REPORT ON THE FUTURE OF YORKSHIRE AND HUMBER
Seminar at the House of Commons, Tuesday, November 17, 2009

THE FUTURE OF YORKSHIRE AND HUMBER – SEMINAR CONFIRMATION

 I am writing to confirm that a place has been reserved for you at the above Seminar which the Smith Institute is running in association with Yorkshire Forward, Local Government Yorkshire and Humber, and Price Waterhouse-Coopers LLP at 10.30 on Tuesday, 17 November, 2009 in Committee Room 15 at the House of Commons.  Chatham House rules apply.

Yours sincerely

Paul Hackett (Director Smith Institute)

Why Me? 

Well, because others were unavailable; circumstances conspired to provide me with an exciting opportunity to attend on behalf of the Civic Society movement in general and Hull in particular. I duly accepted my place at the foot of an abrupt learning curve of disclosure, facts and findings. 
The Smith Institute founded in memory of the late Rt Hon John Smith is an independent think tank that undertakes research, education and events.  It provides a platform for national and international discussion on a wide range of public policy issues concerning social justice, community, governance, enterprise, economy, trade and the environment.

Chatham House Rules read as follows:

“When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the information received, but neither the identity nor the affiliations of the speaker(s) nor that of any other participant may be revealed”.  

The world famous Chatham House Rule may be invoked at meetings to encourage openness and the sharing of information.
On Arrival (early, for once)

The excitement of being in a think tank, directed by strict rules of secrecy, was intensified by the realisation that it was the day before the State Opening of Parliament; Police were everywhere and I was checked at every turn.  I progressed to the David Lloyd George room, a grand room with tall windows looking out over the Thames and Westminster Bridge.  There were in this elaborately Gothic interior, seats for about 100 people facing a long table which accommodated the panel.

The Panel
This was led by a Barnsley MP, Jeff Ennis (Deputy Regional Minister for Y&H), who was joined by Carole Hassan (Chief Executive of Local Government for Y& H) and Simon Foy (Executive Director of Strategy at Yorkshire Forward).  Each panellist made a short presentation and Paul Hackett concluded with his own regional perspective on how we are dealing with the current challenges.

Following these opening presentations the event took the form of a panel discussion inviting contributions from the sixty plus delegates present.

The Delegates

These included at least one Lord, three MPs and many Council leaders from both rural and urban local authorities.  The “big chiefs” of Administration and Policy covering Transport, Infrastructure, Planning and Regeneration were there in numbers. The Academic world sent a University Vice-chancellor, various professors and heads of appurtenant faculties.  The regional media were there too and Big Business including one Giant Retail Corporation as a very interested party.   The “people” were represented by high ranking Trades Union Officers and a YHACS member (me)!

All were unified by being from the same place yet gathered in London to focus on shared priorities and goals.

Salient Points and Issues
The following is a summary of the points made both by the panellists and contributors towards creating a vision of a positive future for a large dynamic region with an economy that has grown to £80 billion – as large as that of Scotland.  So, how are we dealing with the current challenges and how are we investing for Economic recovery?
Positive Indicators
Primarily Y&H’s strong record of partnerships for growth which has increased by 68% since 1997.  The last seven years have seen greater than average growth and over 200,000 new jobs and 24,000 new businesses set up in the region.  Immediate help during the recession has been provided towards maintaining the mortgages of 200,000 homes and there have been loans to support businesses.  “Help Young Britain” initiatives have created 6,000 extra educational places and arranged 5,000 job placements.
To Aid Recovery

The development of new industries based on Low Carbon Technology and Digital and New Media look to future prosperity.  The Hatfield Clean Coal Power Station will be the largest in the world and be operational by 2015;  creating 25,000 new jobs in the region plus an additional 6,000 in building the pipeline to the North Sea.  By generating a designated Digital Region in South Yorkshire it is intended to create a specialist Economic region second only to London.  

Leeds, as a success in the Financial Sector, is in great shape for recovery.

Local government in Y&H is a voluntary collaboration of 22 councils who recognise the importance of People, Democracy and Place. (The public spend is important locally as 200,000 are engaged in Local Govt. employment).

Underfunding

The region is under funded and receives only 5% of the National Resources.  Despite this, output for the region has increased by 50% since 1998.  The Quality of Life is in line with the national average.  A government index of Wellbeing, Equity, Education and Skills, Health and Environment indicate that the region is on the up and there is significant progress in Sense of Place.  

Investment

The diverse business base shows evidence of new orders, greater productivity and increased investment in R&D.  These factors work to support a regional economy worth £80 billion in 2010.  (Hull, the South Bank and South Yorkshire are vulnerable and the Doomsday forecast is that 2007 employment levels will not recover until 2020)!

Jobs
Jobs are paramount.  New Industries may benefit from local sourcing and available labour.  Many new initiatives have been created to meet the challenges presented by Climate Change. Maybe the time is ripe to look to the future and plan for renewable energy to provide longer term prosperity.

The benefits of improved employment should herald a new era where good education, better health, housing and standard of living for all may be possible within sensible financial and environmental limits.

Transport

This is a major issue for the region.  There is significant demand for Hi-Speed rail links but, as yet, the government is not supporting the initiative.  Local priorities such as the Leeds trams, Hull A63 Docklands carriageway are neglected, suggesting that the Hull and Humber ports are undervalued and that Y&H is perhaps perceived as a liability.  The question of a North-South divide seems evident as the Government blocks needs and initiatives.  Reference was made to the lack of progress towards the notion of the “Northern Way” which proposes an overall improvement to the Manchester/Leeds corridor enabling the NE and NW to work together to generate £millions of benefit to the national economy.  On transport and economic growth, Yorkshire Forward has evidenced the case to government for more infrastructure funding!

Place Making
What makes cities/towns work?
The debate moved towards the Environment Agencies and stressed the importance of the Interaction of people and places and an increased awareness of the fine grain of environment rather than a future based on large-scale Flagship developments only.  Place making provided an opportunity for Grassroots Intervention (so far all contributors had been professionals).  My hand went up!
The Role of the Civic Societies

I took the opportunity to introduce the delegates to the general principles of the Civic Society Movement and the inherent needs of people for involvement with local issues, quality of life, community concerns and changes to the physical environment.  A vociferous membership of over 250,000 means it provides the largest lay input into Local Authority planning procedures by an informed, dedicated and influential lobby.

I was able to outline the story of the founding of the Civic Society Initiative, the organisation currently charged with the provision of a coherent voice and a conduit of ideas, as delineated in their perceptive “Own the Future” report.  This interim body, so comprehensively backed by the delegates attending the first ever Civic Society Conference awaits endorsement and financial support by the membership nationwide in order to carry on beyond April 2010.

The benefits of having a strong national voice to represent and draw attention to the work done by societies, will grow as campaigns, services, support and advice systems raise the profile of the movement and thus increase its effectiveness.

Panel Responses

In the plenary statements there was allusion to a strong belief in a place sensitive approach.  “The more sensitive a governance the more effective the policies will be”.  Timely mention too of the need to rebalance knowledge of the expert over local knowledge and (by embracing the notion of Mutualism) shift the balance between citizen and professional – thus creating a mature democracy at local level.

All the panellists made some reference to Civic Societies which were generally seen as vital stakeholders in the future of our cities, towns and villages.  

Job done, not quite.

The Situation in Hull

It had been announced at the start that the nominated spokesman for Hull and East Riding was stranded on a train between Hull Paragon and Kings Cross.  As a Hull Civic Society member I took it upon myself to represent “Greater Hull” by presenting my “All Roads Lead to Hull” production, which enabled me to expound on life today in Hull.  As a matter of civic pride I stressed mainly the many positive developments and Hull’s unique geographical location.  I nervously strove to enhance the city’s reputation whilst still expressing concern over specific problems that seem to be being overlooked.  A dramatic description of the disastrous floods of 2007 and the effects on 16,000 homes were eclipsed somewhat by the invective I employed to describe the injustice of the Humber Bridge Tolls and their devastating effect on the regional economy.  (I have written a detailed report on my Hull statement for publication in the next Hull Civic Society Newsletter).   www.hullcivicsociety.org.
Panel Plenary References to Hull
The panellists took to heart both my enthusiasms and grievances and were positive in their responses.  Growth sectors such renewable energy, port logistics, health care and food should add much to sustain the lifestyle and progress in the Humber Region.  All agreed that both the debt and toll charges on the Humber Bridge should be scrapped.  It would only lose £6 million per annum.   “That’s nothing”, they said.  I was reminded too that millions were being spent on Urban Renewal and also £44 millions on Building Schools for the Future as well as £6 billion allocated to the region post-flooding.
The seminar only lasted for two hours and I was pleased I had dared to put my hand up and speak just 10 minutes before the end.  I was thanked by the panel for my contribution and came away having learnt a great deal and feeling a strange sense of fulfilment.
Thanks for asking me to be your representative.
