Area Forum – 16 Feb 09
I am Hugh Daglish and I belong to the West Kirby Working Group –  we are residents who have combined to try to persuade the Council to do the regeneration business differently.  

The centre piece of our argument is this… the Council is relying far too much on consultants and developers for regeneration schemes and town planning, …and they are not listening to the people  
Manchester consultants wrote an 8 Point Plan for West Wirral and the subsequent Master Plan (at great expense).  The next step has been to appoint developers to do design through to implementation.  
Once the developer is appointed then the train is running, on rails of course.  Individual projects may take on new form in the developer’s hands
For example the scheme to refurbish the West Kirby Sailing School – a good idea – became through this process a scheme to build a highly controversial hotel, on a car park, which is used heavily by day visitors to the lake and beach.  Other options for re-furbishing the sailing school have not been examined; the people have never been asked for their ideas?  
The train moves on….At the Council decision points on this scheme the Cabinet discussions have been generally secretive, citing commercial confidentiality, and answers to public questions have been evasive, for the same reason. 

Another example…., the Council plans a golf resort in the green belt area of Birket Valley outside Hoylake and West Kirby.  They have already gone to Europe to find a developer.  Golf is in decline, the world is in recession,  the financial scene has been transformed and lending dried up, there are energy and material costs in such a project, the impact on the estuary birds which go there during very high tides and storms would probably be disastrous.  
Why is the Council not looking at a range of ideas for the area – a high quality nature reserve perhaps, mixed with food production maybe –  assessing the economic, community and natural value of alternative schemes?  Optioneering?  No the train speeds on however the people may shout at it.

In the Greater Concourse, if Waitrose, say, is made the developer will they, on top of Morrisons and Aldi, put many shops out of business?  We want  a say if that is the possible outcome.
In the Hoylake library closure why are so many people and their arguments for a much valued community asset dismissed?   In Jim O’Neil’s compelling leaflet,Twenty Reasons why closing Hoylake Library is wrong , number 20 is “your electorate tells you it is wrong”  

Its method makes the Council look as though it is in thrall to developers – in the grip of their commercial imperatives, rather than the well-being of the people. There is grave political hazard in such a perception.  

For us in West Wirral the situation is made worse because our Ward Councillors, our elected representatives, are ignored for party political reasons it seems.  When we speak in these Area Forums what we say is reported I dare say, but then set aside because we are an unrepresentative number of residents.  The train rumbles on, unperturbed, on its rails.  This is an affront to democracy
Furthermore, Wirral is not following national guidelines or even their own policies for involvement of the public in decision-making.  
They have not looked at what the community values, what needs to be retained, what needs to be developed for the vibrancy of the towns, for employment, for reduced carbon usage and sustainability.
.  

There are other ways, we say.  Examine best practice in other Councils.  For example the Crosby Sports Centre may show a better way to tackle the sailing school refurbishment than through a controversial link-up with a hotel developer.  Could a community trust run the libraries in line with government and Wirral’s policies on devolvement to the community.  The Council needs to look at the many alternatives to the dismal, one-track device of selling assets to developers.  After all the Council members are the stewards for public assets not their owners.

Let me acknowledge that the job of local government must be extremely difficult: huge pressures; constraints and directives from central government in Westminster and Brussels.  It is their job to govern, not ours, and they cannot always be popular.  
Let us also applaud wholeheartedly their general aim: to improve employment and prosperity across Wirral especially for those who have neither -  that is a very proper aim. Let us be grateful that they work so hard for us.  But, no sensible, agile organisation sticks to a failing plan – it changes course in light  of events, new conditions and new information – ….

We urge the Council to drop this fixed reliance on consultants and developers and selling; to ask the people what they suggest for their community, for employment, for business, for the environment.    Let us help
We need proper objective surveys house to house, and in schools to collect bright ideas; we need work shops and displays of those ideas, for discussion.  This would be massively cheaper than consultants’ reports, and it would capture a local popular consensus. We in the WKWG would work with the Council to gather ideas for a new Master Plan. 

In summary, I say, involve the people – there are a lot of bright ideas and a huge range of expertise out there – tap into it.  Other Councils have done it – it is your declared policy to involve the people.  
How about it Council – will you work with the community, properly?  That is our question.

