates inefficiencies and build on the good relationships we have with our partners and our people. Belfast needs to assert itself and to that end, the Council will provide bold leadership and take risks to challenge the thinking and working practices of the past. The State of the City process and our programme of conferences are about learning what works, what our real problems and strengths are and setting a clear path for our long term development.  

The Glasgow experience of Community Planning
Stephen Purcell
Glasgow and Belfast share a common industrial and even social past and face similar obstacles in the future. We have an opportunity here to share our experiences and to collaborate as places on how to develop sustainable and vibrant cities. Glasgow has experience of Community Planning under Scottish legislation and its value is centred on three strengths:
1. It’s about leadership and governance;

2. It’s about power sharing; and
3. It’s about getting things done and doing things in a better way.

The challenge for Glasgow as it is for Belfast is to involve local people in service delivery to create fairness and justice in a rapidly changing world. The scale of the challenge cannot be underestimated and it involves new ways of working and changing the way in which local government relates to central government. This has not been easy and there have criticisms but Glasgow has been transformed from an economic wasteland to one of the most progressive places in Europe, boasting construction investment (which is planned or underway) of £4.2 billion. This is having an impact on communities across the city in the form of new schools, leisure facilities, new jobs and more people off benefits and into work. Last year, 20,000 jobs were created in Glasgow, which was one of the fastest rates of job formation anywhere in the UK.
At the root of this success was an ability to change, to prepare for it and to manage it inside the Council and with partners across sectors and places. We changed our economy, our public services, and the way we talk to communities. As with Belfast, more needs to be done and Glasgow still has unacceptable levels of life expectancy, ill-health and worklessness. Community Planning is about giving control of services to local areas and now ten Local Planning Partnerships across the city ensure that people feel included in decision making about their neighbourhoods.  But this is not just partnership for its own sake as each one is designed to sort out the relationships between agencies and how they work in reinforcing ways at the local level. An illustration of this working in practice are the 5 health partnerships, which concentrate on community health issues leaving the National Health Service to focus on acute health needs.  This complementarity creates real resource savings to be put back into front line services.

Community Planning is therefore about new ways of working with each other, being less protective and insecure about our areas of service and about being aware that we cannot do everything people want.  Trade-offs are inevitable, priorities need to be established and political maturity shown in achieving Community Planning outcomes in the real world. Glasgow has a citywide structure to oversee a Community Planning process that involves a £1 billion reform of public services involving 6,000 staff in a range of organisations. Pathfinder projects have helped to develop new methods of working together and one of the most successful areas has been in economic support. Scottish Enterprise Glasgow now works directly and in the same building, with the Council’s Development Service to ensure streamlined, simple but more holistic services to the user. The Council’s old Direct Labour Organisation (DLO) has been reformed as City Building Glasgow, which works as a more commercial organisation trading, offering services and protecting jobs in a range of markets that would be closed to a public DLO department. Similarly, Glasgow runs the vocational training programme for young people on behalf of 7 other councils in the west of Scotland and common personnel services are now shared between councils saving millions of pounds that are reinvested into the public purse.  

	The point here is that it is not about backdoor privatisation or job cuts but about creating innovation in the way in which we think about Community Planning to deliver better public services, impact on peoples lives and create resources to be recycled to help lift people out of disadvantage.  Glasgow Council has frozen Council Tax over the last two years whilst still increasing investment in the priority areas of education and older people.


Education has been a key priority for the Council and under Community Planning more control and responsibility has been devolved to the local level to allow expert teachers, parents and pupils to make the best decisions about what is needed.  There are now creative links between schools and career planning, training opportunities, universities and the labour market. Ultimately, and as Michael Parkinson has emphasised, Community Planning will work best in the context of a strong economy which creates opportunities for all.  Here, the city region is important and the Glasgow and Clyde Valley Community Planning Partnership, which is lead by the city council, embraces the 7 surrounding authorities, the private sector and a range of public agencies to set out a joint economic vision for the west of Scotland.  This has been supported by the Scottish Executive via the City Growth Fund to improve transport infrastructure and connectivity within the area. However, we also need to take seriously our wider environmental responsibilities in the context of climate change and carbon management. Sustainability must watermark local and citywide development and it is essential that Belfast plans for this in a period of rapid economic growth.  
The city of the past in the city of the future

Tristram Hunt

As Belfast attempts to re-brand itself at the start of the 21st Century it has much to learn from Victorian municipal visioning with its tradition of active business engagement, sense of civic pride and interest in the arts. Branding only really works once it is built upon an understanding of the history and the ingrained culture of a city, which avoids the pastiche imagery of some modernist approaches.  The image evoked in marketing the contemporary city must be authentic and rooted in an understanding of the past with its glories and its failings. The horror of the early Victorian city, of Dickens’ coke town, was all too real and should not be glossed over in contemporary renditions of places such as Belfast.  The city was subject to an annual autumn fever of typhoid and suffered all the problems of infant mortality, low life expectancy, disease from inadequate or non-existent sanitation and sheer poverty.
Partly in response to this, Britain’s cities started to transform themselves and in each stage visionary leaders pushed the boundaries of their powers. They competed to deliver the best services, provide the best facilities for business and celebrate the status of their cities through the build environment. Competition between cities to create visible statements about wealth, culture and innovation lead to a rash of major civic building projects, new town halls and interest in the public realm of the Victorian town.
In each case, strong and determined civic leaders stamped their personalities on the great British cities. In Birmingham, Joseph Chamberlain municipalized gas and water, regenerated the city centre and provided funds for arts, education and culture, including the city’s art gallery and museum.  In Glasgow, it took the form of municipal socialism as the leftwing stalwarts running the Council provided new social housing, public transport and leisure facilities and open spaces. Entrepreneurs and business people have always underpinned successful cities from Medici in Florence to Microsoft in Seattle, and nowhere was this more the case than in nineteenth century Britain: from the docks of Liverpool; to the textile mills of Manchester; to the shipyards of Belfast.  Belfast was a truly global city as a hub for the shipbuilding industry and gained and suffered as international textiles fashions and process influenced the linen industry. It was also a skilled and innovative place testing and developing world leading technology in marine engineering and with no native supplies of coal or iron, it was the intellectual capital embedded in Belfast which drove the city's success. With the wealth came a commercial and industrial elite committed to the civic life of the city.  
The Victorian city has a double edge between the reality of grim poverty and the energy of civic life where ideas, education and debate were strongly valued. In the 1800s, clubs, societies, athenaeums, lyceums, literary and scientific institutes littered the Georgian and the Victorian city and they were testimony to the progressive moral and political purpose of the modern metropolis. In Belfast that spirit fostered the Natural History and Philosophical Society, which in turn produced the Ulster Museum, the Rambler Sketchers Club, the Botanic Gardens, the Grand Opera House and the Ulster Literary Theatre Group.  
	The success of Victorian civic leadership was always about pushing the boundaries, was always about going as far as they could and finding the hazy areas and exploiting them and not being afraid of the political trouble that resulted.  


Architecture and design were also important and Belfast, along with other Victorian cities, was littered with symbols of civic ambition. Through a mix of public and private, municipal and industrial funding, a sense of place and a sense of the meaning of the city was slowly constructed.  What this architecture was saying was that Belfast was an industrial, commercial capital, worthy to be regarded in the same lineage as the great city states of European history.  This is demonstrated in the Custom House, the Linenhall Library, the Carnegie Library, the Harbour Office, the Palm House, the Gasworks and then of course their financial progeny, City Hall, in all its classical renaissance glory. After decades of undermining cities, office parks, out of town developments and unsuitable exurban sprawl, policy makers are at last appreciating the unique contribution of cities to economic growth and cultural identity.  City regions, directly elected mayors, greater fiscal autonomy are all appearing on the horizon and Belfast City Council is on the right track when it comes to putting the cultural strategy at the heart of its economic strategy.
Each region and city contains ingrained human strata which add up to a unique degree of competitive advantage and the skills, historic fabric, culture and urban edge of British cities like Belfast present a compelling economic case. Building a sense of place means trading on the unique authenticity of the city, a crucial part of which is the Victorian and Edwardian inheritance, which should not be obliterated in economic and commercial growth. The approach demands a new level of civic leadership, especially from the business community and requires strong municipal leadership that must accompany the restoration of powers to the new Councils in Northern Ireland. In looking to its future, Belfast should not ignore the potential to mine the rich civic, cultural, aesthetic and architectural resources that shape its contemporary identity.
The Council and the urban debate
Marie-Therese McGivern
Belfast City Council has a strong commitment to the development of Community Planning at the city and local level and to generate information on which to base our strategic approach. Within neighbourhoods, the Council has introduced SNAP (Strategic Neighbourhood Action Planning) to ensure that our services are effectively coordinated and meet the needs of all of Belfast’s citizens.  The approach will work closely with the delivery of People and Place and as pointed out by Michael Parkinson, we need to foster a stronger contract culture to get things done.  For us this will involve a series of Service Level Agreements with communities by April 2008 that will clearly map out what we will deliver and how we will work to create sustainable communities.
We are also developing a strong brand for Belfast and drawing on Tristam Hunt’s advice, our priority is to build on our authentic social economic history and to root imaging making in the city’s many strengths and values. Belfast was and is a city of purpose and we need to show leadership in reasserting self-confidence and to reposition the city as a leading regional European capital. The Council has just commissioned the OECD to set out how Belfast can step up to the next stage of development, especially in the context of global change, the opportunities created by peace and our own economic progress.  This is the third piece of work conducted by the OECD in the city and assignment will be conducted in partnership with all our stakeholders to deepen the debate about what needs to be done to sustain the city’s growth and accelerate it for the long term. 
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	Key messages from the Community Planning workshop:
· We need to define Community Planning precisely and simply communicate its meaning to local communities as well as to professionals;

· We cannot do everything at once and therefore need to focus on one or two key tasks essential to the development of a sustainable city;
· We need a strong evidence base on which to understand the changing nature of the city and to establish clear priorities;
· Political leadership and politics in general needs to be strengthened to enable the Community Planning process to make a difference; and

· Partnership is an overused concept but genuine trust and agreed working is required in order to avoid the separateness of past approaches.


	Key messages from the Thematic Partnership workshop:
· Thematic Partnerships are crucial to draw attention to less visible issues that cut across geographic areas and interest groups;

· However, we need to ensure that Thematic Partnerships on issues such as young people or women, connect with area based partnerships and that they work in complementary and not competitive ways;

· There needs be more investment in getting middle class citizens involved in representative and political democracy in order to make partnerships and government work effectively;

· We need to invest time, gather appropriate information and ensure that there is organisational change and commitment to make partnership work; and

· There needs to be clear action at the end of the partnership process so that citizens can see results and their buy-in can thus be maintained. 


	Key messages from the Neighbourhood Services workshop:
· Economic regeneration is required to more effectively deliver neighbourhood renewal but we need to ensure that macro change has an effect at the community level;
· Environmental quality, sustainability and land use planning must be issues that are worked through at the neighbourhood level with local people;
· Public consultation must engage citizens in new and more innovative ways rather than  just rely on discussions between government and elite groups;

· Segregation, interfaces and poverty and the links between them, need to be at the centre of neighbourhood regeneration and urban planning; and

· People need to see delivery on the ground and the success of neighbourhood programmes will be best measured when communities see feel real changes in their areas.
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