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Thank you Chief Executive.  Thank you, Lord Mayor.  Thank you, Councillor McCausland.  

Why Belfast matters to me.

It's great to be back in Belfast.  Some places I quite like to go to.  Belfast I love to go to.  The spirit is better here than it was when I first started coming.  Well done.  Well done, Marie-Therese, on keeping this initiative going.  I think it's all terribly important.

This is a difficult talk for me to give.  Coming back to Belfast, what's new, what am I going to say that I can add to what I said last time?  I'm at the start of my work, so these are early thoughts.  And I don't want to destabilise your political work.  It's a very fragile process.  I want to be honest, I want to turn the mirror to your face.  But I don't want to undermine what I think is a very, very important effort.  I'm going to tell it as it is.   But remember two things.  Things are getting better in Belfast and Northern Ireland.  And many people here are doing great work already.  So keep it going.  

Belfast and Northern Ireland are at the beginning of a very long journey.  And it will not be an easy journey.  And I have to say I'm at the beginning of a very long talk.  I'm going to show a lot of slides.  It's longer than I normally do. Perhaps it is longer than it should be.  But I don't apologise for it. I think these are very serious issues.   I want to pay you the compliment of treating them seriously.  

What will I talk about?

I will cover five questions: 

1.
"What's the State of English Cities?"  


The Chief Executive said I did with many colleagues a big piece of work on English Cities for John Prescott and David Milliband asking, "Where are we?  Where have we been?  Where are we going?  How can we do better?"  I'll talk a bit about that because I want you to know you're not alone.  Sometimes you're in a place you think you're on your own.  You're not.  Everyone is dealing with these kinds of issues, social, economic, political.  We've got to think of Belfast not as a special case but as an example of very important, difficult processes of change.

2.
"What was the state of Belfast then?  What did I say in 2004?"

3.
"What's the state of Belfast now?  How are you doing?"  

Then I’ll raise some thoughts about governance or leadership or politics.  How well is Belfast running its affairs?  

4.
"How well is the system coping?" 

5.
"What's next for Belfast?"  

What is the big picture?  

There is huge progress.  There are big opportunities and challenges. 

Internally I think the tectonic plates have shifted.  It is very a different place now than it was a few months ago.  Externally there's very fierce global competition - Belfast has to run faster just to stand still.  I think because of all these huge changes, the decision making system is at the outer limits of its capacity.  There is so much going on, you have done well to hold all these things together.  But to some extent we've had progress despite the decision- making  system.  

And I'm glad you're remaking the system.  To make it work better we're going to need more trust, more partnership, greater capacity.  And we're going to have to improve our performance.  You have a really huge opportunity in this place.  You can feel it.  You can smell it.  You can see it.  You can count the cranes.  But it could pass you by if you don't do the right things.  You have a window of opportunity.   I think you've got five years.  So it's time for real grown-up leadership from the platform, from the audience and people outside this room.  It's really big stuff.  

1.  The State of English Cities

Belfast is not alone.  What did we say to government having looked across the UK?  Cities are crucial to economic success.  They drive nations.  London is a global star fantastically important.   We said, "Policy in the UK is going in the right direction, government is trying to do the right things."    We said, "It's got to sustain and expand the renaissance that's going on.  It needs to learn from successful cities abroad".  These are important points that will come up throughout this day.

I'm sure Tristram Hunt will talk about trusting cities to make their contribution. And if you do that,  it involves letting go.   I'll come back to letting go to everybody in this room after this talk.  

How are English cities doing?  

"Are they picking up?"  "Yes."  

"Are the worse off cities catching up?"  "Not yet." 

"And will they stay up?"  "Only if national economy performs well and we can sustain public investment."  

That's a challenge.  It's a challenge for Belfast as well.  They're picking up in terms of population, jobs, liveability, cohesion, competitiveness.  Things are getting better.  Cities are contributing more to population growth.  In the fifty-five cities outside London, population is going up.  In towns and rural areas, population is going down.  London had a fantastic performance in the mid/late nineties, then cooled off. The other big cities, Manchester, Leeds, Birmingham, Newcastle, Sheffield are catching up.  So the Core Cities are also coming back.  

The big nine in the UK, are coming back in jobs as well in terms of population.  

In terms of jobs cities even more important, 58% of the population live in our urban areas.  But they have 63% of the jobs. And their contribution to growth is increasing.  And more cities outside London are helping in terms of job growth.

This slide shows the growing contribution to jobs, '91, '98, '98, 2003.  London is brilliant in the first part of the nineties, cooling off in the second part.  But the other fifty-five cities growing.  So even when London is cooling off, the other cities are making a bigger contribution, as the towns and rural areas are slowing down.    

In terms of social cohesion, what's happening?   They're picking up. Employment is up in all of our cities especially some of the poorest.  Health is better.  Education is up.  People have got more degrees.  Vehicle crime and burglaries are down.  That's all good news.  

But actually the worse off cities are not catching up because cities have more deprivation, more unemployment, more worklessness, worse health.  The gap between rich and poor neighbourhoods is bigger.  School attainment is lower and crime is higher.  Also North and West cities have many more deprived people than non-urban areas.  London actually has large numbers of deprived people.  So it's not wholly a good news story.  The next slide looks at skills.  One of the reasons London is so successful of course is it has more people with degrees than any other city in the country.  That is one of the things that we need to think about for Belfast.  

So the balance sheet on cohesion is that  everywhere has improved.  But the cities in the South have done better, those who are better off at the beginning have improved most.  There's progress across the country.  But much more needs doing.

Economic performance

How are we doing?  Many are performing very well.  London is a global star, Cambridge, Reading, Bristol are brilliant.  But there are huge differences in income, productivity, export, skills, innovation, high value added, accessibility, risk capital.  Again the South and East are doing better than North and West. Again the worst off cities are not catching up.  And they may not stay up. 

That slide shows output across the country.  Dark blue is good.  Red is less good.  You can see who's doing better -  it's London and South East.

If you look at productivity which is more important, London and South East are far more productive than the rest of England.  Belfast is quite interesting on that.  So there are huge gaps there.  On the other hand, there have been big improvements in the last decade.  Twenty-five of our fifty-six cities grew faster than the national average.  Six of the eight core cities beat the national average.  Nine cities were more than 10% above the national average. Most of those were in the South and East.  But Manchester was a notable exception, a place which has really come back.  It is  a very important model, I think.  I've talked a lot about Manchester recently as being a place which is not unlike Belfast.  It's bigger, but Belfast has had terrific improvement.  It is essentially about leadership, to which I'll return.  

There's a very important question which bothers lots of people in lots of cities.  It bothers politicians.  It bothers trade unionists.  It bothers community activists.  It bothers the private sector.  It bothers people in Belfast.  It is, "What should urban policy be about?  Should it be about the pursuit of economic progress?  Or should it be about the pursuit of social cohesion? And what is the relationship between the two?"  In the UK we've to’ed and fro’ed on that.  Sometimes we've thought, "Let's go for economic competitiveness and let's make urban policy about that and let's measure it in terms of GVA and productivity and accessibility".  Sometimes governments have said, "It's about social justice and integration and cohesion".  And we've focused on poor neighbourhoods and spent a huge amount of time doing that.

It must be blindingly obvious, they are not actually mutually exclusive - they are complementary kinds of goals. The State of the Cities did show the truth in that.   I'm going to show two tables in a moment which will show two things - all cities have people with low income.  Every city, even the most successful city in this country – London - has poor people.  However, poverty is greater and your chances of being in poverty are greater if the economy of your city is performing below average.  As we obviously know, more jobs mean less poverty.  I think this means that competitiveness is entirely compatible with cohesion.  This is something I'll return to in Belfast’s case.  I think sometimes you look at the wrong ball in Belfast.  

What's the evidence on social cohesion and competitiveness?  

This slide shows the top ten and bottom ten of our cities.  It looks at GVA per capita which is wealth and then low income households.  Red is low income.  Blue is GVA per capita.  And  the top is Reading - the best performing place in the country.  It has very high GVA.   It's very wealthy.  But it does have a lot of low income people.  So it's absolutely clear there's a relationship there.

If you take London, it is almost as wealthy as Reading.  But it  has an awful lot of low income people.    But as you go down and begin to look at, from Sheffield, Grimsby, Ipswich, Stoke, the blue line gets smaller the red line gets bigger.  Actually your chances of being poor are greater if the performance of the economy is not good.  So it's not that if you have economic success you'll automatically have no social exclusion.  But your prospects of addressing social exclusion are going to be better if the performance of the economy is good.

The next table looks at this another way.  That's a relationship between income deprivation and employment deprivation.  It's almost a straight line for the fifty-six places. Regrettably my much loved city, Liverpool, is at the top.  It's got highest income deprivation and highest unemployment.  The places down at the bottom, which have got lowest unemployment or highest employment have got lowest income deprivation.  It's a clear relationship.

So when we're thinking, "What should Belfast be trying to do in the next ten, twenty, thirty years?" we should realise that the pursuit of economic progress is not at the price of social justice.  You need to make the linkage.  You need to keep that relationship in mind.

What did we say to government about all of this?  

There were some pretty obvious messages which we told them fairly bluntly.  First we said cities really do matter, so support them.  We haven't sufficiently supported cities in this country.  And we should do more about it.  Smart European countries are doing so.  Secondly, we said competitiveness, liveability, cohesion all matter.  But policies should focus upon competitiveness - because that is the way through the challenge.  We also said that all places matter and we need to have policies for all places.  But in terms of the opportunities and the challenges, the larger places - the big city regions - matter most.  And we need to have policies which address those large city regions.  

We gave some other fairly obvious advice about thinking and acting long term.  It takes twenty years to become an overnight success, as they say.  You don't turn round cities in five minutes.  Think and act long term.

We said, governments should do fewer bigger things, like skills or connectivity and do those well.  Don't try and do everything.  Do something where you can make a difference.

We said let's have greater spatial clarity.  What are we trying to do with the UK?   What is our idea of how cities fit together?  Where will they grow and not grow?  We said we must trust local government more, because that is going to be the roots of success.  With all its faults and failings, it is the only game in town in my judgement. So we said we need more contractual working, better relationships between national government and local government.  We need fewer targets, more contracts.  We need to say “You do this, I'll do that.  A deal?  On you go!”

We said more government departments should value the contribution of cities.

Not enough government departments do in England. I suspect I'll say something about Belfast in a while as well.  And we said, more departments need to collaborate together because cities act in the round.  Government is not organised like that, but it needs to get its act together.  And departments should support cities more and talk to each other more about it.  

We said governments should encourage the following kinds of things.  First it should encourage place making.   That's what this is about.  It's about making places where people want to live and want to play as well as work.  It's about authenticity.  That really matters.

Secondly, we said, you need to encourage local leadership.  We've not done enough about that. Tristram will talk about his experience later this afternoon. But the places which have done better, have had strong powerful committed leadership.   Again I just cite Manchester as one obvious case which has done dramatically well in the past ten years, from nowhere in particular.  And that is partly because it's had only two chief executives and two leaders in twenty years.   Stability, confidence, trust, delivery are connected.

Third, we said, you've got to think bigger.  Local authority boundaries are too small.  The natural economic unit  is a city region.  You need to think bigger and think about how we're going to manage our big city regions.

Fourthly, we said, we need to think about delivery.   We could talk till kingdom come.  But we actually have to deliver out there on the ground.  Do we have the tools to deliver on the ground?   We said, you need some new financial instruments, some ways of paying for all of this.  

Now, does any of that ring bells in Belfast?  I think it does.  I think those kinds of challenges are ones that we face in Belfast and Northern Ireland.  I'll talk about them next.  But I wanted to give you that UK context to start with.

2.  What was the state of Belfast in 2004?  What did I say then?  

There was bad news and good news.  The bad news then was innovation levels were too low.  Second I said your education scores were too low.

Third I said connectivity was low.   

There was good news.  Your GVA wealth is actually pretty high, partly because it's a very public sector dominated economy.  And although you have many people without skills, you have many very qualified workers.  Also people who live outside Belfast actually had a better impression of the place than people who lived in Belfast.  External perceptions were better than internal perceptions.  I know this about my own city - Liverpool.  It is a very navel gazing city.  We look at our problems all the time.  Outside people only know The Beatles and football.  So in a sense there was a lot for Belfast to work on.

What did I say you should do in 2004?  

I said you should:

· increase your population, 

· reduce unemployment, 

· improve educational skills, 

· increase innovation levels, 

· change the balance between the public and private sector and 

· increase connectivity.

Those are my drivers for success -  innovation, skills, diversity, connectivity, quality of place.   I talked about strategic decision making capacity, or if I was being less pompous I could just call it "politics".   I said Belfast was not well governed. It was fragmented and inefficient.  There was a lack of trust.  Planning was too slow.  Central local relations were not good. There were constant conflicts over turf and territory.  I said the place had partnership fatigue.  It had strategy fatigue. It had the wrong mix of public/private culture. It had weak local government.  I found essentially frozen attitudes and frozen institutions.   And you were brave.  You accepted all that criticism.  

3.   What's the state of Belfast today?  

You’ve all been waiting with bated breath!  It is not a frozen place any more.  

This is the most dynamic place that I've worked in recent years.  There is lots of good news.  The social challenges remain.  Governance is turbulent.  You're remaking a system.  But bits of the economy are doing very well indeed.

I'm now going to show you a set of good news figures about Belfast.  The good news.  In the twenty years, '81, 2001, Belfast lost 12% of the population, as did every other city in the country, apart from Edinburgh and Cardiff.  That was a very bad time for our cities.  People were moving away, voting with their feet.  What's happened since?  

Population

It's turned around.  Between 2003 and 2005, population has been growing in all of those cities.  Belfast in that period just lost over 1%.  But bear in mind in the previous twenty years it lost 12%.  So population loss has been arrested.  I think that is a tremendously important leading indicator.  Whether it is the return of the Diaspora or whether it is new migrant groups coming in, the return of population or the stemming of the haemorrhaging, that's something to build upon.   I said you should get people up.  You are.  And I said you should get unemployment down.  You have.  

Employment

This slide shows unemployment over a ten year period, '97 to 2007.  Again Belfast is in red.  Ten years ago your unemployment rate was 9.3%.  Now it's 3.9%.  It's not the lowest in the country, but one of the lowest.  So there has been dramatic improvement there.  You're not doing the best, but you are doing much better than you were doing.  You'll notice however that other places are also doing well.  Employment has grown in the last five years.  Employment in Belfast has grown 5%, beating Nottingham, Birmingham and Manchester and Bristol which actually had a slight loss of employment.  So again this is very good news for Belfast.

Which bits of the economy have been doing better in Belfast?  Where is the growth taking place?   There has been most growth in financial services.  There's been second most growth in real estate, renting and business activities.  They're not the biggest bits of your economy.  But they are the most dynamic bits of your economy. That's fantastically good news.   Growth is beginning to happen in the right bits of the economy. And if the public sector is still too large, which it is, you've got real evidence of change happening in this last five year period.  That's terribly good stuff.

Education

I said you've got a lot of very highly qualified people.  You're the second best educated city after Edinburgh.  You're beating all the other core cities.  So again you have terrific assets to go on, if you can mobilise them.  If we look at GVA per capita, and partly because of public sector salaries, you're the second richest of the Core Cities.    You are much richer, twice as rich, as Sheffield or Liverpool.  So there is real wealth in this place.  There's stuff you can build on again.

If you look at GVA per capita change in the last four years, how has it improved?  Well, it's increased in that four year period by almost 30%.  You are outperforming Glasgow, Newcastle, Manchester, Bristol, Leeds, although  you're not doing as well as Edinburgh, Nottingham, Cardiff and Glamorgan.  All these signs are very, very good news indeed.  

Retail rents

Look at retail rents in 2005.  £12.50 a square foot are very good prices, beating Leeds, Sheffield and Bristol, close to Birmingham and Liverpool, little bit behind Manchester.  So again extremely good news.

If you look at the change in retail rents in the five year period, whereas Bristol and Birmingham actually were going down, Belfast was the second most improved performing city.

Airports

I said you didn't have enough connectivity.  If you look at 2006 you really have dramatically improved your throughput in the airport.  You are now much bigger than many of these cities, which of course have smaller airports.  Manchester had 22 million, that tells you a story.  But still Belfast with seven million has improved.   In the past six years, Belfast airport has increased its passengers by over 60%.   Universities and airports drive cities.  They import people, ideas, goods and services.  Airports have a sustainability down side.  I'm not here to talk about that.  But you are doing very well in some important things.  That's all great news.

Dependence

But there's some less good news, although I won't rub your nose in it.  

You have the most dependent population of all the Core Cities -  that's people who are too old or too young to be in the labour force.  It's less here than in every other city.  Employment has improved.  But the employment rate 2002, 2005 and 2006, is rather lower than the best performing cities.  That is another piece of work you ought to do.  Having said you've got the second highest percentage of people with NVQ IV, you have the third highest level of people without qualifications at all.  That is an important challenge.   In terms of  managerial and professional occupations, you're in the middle.  You need to do better.  You don't have enough students.  Manchester had three times the passengers at the airport and it's probably got almost twice the number of students.  If the students and universities matter, that's part of the explanation for the Manchester success story allied, to good strong local leadership.  So there's things to be done there in Belfast.

Prime office rents.  Having said you're very good in retail, in 2006 Birmingham gets £30.00 square foot prime office, Belfast is only getting £13.00.  So there's improvement to be made there.

Finally, the Healey & Baker study.   In 2006 for the first time it looked at fourteen English cities and asked the business sector what they thought of cities as a place to locate business.  They ranked them one to fourteen.  London was top, Birmingham second, Manchester third.   Belfast, I'm afraid, was at the bottom.  Why?  They ranked the cities in terms of these important factors for business - access to markets, qualified staff, external transport links.  You lag in these.   You are top in availability of grants.  But it isn't much help.   When you're going on about corporation tax in the South, you want to think about that as well.  Financial incentives for business may not be crucial.  There are other structural things there that you should be improving.

So there is a lot of good news.  This is a dramatically improved place.  But with some way to go.  That's the facts and figures.  The first bit of the talk said, "You're not alone, a lot of English cities are facing problems you are facing.  Government has some challenges that you have".   Second I said, "What did you look like four years ago?"  And you had a lot of problems.  

Thirdly I said, "What do you look like now?"  You are much, much better.  Everybody in this room knows that.

4.  How Well is the System Coping?

I'm now going to talk a bit about how you run your affairs.  These are really exciting dramatic times.  You are remaking the system.  You're changing the way you govern your affairs.  You're changing the way you do business.  I think you're changing the way you see each other. You're involved in a process of state building, city building, community building.

But your performance is relatively weak, not only in relationships in some of the best cities, but to the country down South.    I think the public sector, is too large.   I think it's over 30% of employment, over 60% of spend.  Entrepreneurial levels are still too low.  It still remains a risk averse culture.  Your infrastructure isn't yet good enough – especially connectivity.   Although I know you're putting a lot in.  I don't think your universities are sufficiently engaged yet in the conversation about the future of this place.   

And the skill gaps are still too big.  So these are things to be working on.  They're not trivial.  And they are Northern Ireland issues as well as Belfast issues.  I've told you you're at the beginning of a very important journey.  But do you have a story about where you are going, where you've been, where you are now, what kind of place you are and where are you going to go?  Do you have a big picture for the future of Northern Ireland and Belfast?  People say to me, "We're not sure we have."  

Competitiveness

I also  ask the question, "Do you have a system to make this place more competitive?"   I don't think the system focuses upon competitiveness.  It focuses on social justice which is important - that's why I spent a bit of time at the beginning.  I don't know the system can address those goals properly yet.  

· Do you have clear priorities?  

· Is it business services, ICT, biotech, financial services?  

· Where are you going?  

· Do you have a simple shared set of common goals that you can judge things by? 

Criteria for Investment

You're making massive investment in this place.  But please do not be led by what some in this room call, "the political squeal".   Can we not have a set of criteria which will tell us where we should be doing these things?  Can we have a really grown-up conversation between government, politics, business, the community, the voluntary sector?   I think those are some of the challenges you have to face.  

Government Organisation

There are still too many government departments, you don't need eleven  to run this place.  It slows the system down.  It limits the coherence.  We know why it happens.  But it's not, I think, fit for purpose.  It means there is no alignment of strategies about planning, investment, external. I don't think they are sufficiently well aligned.  Responsibility for cities is spread across too many bits of government.  

Central-Local Relationships

Central local relationships in Northern Ireland, for a whole set of historical reasons, are usually tenser than in other places.  I think they are still tense.  As we remake the world you're going to have to remake those relationships and make them work better.  Business and middle class engagement in politics is still too limited and we need to draw those communities back into the political debate.   I suspect there are some tensions between local government and community about whose purposes are being served and what will happen in the new world.  And in terms of community relations there's more work to do.  

Entrepreneurial Culture?

What kind of political culture have you got?  You have built a system and a culture which was designed to control a divided but not to govern a united and dynamic society.  And that culture must change.  It has become risk averse.  It's partly about the role of government.  It's partly about the public sector.   I think it's partly a consequence of democratic deficit.   You have to break that risk averse culture.  You have to take chances in the new world.   Belfast and Northern Ireland needs less administrative, bureaucratic leadership and more clear political leadership.  That's why what's going on in the assembly and Review of Public Administration is terribly important.    Those running the place need to let go.  And if this is going to work everybody in this room.  And everybody outside it will have to show more political maturity.  

Belfast's bigger role

I discussed the issue about England and city regions.   I don't think the contribution that Belfast makes to Northern Ireland is sufficiently recognised in policy by government.  And it needs to be.  

You're starting on BMAP and will have it in due course.  But I'm not persuaded you've got the metropolitan capacity to deliver all of that.  I think the Belfast city region is still a divided place.   I don't think the Review of Public Administration did much to help on that.  Much more work is needed to make the Belfast city region flourish and work together.  That's what we're going to have to do in England.  That's what you're going to have to do here.  

Also there are challenges for the Regional Assembly.  It's wonderful.  It's great.  But it's going to have to move from constitutional and security issues to delivery and performance.  It is going to have to align policies and choose priorities.  You will have to reshape departments and move away from eleven.  

Planning is improving.  But you need to invest more resources in it.  And you must  have a slightly different philosophy - to become more 'can do'.  Also, as you create a Regional Assembly, will you be taking powers from local government or are you going to let go?  That balance is very important.  

It goes without saying that creating a Regional Assembly means that many of the very best currently working in local government will be going to the Assembly.  That will be a challenge in its own right.  

There are also huge challenges to local government.  It has to move from an advocacy role to a leadership role.  It's going to have to move from dealing with special interests to the public interest.  It's got a huge ask in modernising itself.  Local government has lost thirty years of development, for reasons we understand fully.  But it is a big ask for local government.  

Community planning 

My reaction to this  is like Gandhi, when asked about Western civilisation.  He said, as you recall, "It would be a very good thing."    Community planning would be a very good thing.  But it is going to be difficult.  It's going to require commitment, capacity, cooperation, cash, leadership and time.  It has to be done.  But it is challenging stuff.  

Challenges for the RPA 

The RPA is a good idea.  Already there is a lot of unfinished business in the RPA, apart from local government.  Already big institutions are reshaping and trying to come to terms with their new roles.  There was a lot up in the air anyway.   Now I think with the Regional Assembly and its views about local government, the RPA is either up in the air or in the long grass.  I think the RPA was a missed opportunity for local government.  I think probably it was creating too many, small, weak poor places.  If you go back to more than seven local authorities, to eleven or fifteen or whatever, I think you're going to worsen that process.   On the RPA it is time to be brave and bold.  Someone said in this room, "It's the first hundred days that makes a difference."  Somebody else in this room said, "Whatever we're going to do, let us be brave and do it sooner rather than later.”  Don't park it.  Don't put it all in the long grass because the opportunity will pass you by.  

5.  What's next for Belfast?  

What's going on?  This is becoming a booming confident city which is splashing the cash.  Look at the Merchant Hotel.  Who would have thought that you'd have a quality of hotel five years ago like that, that you'd have an entrepreneur who would do that?  This is a real sign that people think they can do business here and make money here.  You've had massive investment in retail, in leisure, in housing.  It's great.  It's fantastic.  It looks very different than five, ten, twenty years ago.  You've got Titanic Quarter which is monstrously important.  You’ve got  Victoria Square and Cathedral Square.   There's lots more to come. This is a big, big development boom taking place in Belfast. You've got huge physical progress.  But the wider economy probably faces more challenges.  I think over the next decade you're going to have to move from what's going on now - which is a very, very welcome process of urban renaissance - to building urban economic competitiveness.  

Why is it happening?  For all sorts of reasons.  Cities are back.  Belfast is coming back.  But everywhere else is coming back at the same time.  There has been huge amounts of public investment from UK government and from Europe.  

You're benefiting from overheated South.  Money is flowing up because it's cheaper up here.  You probably do need to sort your economic relationship out with the South.  I'll probably be killed for saying it.  But  I'm not entirely sure that equalising the corporation tax is going to be that big a deal.  

But the fact is, all of this may change.  Public expenditure will certainly not go on in future the way it's been going on.  You're going to have to come to terms with that.    So you're not in the last chance saloon.  But don't waste the opportunity.  There's been huge progress.  But challenges remain for Belfast city centre.  Belfast city centre is the driver of Belfast.   Belfast is the driver of Belfast city region.   And Belfast city region is the driver of the Northern Ireland economy.  So Belfast city centre matters.  It's important you get it right.  

I think it means going beyond a city centre management which you already have.  That's necessary but not sufficient.  One of our colleagues already asked, "Do we have a big picture for this place, for Belfast city centre?"  I'm not sure that you do.  Do you have clear stewardship of Belfast city centre, particularly after Laganside has gone?  It was only one part of the jigsaw.  But a big bit of the jigsaw is missing.    Is there clear stewardship?  When you're getting massive investment, do you have the institutions or the systems or the quality control in place which will guarantee quality development, authenticity and linkages between places?  You know, Titanic to Crumlin to the North Foreshore.  We need to find a way of better connecting places and projects and people.   And then can we deliver it?  That's the challenge.  Can you deliver it?  

City Development Companies

I'm doing a lot of work in different UK cities.  They're all worried about delivering economic development in the right way at a time when there's massive investment and a big boom going on.   In the UK we are now exploring a whole series of delivery vehicles - ways of shaping these trends.  City Development Companies are one of the more interesting ways of handling these things.  I can tell you - not places like London or Reading or Cambridge, which are doing very well - but your peers who face similar challenges and have similar opportunities in Sheffield, Liverpool, Birmingham and Manchester, are looking very actively at the idea of a City Development Company to shape the city centre and beyond.  Derry has a similar thing, it has ILAX.  It's run by the chief executive who ran the first URC in Sheffield.  OECD, when they finished their review Laganside, proposed something like this.   I was wondering whether something like this might make a contribution and address some of the issues we're talking about.  

I suggested such a vehicle four years ago as a city centre partnership.  People didn't go with it.  I think it was too big a challenge to central and local government.  It would have meant giving up control.  I don't think they were ready.  But that's changing.    If the Assembly and the RPA happen, those relationships are going to have to change anyway.  

People said in retrospect about my proposal, "It was the unripeness of time.  We're waiting for the RPA.  We can't go in for any more institution building."  But I think the RPA and local government might be in the long grass.  It might be four or five years before we get this settled.  Preferably not, but it might be.  What to do in these circumstances?  Would it be desirable to think about a City Development Company which could shape a dynamic future for Belfast?  

Is a CDC desirable?  

Yes  I think you could use it to shape the quality and the future of the city.  You could have the conversation you need between all partners.  You could bring departments to bear.  You put Belfast in the mainstream, not in the minority, because other places facing similar challenges are trying to do it.  

It would be a way of pulling together partners and policies and priorities.  I talked to a colleague much involved in RPA and local government and asked, "If I suggested this, would it really be getting in the way?  Haven't you got enough on your plate?"  He said, "Michael, such a vehicle would complement, not clutter, the RPA process, the reshaping process. We're looking for innovative models of governance.  We're looking for things which we could build on in future.”    I think a City Development Company might help.  

I think it would reinforce the processes and principles of community planning - partnership, shared goals, delivery.  It would help until the RPA is out of the long grass.  We could be doing something now.  

I did talk to someone who is very involved in running very big projects in this city.  He said, "I've just come back from MIPIM.  And I'm just amazed at how competitive the world is out there.  Investors need to see a 'can do' city.  If they see a 'can't do' city they won't come.”  That's a possibility.  If you have a CDC you'd be getting actions as well as words.   It would focus you on delivery, delivery, delivery.  

Is it possible?  

I said these are fantastically exciting times.  This is a brave new world.  It's your world.  Are you brave and bold enough to do this?  I suspect you will be.   So don't let me down.

[ends with applause].

Peter McNaney

On behalf of us all, Michael, thank you for that tour de force and objective view of our city and, most importantly, a comparative view. You can't know where you are unless you compare against others in similar circumstances.  We're very grateful to Michael for doing that piece of work and of course posing some extremely good questions for our city, leaving us with the final question around leadership, bravery and boldness.  

We have fifteen minutes which gives you the opportunity - influential people in the city, from all spheres, political, commercial, government - to ask your questions of Michael.    So who's going to be brave enough to ask the first question?  

Delegate

Michael, Can you tell us something about what other cities have done to raise the quality of the infrastructure and environment to attract those creative people into the city?

Michael Parkinson

Good question.  Let me talk about a couple of places which are very similar to Belfast in certain ways which have addressed this issue of quality very directly.  Manchester and Sheffield.  Both of them have had urban regeneration companies running the city centre or close to the city centre.  Both of them made a very powerful statement to investors.  They said:  "If you want to come to our city you've got to do good quality work.  We think architecture and quality architecture is very important.  We are not going to be any longer a willing victim for developers.  We're going to insist that what is built in this city will last for ten, twenty, thirty, forty years and will make a kind of place we want to be."  

It's been easier for Manchester because it has a lot of other economic advantages.  But it has sent a very powerful statement to developers. It has encouraged local developers.  It's encouraged local architects.  It's gone for authenticity.  

The more interesting case is Sheffield which in some ways is closer to Belfast in terms of its economic standing.  It is a place which has been through a very difficult period.  It has lost much of its driving industries of steel.  It had heavy rates of unemployment.  And it still faces big challenges.  But Sheffield Urban Regeneration Company formed with English Partnerships, the RDA and local authority and the private sector, decided seven years ago to fix Sheffield city centre. Sheffield city centre seven years ago was a very poor place indeed.  

Ordinary architecture, the retail was poor, the railway station was run down.  Go to Sheffield now.  It is the best example of provincial place making that I know.  And how did they do it?  Leadership and commitment.  It had a very powerful Masterplan which was signed up for and consulted upon.  And it sent the signal to architects that we want quality stuff.   If you go there now, out of the station which a decade ago was a shambles, it's got a most impressive fountain running down.  The quality of buildings is increasing.  The quality of investors going there is increasing.  They're getting better architects to go and do better things.  Is it a long haul?  Yes.  But have they made many good strides?  The answer is these kinds of things are in one's own hands.

Delegate

I'm interested in the importance of innovation.  What do you think is distinctive here?

Michael Parkinson

Well, as I say, that's kind of private grief.  It's for you to work that out for yourself.  But I'm arguing by analogy.  I'm currently working with Birmingham which is a place which has remade itself in the past twenty years.  I think it has not done very well at doing so.  When you're in Birmingham now you do not know what kind of place it is.   You don't know what kind of history it has got.  You'd never see it was a city of a thousand trades.  Every building looks like every other building, every other city.  The retail is high street stuff.  I've been saying to them, "Authenticity - beyond mainstream to grittiness".  

I think some things you've done well here.  But I think it's working with the architecture, working on the ground, making much more of your very distinctive tourism offer.  Bringing your communities in, those sorts of things, playing to those kinds of strengths.  People want to go to places which are different.  They don't want to go to places which are the same.  That's what you have to work on.

Delegate

Thank you.  Mark Finley from Barnabas Ventures and also Chairman of the Inner South Belfast Partnership, the neighbourhood partnership.  You've mentioned that you are not persuaded that we have the metropolitan capacity to deliver BMAP.  I suppose the first part of my question is, "Is that an issue, do you think that we're spreading things too thinly, that we're fighting on two many fronts?  Are you referring to the necessity to get more people living back in Belfast city centre?"   Secondly, on your issue of governance, you talked about the concept of a City Development Company, do you believe that should be for the city region or for the city of Belfast?  Thank you.

Michael Parkinson

Good question.  I don’t think that Belfast going from to 300,000, 330,000  is big enough.  I don't think you need 5 local authorities to run this metropolitan area.  If I was starting again I would give Belfast a bigger boundary.  Probably unpopular, but it needs to be done.  If that is not done - and it probably won't be - we're going to have to work very hard on getting cooperation between local authorities.  I don't think there's enough of that yet.   And if you can't get it formally you're going to have to try and get it networked.  Also there needs to be a conversation about how Belfast actually drives the region.  People really do need to recognise this fact.  

The politics of turf are very difficult indeed.  It's the most difficult challenge in the UK.  Getting the local authorities around Manchester, Birmingham or Sheffield to collaborate is difficult.  But it has been done, where there's political will.  Again I don't particularly want to cite Manchester.   But ten years ago the Chief Executive of Wigan would not say, "What's good for Manchester is good for Wigan".  But now years on they do.  They recognise the contribution that the regional centre makes to the city region.  Belfast must think more about that.    

It's a very interesting question, what boundaries a City Development Company might have.    My general view on territory, boundaries and politics is shaped by someone who's doing the Strategic Plan for Metropolitan Barcelona.  There's fifty-five local authorities in Barcelona.  But there's only thirty-five in the Strategic Plan.  I said, "Why?  You've left some out."  He said, "We decided to work first with our friends, where we could be successful.  If we're successful the others will want to come in."   So the question of where the boundaries should be should be shaped by the preferences of people in the place.  

In the UK the government has a consultation paper out on City Development Companies.  It said, "In principle, we would like these to be at a city regional level.   But in practice we recognise that's going to be a step too far for most places.  Therefore places should tell us where they want to work".   As a consequence Sheffield, which has created the first CDC, is really doing Sheffield local authority, focusing around the city centre.  I think it needs to be big enough to have powers and resources and have a big enough territory.  It needs to be large enough to have the key sites in it.  The Crumlin Road is a key site and perhaps you ought to have that in it.  But for the boundary itself, you'd have to decide what makes most sense to players and partners. It's not going to be Laganside.  So I think city centre plus local authority.  Probably the city region is too big an ask now.

Delegate

I'm interested in your analysis in terms of redevelopment within the city.  I'm also thinking about the concentration of the most disadvantaged.  We know we are becoming more concentrated in geographical areas and within groups.  So what I was wondering, if you could, reflect on your experience.  How do we actually engage those who are most marginalized?  As you know not only is that becoming worse for us, we also have the added disadvantage of sectarian tension.

Michael Parkinson

This is the biggest challenge.  There's absolutely no denying that.  And I think some things are possible in other cities which are probably not possible in Belfast by merging communities and changing the composition of these kinds of places.  There is a community issue particular to Belfast.  

All one can say is that, I sort of said in the past, policies too often simply focused on those challenges, and said, "This is what urban policy is about".  That's why I showed the slides about economic prosperity and poverty.  That's why I also said that that's not an automatic relationship.  You need to have linkage across.  Every city struggles with this problem.  I think the city of Liverpool did as well as most working on this.  In Speke Garston which was a hugely depressed area which had lost a lot of traditional industries, they created a development company which had the land, did the training, went out in the community, to help people get the jobs in the area.  Its long, tedious stuff about linkage.  

The underlying problem is that the education performance of these communities is simply too low.  It's got to be got up.  It’s long term stuff.    But education has got to be done.  I'm certainly not saying "Focus on downtown and glitz and all of that".   I am saying, "That's an important bit because that's what you've got going currently".  But I know that there's a risk that as it gets better, communities get worse.

Delegate

I'm a Director with the Housing Executive.  Michael when you were reviewing the shared goal of the city, you indicated that the business and middle class engagement was limited and that those interests must be brought into the debate.  Could you give us some indication of how you've seen that done elsewhere?

Michael Parkinson

But getting businesses engaged is probably a slightly different issue from getting more middle class people engaged.    On the latter,  it's not a secret with local government having so few powers in Belfast, it hasn't attracted the very best people into it.  That's a common concern across the UK.  But I think it is worse here.   I would hope if we've got RPA through, and we did get a proper number of local authorities with responsibilities for economic development and inward investment, it would make local government a lot more attractive to enter.   Tristram will talk later about the loss of civic leadership.  But if it's true that the loss of local government powers and resources forced people out, you have a chance at least to make it an attractive offer.  

Business may or may not get engaged in local government.  But business ought to be the table in the debate about the future of the place.  Again I hate to talk simply about Manchester.  But it is the most successful provincial city in the UK.  It has transformed itself in twenty years, despite having many, many challenges.  Twenty years ago the local authority decided to change their strategy.  They decided to work with the private sector.   They decided they could not beat the Conservative government, and in 1987 after Thatcher’s third election, the leader went to Co-op bank and went to Alan Cockshaw who ran AMEC and said, "Will you come and join us and talk about your part in the city and will you engage in that debate with us?"  They did.  They now have a very powerful public/private coalition.  They don't actually need a CDC because they've got informal relationships.  But the private sector, big and small, is committed to Manchester.  It knows it matters, knows it can make a profit, knows it's in the same boat.  This is a fantastic opportunity here now since you are remaking all of these things.  

Is it a challenge?  Yes, but, I have talked to business people here.  They do want to be engaged.  They're not all cynical about what has gone on in Belfast and Northern Ireland.  This is where they make their living.  I think there's a change in mood.   I just think it requires colleagues here and beyond to open up the tent.

Peter McNaney

OK.  David, I hesitate to pick on you here, but David Ferguson from the Chief Executive Planning Service, you will have heard Michael talk about the difference between his first study and his second study.  He's now seen improvements in the planning process but there is still an issue around resources and there is still an issue around philosophy.   Do you want to comment on the broader planning issue? 

Delegate

First of all, Michael, thanks for the plug about the resources for planning. Thank you also for the acknowledgement that planning is getting better. I think, I think it is indicative of one of the key messages that you gave to us about adopting a 'can do' attitude.  We think it's indicative of our more willingness to 'can do'.  But we can do more and we will be doing more.  

Mark actually stole my question about BMAP and thank you for the answer to that.  I wanted to know a bit more about what you meant about metropolitan capacity.  Planning, I think, certainly on the operational side, has been getting better and the operational figures for the divisional office will bear that out this year in terms of targets.  The planning process is a rather different issue.  I think everybody acknowledges, including us, that it is an unwieldy process.  It needs to be changed.  We will be doing and saying something about that later this year.  I've actually got a non-planning question, if I may.  

Michael you drew attention to the fact that manufacturing is a mainstay of the local economy.  Certainly in Belfast it has dramatically changed over a significant period and had been replaced by a significant growth in financial services.   I recall from the very first 'The State of the City' conference you put a considerable emphasis on this.  But you also said that in another slide that there has been a massive increase in retail, leisure and housing investment.  I just wonder whether the emphasis on financial services is enough?  Is it a good thing as a mainstay of the economy?  Should we be concerned that there is such a dependence, an increasing dependence on things like retail and leisure as a mainstay of the economy?  Should we be looking to other ways in which the mainstay of the city economy should change?

Michael Parkinson

Thanks, David, and thanks for your comments on planning.  I do agree with you.   People did say to me on planning.   "It is difficult.  It has been slow.  But it is improving and more can be done".   I think there's no disagreement on that, among colleagues.   I think that's all good news.  My little mantra about competitiveness, talks about economic diversity.  It says, "Don't keep your eggs in one basket". Therefore any place which gets too dependent upon one thing, does become vulnerable.  Some small places can specialise and get away with it.  Large places do need diversity.  So is financial services enough?  No.  Is it welcome?  Yes.  Is there more growth in it?  Yes.  It's a very dynamic high value added sector as well.  So financial  and business services are tremendously important.   And you need to do more there. 

Everyone worries about how far we can go in retail and city centre living. Every city which is booming on shopping and city centre apartments keeps building and isn't sure whether there is the demand and where it's going.  So you're quite right to draw attention to that.  In itself retail and leisure just isn't going to do it.  It's not high value-added enough.  So does manufacturing matter?  Yes, it does.  What should we be doing?  Trying to capitalise upon what you've done in the past but do more high value added things with it.  When I talked to the Mayor of Lyon, Gerard Colomb he said, "We've been very good at tapestry and textiles.  But all that stuff we lost the market". What they've done is reinvest in that sector, but doing the high value added bits of it.    Making things still matters tremendously.  My slide showed that manufacturing had declined quite a lot in this period.  It is something to be concerned about.

Delegate

Anne Power from London School of Economics.  I'm also a member of the Government Sustainable Development Commission which covers Northern Ireland as well as the rest of the UK.  And I was very interested in Michael saying he would come back to the issue of sustainability.   I hope he will because it links to references you've made to connectivity.  You've said very little about connectivity within the city of Belfast.   I was very late this morning because it took me so long to get into the city centre.  Everybody who works here must battle with that every single day.  You've got big problems of sprawl.  There's very little focus on the connectivity with the rest of Ireland.  So when the Sustainable Development Commission came here and was transplanted to Londonderry, it had huge transport problems.  The Commission doesn't think it could get to it except by flying.  There's a huge bundle of issues, that if Belfast treated itself like other UK or other European cities are treating themselves, it could do massively more.  I wonder whether that should be highlighted.

Michael Parkinson

Thank you, Anne.  I didn't spot you there.  Anne Power is really the guru on cities in this country not me.  I couldn't agree more.  As a matter of fact, I talked to CBI in Northern Ireland and they said, "Look, you know, here's this boom going along and the infrastructure is lagging twenty years behind as opposed to twenty years ahead".  We know what happened in Dublin.  It paid the price of success.  The place has clogged up.  I do think if the kind of development continues to take place around Belfast city centre at this rate, the infrastructure simply won't cope.  So big decisions now have got to be made about public transport and the quality of it,  and also issues about where people live and suburbanisation.  There is going to be huge investment in Northern Ireland obviously - even the Southern government has been making huge investment.  But you ask the question, "How sustainable is it?".   I think you are quite right to advise people, "It may not be unless you pay attention to these things."

Delegate

Joanne Jennings, Belfast City Centre Management Company.  I just wanted to really highlight maybe a little bit of gap in the research or an opportunity for further consultation, very specifically with our Belfast Chamber of Trade and Commerce.  We have a very active business lobby already in the city that has been fully engaged with Belfast City Council through the City Centre Management Company.  First of all they have been engaged in strategic lobbying for the city, on a range of different issues including out of town retail, promoting in town retail.   I'm wondering whether we already have a vehicle with Belfast Chamber that has been engaged in city centre management and does already work with local councillors and at ministerial level.  So have we not already gone quite some distance in terms of engagement with the business community?  Is there not something that we could do now to build on that success into the future?

Michael Parkinson

Thank you.  Happy to hear it.  "More of it please" is my answer. There is good stuff going on.  On the narrower point about city centre management, I think that's terribly important, necessary and good.  But I don't think it's sufficient.  I think, I come back to the question "Do we have the bigger picture?  Do we have the bigger vision for the city centre?" I think it's some of those strategic decisions you need to be focusing on.  I think that does go way beyond city centre management.  If the Chamber of Commerce is active and engaged and wants to be more so, that's marvellous. But I think if we had a more powerful vehicle it could make a bigger contribution to that as well.

Peter McNaney

OK.  Thank you, Joanne.  I think that we have had a fair reflection of questions from the floor.  It's now quarter to eleven which is our scheduled coffee break.  It remains only for me to thank all of you for your participation in the questions and on behalf of all of us to thank Michael Parkinson for his time.  Michael is a person very much in demand for his work.  We are therefore very grateful, Michael, that you have given your time to this city and shared your expertise and experience with this city.  On behalf of us all, thank you very much. 
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