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This was the Merseyside Civic Society’s fourth  
‘State of the City’ day. As on the previous occasions,  
the Bluecoat housed a variety of activities, including live 
music and stalls, and Lego-city-building with the Liverpool 
Architectural Society, a collaboration that bodes well for 
further links between the LAS and the MCS, with their 
shared concerns over the important issues facing  
the City Region,. 

The heart of the event was a series of discussions,  
with an objective of producing guidance for future  
action. On this occasion, the discussions dispensed  
with any formal presentations and went straight into  
lively group conversations. Among the participants  
were Councillors Frank Kennedy and Lawrence Brown, 
Simon O’Brien, author of the review of Green Spaces  
within the city, and Chrissie Byrne, leader of the recent  
successful campaign by the Friends of Walton Hall Park. 

The morning discussions focussed on three themes:  
 
1. Planning – Is it worth it? 
 
2.  Linking Merseyside –  

Walking, Cycling and Connecting-up

3.  Living spaces for the future – Parks, cemeteries,  
open spaces, and also: Protecting local treasures –  
Assets of Community Value

The afternoon sessions then  
re-divided into three groups: 
 
4. Communication – Planning information and awareness 
  
5. Integration – Transport and development 
 
6.  Community – Merseyside Civic Society  

as a potential facilitator

The groups were encouraged to consider these questions: 
What is urgent? Who or what can make a difference? 
Where is the will or the energy?

Six sections below describe the discussions within  
the groups. A final seventh section draws conclusions  
from the day, bearing in mind the intention to identify 
actions to be taken during the coming year. 

Introduction
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1. Planning – is it worth it?
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1.1. Communication and access to information 
These two questions formed the basis of the discussion: 
How do we ask the right questions? And what ensures 
that there is a democratic basis to neighbourhood plans? 
Discussion around ‘power and politics’ focussed on a need 
for better public communication of planning applications 
– perhaps a place where plans can be seen on display – 
and a plea for Planners and the Councils to listen!

1.2. Barriers to getting involved 
There is the technical basis of Planning and suspicions  
of the process. The scale of a plan can be City-Region-
wide or a single plot. Is it a hierarchical process? Can  
it be ‘bottom-up?’ There is BIMBY [‘Beauty In My Back  
Yard’ – an initiative of the Prince’s Trust], a resource which 
sets out to help communities to organise and protect or 
enhance their neighbourhoods and public spaces. 

1.3. Strategies and their limitations and opportunities 
There are big changes coming in the governance of  
the Liverpool City Region and the anticipated transfer  
of powers from Central Government. Andrew Pearce 
emphasised that the LCR is ‘a fact’, review is ongoing  
and public communication ‘crucial’. Councillor Malcolm 
Kennedy stressed the value of discussion and ‘public 
independence’ – ‘disagreement is fine!’ He sees much 
planning as reactive and suggested that the ‘blank sheet’ 
doesn’t exist. Simon O’Brien, who had been asked by the 
Mayor to review the Green and Open Spaces within the 
City, said that Planning is complicated and complex –  
‘it’s politics’ – and he put the question: But who  
are ‘the people’?

1.4. Politics and open spaces 
There was some discussion of the community ownership  
of parks, and the pressures of the need for new housing 
development, especially when the choice of sites is in  
the hands of developers. Getting the right houses in the 
right places takes a lot of work. Should it be community- 
led [rather than market-led]? Someone said ‘Capitalism 
matters!’ with reference to the economics of space,  
the value of land and the cost of maintenance. 
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2. Linking merseyside – 
walking, cycling and  
connecting-up
2.1. Trains and Buses  
Merseyrail is a discrete urban system, which could  
easily be upgraded to a full-blown City Region ‘Metro’. 
However, discussions exposed the lack of integration  
with other elements within the ‘transport hierarchy’.  
Buses are seen by many as ‘inferior’, partly as a result  
of confusion, arising from deregulation and a variety  
of operators [a contrast with the successful system in 
London]. There is a need for improved links to the Airport 
and to the east of the City Region. Amongst other specific 
issues discussed were the need to ‘celebrate’ the ‘cultural 
heritage’ of Edge Hill Station, and apparent threats to 
direct services to places outside the City Region [for 
example, from Southport to Manchester].   

2.2. Cycling 
There is a need for a ‘proper cycle plan’ in the city  
centre. There was a question about the effectiveness  
of the ‘City Bikes’ – ‘Do people use them?’ There was  
a plea for more cycle facilities on Merseyrail, notably  
at peak times. Infrastructure improvements should also 
address conflicts between cyclists and pedestrians.  
A speed limit of 20 mph would make things safer  
for cyclists – as well as children.

2.3. Pedestrians 
Discussion focussed on pavements, safety,  
fragility and stability, on catering for an ageing  
population and on ‘living with dementia’ [with reference  
to SURF: The Liverpool Service User Reference Forum]. 
Discussion ranged to street furniture, signage, and a lack 
of pedestrian crossings, for example around Edge Hill 
Station. Access to schools is an issue – can we discourage 
driving to schools? What about ‘walking buses?’ We also 
need improved access to parks, by foot, cycle and bus.

2.4. City Planning 
It was argued that more resources were needed  
for urban planning within the City Region, and there 
seemed to be insufficient integration between architects, 
engineers, planners and the City Council. Also, we seem  
to have lost the previous link with Public Health. Key words 
were ‘Enlightenment’, ‘Integration’ and ‘Long-term Forward 
Planning’. The principle of integration needs to be applied 
to the planning of development and housing along with  
the public transport network. 
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3. Living spaces for  
the future – and assets  
of community value
3.1. The initial title for this group was 
‘Dead boring – or Living spaces?’  
The discussion included, among others, heritage officer, 
architect, Parks’ Friends, Community Gardeners, artist, 
photographer, members of environmental groups, those 
with experience in creating and defending open spaces 
and community buildings, including pubs, churches and 
libraries. These are ‘quality of life’ issues. However, as 
public spending comes under great pressure, there  
may sometimes be an expectation that the ‘community’  
will step in to run such ‘assets’.  

3.2. Has the idea of ‘Localism’ been  
hijacked by politicians?  
The press is negative and the public response is  
often: ‘it’s a fait accompli’ and ‘they decide’ – there  
are low expectations of those in power. It was observed  
that older people tend to get involved with ‘issues and 
management’ and younger ones in ‘actions and reactions’. 
However, continuous engagement is vital, because once 
‘closed’, an asset is unprotected. 

3.3. The ‘Community Anchors’ concept is important  
Liverpool’s long process of ‘suburbanisation’ has kept  
the city’s working-class communities under pressure and  
in retreat. There is a need to re-populate inner city areas 
[both sides of the river] to ensure support for community 
assets and spaces. With development at an appropriate 
density, everyone should be able to have easy access  
[a 5-minute walk] to public green space, public transport 
and key local services. But this isn’t possible with a 
‘semi-detached house and garden’ approach, which also 
reduces the use of parks. These – for example Everton 
Park – could be enhanced by appropriate adjoining 
development and new housing, but this must be subject  
to the views [and veto] of the local community. We need  
to develop a new positive ‘eco-system’ for high density 
living, and use ‘sticks and carrots’ to reduce car use  
and ownership. At present, the City doesn’t have any 
‘Master-planner’ – but will the focus of new powers  
in a City Region Mayor help?
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4. Communication – 
planning information  
and awareness
4.1. Liverpool’s Planning website  
was criticised as ‘rubbish’.  
The information may be there, but finding it is difficult  
and off-putting. A priority must be to improve the website, 
with the inclusion of an ‘Input Portal!’ The constraints may 
be matters of capacity, but use of the present site seems 
to require a degree of computer literacy – it’s very difficult 
to see the ‘big picture’. 

4.2. What’s urgent? 
To provide the full range of information, in appropriate 
modes, and in good time! And also, to make clear  
what are the rights and powers of individuals and/or 
organisations. A public space to view proposals would  
be helpful, along with a Merseyside Neighbourhood 
Planning and Community Rights website, and maybe  
a spread of the idea of a monthly newsletter being 
delivered to every household. 

4.3. What will make most difference? 
A body to take on the responsibility of forming  
and supporting a coalition of community-based 
Neighbourhood Planning groups could focus on the  
urgent priorities described above [information / timely  
/ rights and powers]. This is a very ambitious idea. How 
will such a body engage people and gain their trust?  
It would have to show that Neighbourhood Planning 
Groups can have teeth, and it must understand local 
Neighbourhood Forums, in terms of: What are they?  
What can they do? What is the extent of their  
influence? How can one be set-up?

4.4. Who can make it happen? 
What corporate structure should the body have?  
Maybe not a single ‘body’ but a ‘collaboration’.  
Who might help? The MCS and the LAS?

4.5. Community Engagement 
Immediate ideas included picnics in the parks,  
a website for a two-way exchange of information,  
and a place to look at maps and plans.

4.6. Campaign 
The difficulty of getting planning information,  
and how hard it is to respond to, would in itself  
be a good subject for a campaign.
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5. Integration – transport 
and development
5.1. What is urgent? 
Getting more people onto public transport,  
cycling and walking, and out of cars.

5.2. Campaign to improve public transport 
There were mentions of cleanliness, safety, efficiency  
and perception, including a need for much better 
explanation of the various services, perhaps combining  
the trains, buses, interchanges and ferries in a single 
understandable diagram.

5.3. Campaign for water-based transport 
Merseytravel have been running the ferries at a minimum 
level to satisfy their contractual obligations. Comparable 
cities, with such a wonderful asset as the Mersey, would 
be looking at a long-term development plan for water-
borne transport. The present minimal core service could 
be expanded back to take in New Brighton and Crosby, 
Southport and North Wales, Aigburth and the Airport,  
and be properly integrated into the Merseyrail  
network diagram.

5.4. Campaign for cycle routes  
These must be safe, usable and coherent. Liverpool  
has a long way to go on this and needs to learn from  
the best practice elsewhere.

5.5. Campaign for much better  
pedestrian routes across the City Region 
‘Walkability’ is a key feature of progressive urban  
design. At the moment, there are many parts of  
Merseyside where walking is uncomfortable.

5.6. Campaign for the better integration  
of all modes of transport 
The MCS can campaign on this, from a users’ perspective.

5.7. Campaign for intensive  
development around railway stations 
Merseyrail should be seen as the city’s central nervous 
system, and there should be an integrated approach to 
development and transport. There is a good case for  
new stations to serve new intensive developments. 

5.8.  
The MCS could bring forward an early Green Paper,  
with an associated series of debates covering all the 
above issues, with the objective of consolidating its 
campaigning stance, within a year, with a definitive 
Transport White Paper.
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6. Community –  
merseyside civic society  
as a potential facilitator
6.1. Assumptions 
There is a widespread feeling that Local Authorities  
are becoming less effective, and that there seems to  
be little hope of changing Councils’ way of working.  
These are assumptions that make community groups  
even more essential. They need to find ways of talking  
to each other, and sharing information more easily.

6.2. Possible Actions 
We should look at how communities in other parts of  
the country are dealing with comparable issues. There  
was discussion and particular emphasis on the following 
six items: [1] Sharing of information between different 
community groups; [2] Members of community groups 
running for office; [3] Designating items of ‘community 
value’; [4] Database of expertise; [5] Central place  
for uploading information; [6] Legal and other advice,  
such as how to set up trusts and charities, and  
how to launch appeals.

6.3. A new role for the MCS 
The Merseyside Civic Society could be a facilitator for 
exchange of knowledge, for learning and linking people 
together, with community groups providing expertise, 
information and experience. Three key areas could be:  
[1] ‘Website’, with a directory of resources, a place to 
upload and update information, and an online question-
and-answer forum; [2] ‘Support’, such as legal advice, 
what’s effective and what’s not; [3] ‘Linking’ activity, such 
as State of the City events, mentors for new groups and 
‘cross-issue learning’, with the aim of supporting and 
sustaining and empowering community groups.

6.4. What do we want? 
The MCS could bring energy, will and urgency to 
community engagement, if there was greater transparency 
and better access to information from Councils. We need 
to develop our relationships with people in Councils, in 
order to get things done, to make ourselves heard and to 
make a difference. There is some anxiety that community 
groups may be perceived as filling a gap produced by 
lack of funding, but there is a more positive aspect to 
community engagement; people sometimes feel helpless, 
that they know nothing, but by organising and planning 
together they realise what they do know and are ready  
to learn more.
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First: movement and integration. 
It is urgent: To get more people out of cars and on to integrated public transport. 
 
Actions: MCS to arrange discussions and a public meeting with Merseytravel.

The MCS should develop a campaign on a range of issues related to transport, 
 the integration of different modes and, the integration of future transport planning with 
urban design and development, particularly housing. This would include active support 
for existing campaigns on cycling and pedestrian movement and safety. The best way 
forward may be for these campaigns to be developed in the form of debates around a 
Green Paper, with the objective of being able to publish a White Paper [representing 
agreed MCS Policy] within a year. 

Second: the mcs as a facilitator.
It is urgent: For us to support, empower and sustain community groups. 
 
Actions: To arrange future State of the City events, developing the facilitator role.  

This is an ambitious conclusion, with implications for our future structure  
and resources, but could give a new sense of purpose to the MCS. A sub-group 
could be formed to set up further discussions on how the ambitions referred to in 
6.2 and 6.3 above might be brought about, by organising a series of public events, 
alongside other community organisations, to look at issues and opportunities.  

Third: planning and the city region. 
It is urgent: To have accessible information, and understanding of our rights. 
 
Actions: To form a coalition of planning groups, to tackle our information needs.

The MCS should focus on improving its involvement with the Planning Process  
in Liverpool City Council [bearing in mind the importance of Liverpool City Centre  
to the whole of Merseyside], whilst also increasing its engagement with parallel 
processes in the five other Councils of the recently-designated Liverpool City 
Region [this, for the time being, comprises the five Merseyside Councils plus the 
Borough of Halton, with several other Councils looking on with interest]. This activity 
must take place alongside, and in support of, those other societies and groups that 
retain their focus on a specific local geographical area. The MCS must make clear 
its commitment to working closely with, and in critical support of the Liverpool  
City Region Mayor, once he or she is elected next year.
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