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Issues Paper Arising from “Good Company to Regenerate in?” the SURF Members’ Open Forum held in Dundee 22.05.03

Chair, Edward Harkins, Networking Initiatives, SURF

Speakers: 

Professor Gregg Lloyd of The Geddes Institute, Dundee University and member 

of the Academic Panel advising the Scottish Executive on the recently published 

‘Cities Review’

Neil Bradbury, Chief Executive, Citybuild, Urban Regeneration Company, Hull.
To encapsulate the context and flow of this inter-active forum event, and as it was not possible to reiterate every nuance and detail, this précis is in a discursive and selective style and format. 

Core Issues:

1. Urban Regeneration Companies (URCs) are ‘one tool in the toolbox’ and not a one size fits all solution. They operate in a deeply divided society where there is need for smart development and thinking-out-of-the-box

2. URCs might be especially appropriate where there are major culture, or mindset, change challenges for cities trying to improve their competitiveness. The championing or popularising of the ‘urban malaise’ could be an especially appropriate URC role

3. URCs had to be understood as private-sector-friendly, albeit there are built-in protections for the public sector interest. Governance, accountability and legitimacy were perceived by participants as critical issues for URCs.

4. URCs enjoy very limited tax privileges at present and whilst they have the technical authority to acquire and trade assets and raise private funding, the U.K, Treasury is circumspect and sceptical about such activities. The definition of a URC is at present determined more by regulation (U.K.Treasury) than by statute. 

5. URCs in England make widespread use of Compulsory Purchase Orders (CPOs) especially in areas where there is (property) market failure or ossification. URCs in England are well-resourced for CPO activity

6. URCs need to address and manage their relationships with other bodies and agencies and with ‘the community’. It is crucial that URCs work and engage with other networks (community, economic etc) in a city and not just alongside or apart from them

7. URCs could be perceived as adding to what was described as the institutional clutter in Scotland. Conversely, they can be perceived as a useful device for bringing more coherence and structure to some elements of regeneration in a city. They could be 
effective in realising added value and impact where there was cross-sector goodwill, participation and (especially) commitment of senior personnel 

8. URCs, in common with many agencies and organisations, find some of the biggest challenges is in meaningful and effective engagement with ‘the community’. Examples were cited of URCs engaging in extensive year-long and still ongoing programmes to reach consensus on engagement and another case of a RDA having to contend with almost 3,000 community organisations as part of business planning

· The context and framework around the emergence and development of URCs. Neil Bradbury (N.B). in his opening remarks was keen to set URCs in the context of a deeply divided  society. URCs emerged had out of the ‘Third Way’ thinking and were positioned as more focused and local than the earlier Urban Development Corporations. For him, the ‘scary’ challenge for many cities is the rise of a league of super cities. In a city like Hull where the infrastructure did not exist, the role of the URC is to build things, to get things moving. If we are to get better in terms of, say, financial services and IT we have to build buildings that can accommodate these things. The private sector cannot do it because it is not economic to do so. (more details on N.B’s presentation at appendix a).

Professor Greg Lloyd (G.L) agreed with the perspective of a deeply divided and cleaved society. He identified with U.K. Chancellor Gordon Brown’s call at the Urban Summit in November 2002 for old approaches to regeneration not to be kept if they do not work. G.L. welcomed URCs and had no problem about the good work they are doing locally. However, he also pointed out we know URCs came out of the ‘Third Way’ thinking which Will Hutton and other commentators criticised as riddled with inconsistency and tensions as a consequence of trying to marry too many wide, broad ideas. G.L. described the ‘Urban Malaise’ problems we face today as characterised by:

· A lack of appropriate engagement by the private sector

· A lack of appropriate engagement by the public sector. 

· A lack of legitimacy. 

G.L. answered the question of do we need URCs in Scotland by noting several issues and then posing several ‘prerequisites’ that can be relevant to URCs:

· The need to define and measure the problem

· The need to dramatise the problem as with ‘Cathy Come Home’, need to get the popular media on board and combat communities becoming invisible (8 Mile film)

· Proper economic incentives, not just elastoplast

· An institutional sponsor or champion; could be a role ideally suited to a URC

(More details on GL.’s presentation at appendix b.)

· What happens that would not happen without a URC existing? N.L. responded to this question with a description of a real life scenario where the city council had neither the situation, resources nor capacity to engage and deliver on the regeneration challenge. In this scenario the URC came into being without any ‘baggage’ and was seen, in particular, as private sector friendly. The URC was also the only readily available recipe for the city to work through the Urban Task Force processes to draw additional public funding into the city

· Are URCs about a culture change or, fiscal advantage or delivery?. 
N.B.’s description of the establishment of a URC in Hull suggested to some participants that the core issue was one of culture change with a need to move onto real partnership working. 
It was wondered whether there was, or could be, some sort of equation or template that enabled a city to assess whether it needed a URC because of the need for a culture change, or of the fiscal benefits or of the need for a delivery vehicle. For example, it was asserted that in Dundee a strong track record in collaborative working in the city meant that a robust ‘virtual’ partnership existed without dedicated staff, budget or offices. However, the upcoming regeneration challenges meant a questioning of whether something more tangible, such as a URC might be appropriate.

One participant with extensive experience in the Crown Street Partnership in Glasgow described how it closely resembled the URC model. Similarities included Master-planning, use of customised delivery means, such as Design & Build and effective partnering between public sector agencies and between them and the private sector (the board chair is from the private sector). 

· The apparently ready availability of the use of Compulsory Purchase Orders (CPOs) for URCs. N.B. asserted that CPOs were an essential and central part of regeneration work. One reason can be that the private sector just will not re-invest in an area. Another reason can be that a ‘lazy’ public sector may not realise what it is sitting on. A multitude of small owners can atrophy a local market and it can then take the public sector to intervene to sort it out. Sometimes you have to parachute in and take ownership away, for example huge CPOs in East Manchester. But CPOs had to be used cleverly, properly and with the correct skills, as in the case of Sunderland Ark. Participants with experience of comparative English and Scottish experience and practice, strongly argued that the English scenario is much more supportive for Regeneration delivery vehicles and the existence of a £25 million English Partnership fund to support URC use of CPOs was cited. In relation to this issue a participant pointed out that, for example, Sunderland Ark URC has an accumulated legacy fund of some £9 million, and this was compared with the less favourable position that Scottish cities such as Dundee had to contend with. It was also suggested that the old CPO skill sets that once existed in local authorities had been dissipated or had entirely disappeared since the 1980s. A participant with wide experience on the Scottish regeneration scene expressed frustration over the considerable barriers to regeneration schemes caused by Councils’ requirement for/need to insist on a first day capital receipt for CPOs. This immediate requirement for a capital receipt rendered many projects just not feasible or deliverable. 

· Important issues of control and accountability around the membership and boards of URCs:

· N. B. explained that, in England, central government guidance on URCs promotes private sector engagement, it was suggested that there is a view within central government that does not want to see an overly strong public sector representation on URC boards… with the implication that board membership should be more about appropriate skills sets. Central Government takes an active interest in the composition of boards and as part of the initial URC designation process, the applicants need to demonstrate the existence of a ‘business leadership’ in the city, and that the leadership is committed to the URC concept. In the Hull example, which is typical, the board structure is weighted towards the private sector interest through 
· the voting structure i.e. number of votes. However, with the intention of protecting the public sector interest, a right of veto was given to the public sector board members. N.B. was uncertain as to whether this right of veto was over matters of substance at board level, such as company structure, or extended to operational decisions.

· N.B. confirmed that government guidance, notwithstanding actual or potential interests represented on the board, makes clear that the URC model is a 50/50 Joint Venture Company (JVC) limited by guarantee. There is no share capital and direct liability is limited to £1. If there are any resources generated they can be kept in the URC and not count against the capital expenditure of the respective public sector partner members.  In response to a suggestion that private sector pre-eminence on the URC board enables it to access private funding, N.B. confirmed that Citybuild’s Arts & Memo does allow it to hold assets and borrow funds. However, N.B. suspected that central government would need strong assurances and comforts if a URC were to do this. 

· The preceding point was also touched on when a participant asked about the legal constitution of what constitutes a URC, especially in the context of protecting the ‘brand image’ when seeking privileges for the model. N.B. agreed that the existing situation was that anyone could set up and call themselves a URC. Talks were ongoing with a lukewarm U.K. Treasury on Tax Breaks for URCs, perhaps similar to the Enterprise Zone model. At present the only tax allowances available are those for private sector companies making contributions to a URC and this is only where the URC meets the Government’s own detailed prescription.     

· The relationship between URCs and other bodies, for example in Hull between Citybuild and the Local Strategic Partnership (LSP)? N.B. portrayed Hull as very savvy as a partnership city and it’s LSP was established very quick off the mark. He felt that the LSP is struggling to find its way given the enormous challenges and barriers around trying to ‘bend the spend’ when contending with, for example, a health and a police and a fire service board against a difficult resource environment. Across England the tensions are around ‘whose got the money?’ N.B’s view is that the URC is there ‘to do’ it is not there to replace the LSP or similar. The URC was acceptable as a ‘more surgical’ device given, N.B. argued, that we in the U.K. are not good at more radical approaches to the very long-term problems we face.

· Discussion around the issue of relationships and context around URCs deepened with consideration of what G.L. had described as ‘institutional clutter’ and the evolution of CPPs in Scotland: 

· A participant described the situation where he and his fellow community representatives had to contend with 5 or 6 different bodies all dealing with regeneration in their communities. G.L. sympathised with this view and described his recent experience at the RDA in North Manchester where their business planning exercise had resulted in them contending with 2,800 partnership entities on the ground. Some participants wondered whether URCs will simply add to the clutter. G.L. argued that in amongst all this, CPPs in Scotland may have to expend a lot of time on bridging and bringing together things that should never have been separated. In a Scottish city where there is an economic regeneration focus around the Scottish Enterprise network, and community regeneration initiatives around SIPs and Better 
· Neighbourhood Initiative, and now arguments for a strong physical arm in the form of a URC… is there a situation of ‘differential legitimacy’? G.L. worried that CPP was now generating a greater chimera of involvement and concluded that in the context of these several networks, community representation and involvement is unbalanced. Support was given to this view when it was argued that URCs were another formula for giving support to the private market mechanisms that created the problem and were part of it. 

· Others contended that that it was wrong to argue that everything done in the last 20 years was wrong and must be changed. They felt we had moved on beyond the 
‘private versus public’ or ‘people versus place’ and onto a mature view that we live in a mixed economy and it was about people and place. It was argued that URCs may indeed not necessarily be blue-sky thinking or a radical response to restructuring society, they are a pragmatic response to a set of problems, albeit they do raise questions of who is in control, issues of democracy. It was further argued that so long as URCs are not operating illegally or damaging the society or community they operate in, what is wrong with exploiting this ‘gift option’ (so what, it was asked, if they are called the White Heather Club?).

· A consensus of sorts seemed to emerge when G.L. emphasised again that he had no problem with URCs as such so long as they worked together with the economic and the social regeneration agents and not just alongside. Indeed, G.L. argued for stronger resourcing at the physical renewal level, stronger CPO powers and much stronger emphasis on extracting more out of private developers because he felt there had been too much pro private sector bias in the past 20 years.

· On the issue of accountability, the issue of community engagement, participation and consultation what are the means of engagement and consultation?

· N.B. confirmed that the Citybuild Rule Book states “there will be community representation”.  He prefaced his remarks with the caveat of ‘horses for course’ because what is appropriate for a URC with priority challenges in a densely populated area might not be the same for a URC with different priorities. Citybuild has a board of 14, which some feel is already 3 or 4 too many. The board has one community representative, recruited because of their knowledge of the community/voluntary sector. The representative is there to represent the board’s (company’s) interest and ‘not to enable them to represent their patch or particular interest’.  

· Some delegates pressed on this issue of community representation and pointed out that their partnership vehicle had 12 community representatives and asking how could one community representative do the job? N.B. answered frankly in saying that one of Citybuild’s biggest challenges is interacting with the community. N.B. saw the process of Master-planning as crucial and he described Citybuild’s Master-plan as fundamentally participation driven. Citybuild had ceded responsibility to a ‘plethora’ of community groups. The company had worked over a year with a Community Foundation comprised of a rainbow of all the community groups in the city.  This dialogue continues around the issue of “how should we appoint community representation on the board?”. N.B. said the aim is to avoid factionalism and ‘representing just my patch’ thinking; after all, something more than this is sought by 
· the public sector agencies that have each given something up to the partnership. In response to a participant’s questioning, N.B. confirmed that the community representative is paid nothing for their contribution, but that the Citybuild view is that they should be paid.

· Another participant cited the practice at Sunderland where the URC chief executive also sits on the LSP. This had not been intended or laid down from the outset, but was a response to the growing understanding that the URC had not always understood all the social or community issues.

The chair concluded the discussion by noting this had been one of the most interesting and informative Open Forums in the series and that participants had taken the opportunity to interact to the benefit of all. The chair felt this was due largely to the excellent contributions from both speakers who adopted quite different perspectives, but did so in a reasoned way that did not ‘sell’ 
any approach or stance. The other participants joined the chair in a show of appreciation. Subsequent feedback from participants demonstrated the continuing interest in the topic and in SURF returning to it. 

Edward Harkins

Networking Initiatives Officer

SURF

04.06.2003

Edward@scotregen.co.uk

Appendix a

A copy of N.B’s PowerPoint presentation is available free to members from SURF. N.B. in his opening remarks was keen to set URCs in the context of a deeply divided divide society. URCs emerged out of the ‘Third Way’ thinking and were purported to be more focused and local than the earlier Urban Development Corporations. For him, the ‘scary’ challenge for many cities is the rise of a league of super cities. Cities must build a form of infrastructure that allows them to compete. Cambridge is there, Manchester is getting there, for example. In a city like Hull where the infrastructure did not exist, the role of the URC is to build things, to get things moving. If we are to get better in terms of, say, financial services and IT we have to build buildings that can accommodate these things. The private sector cannot do it because it is not economic to do so. The URC was seen as a model that came without any baggage and perceived as private-sector friendly.

Appendix b

G.L. agreed with N.B’s perspective of a deeply divided and cleaved society and he identified with U.K. Chancellor Gordon Brown’s call at the Urban Summit in November 2002 when he stated that the old approaches to regeneration should not be kept if they do not work. However, whilst G.L. welcomed URCs and had no problem about the good work they are doing locally, he worried that they carried with them too much of the old thinking still embedded in the so-called Third Way. This ‘Third Way’ thinking purports to be a synthesis of 
conventional intervention (pre 1979) and then neo-liberalism with an emphasis on market forces. G.L. referred to the critique by Will Hutton in questioning whether this supposedly new thinking was riddled with inconsistency and tensions as a consequence of trying to marry too many, wide broad ideas.

G.L. described the ‘Urban Malaise’ problems we face today as characterised by: 

· A lack of appropriate engagement by the private sector, which recent JRF research has shown to be too risk averse to invest in the run-down areas. Multi -
ownership, and identifying it, are often big barriers and much land is contaminated or otherwise damaged.

· A lack of appropriate engagement by the public sector. A lot of activity on the ground but not hitting the right buttons… sometimes dealing with one thing when the problem has moved on. The short-term projects approach and a lack of real partnership working, rather than just talking the part. Research by Ivan Turok showed the downside of trying to fund regeneration through competitive bidding. Others comment on the transaction cost of joint working when we should instead trying to be cutting the number of bodies.

· A lack of legitimacy. Democracy, active citizenship can be expensive and must be resourced. These concepts need to be reconciled with a property-driven private sector interest… and we may have meantime generated a dependency culture in excluded communities that have no ‘glow worms’ or ‘leading lights’.

G.L. answered the question of “do we need URCs in Scotland?” by firstly noting several issues: 

· Post devolution we have a lot of institutional clutter

· Need for visioning at a more appropriate scale, the importance of linking cities to their regions as in the Cities Review. This is important because it is in the hinterlands that a lot of the money is flowing and the population is churning

· Need to think out-of-the-box and of ‘smart’ growth. In the USA cities think of growth on the net accepting that cities grow in different and sometimes unwanted ways. In the U.K. cities still think on the gross with cities like Glasgow seeking Scottish Executive support in being the European city of Culture whilst almost simultaneously seeking support on the basis that its one of the most deprived cities in the U.K.

· Whilst URCs are based on property led growth, there is growing evidence (Florida et al)  that city growth depends as much on the presence of certain types of population i.e. Manchester’s club land revitalising university life

He then referred to several ‘prerequisites’ that contemporary sociologists’ research has identified and that could be relevant to URCs:

· The need to define and measure the problem

· The need to dramatise the problem as with ‘Cathy Come Home’, need to get the popular media on board and combat communities becoming invisible (He cited the 8 Mile film on Detroit USA, other participants referred to U.K. films such as ‘Sweet Sixteen’ and suggested that SURF might organise a short film festival on the theme of regeneration)

· Proper economic incentives, not just sticking plaster; future researchers and commentators might say about us that ‘they identified the extent of the problem in the 1990s and applied wholly inadequate resources to it’.

· An institutional sponsor or champion; could be a role ideally suited to a URC
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