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Andrew Edwards from BBC Radio Leeds  Introduction

Involved in a series of events about Leeds w/ Leeds Initiative. From Hull, cares passionately about this city. Unbiased, so good as a chair. No panel- discussion by those in the audience.

Leeds has enjoyed major financial success in recent years. Number 2 financial city in UK. Fastest growing city, no longer the industrial city of old. This development is all focused in the city centre.

Is the price of success now too high? Corn Exchange now lost to Zurich and the private developers. Monument to the past gentrified. Kirkgate market has an  uncertain future. Skyscrapers and overpriced flats now dominating. Economic downturn in Leeds city centre as flat prices plummet.

Is Leeds going in the right direction? What do the wider public think, and what can be done about it Open discussion with those around you and the wider floor. 

Why aren’t we involved more?

Leeds City Council (LCC) has a vital role in the running of Leeds. Who in the audience would want to get themselves elected. Once elected, do councillors actually do anything. Does democracy really work in Leeds? 

Andrew will summarise Yorkshire Evening Post’s recent series of discussions, ‘City on the Crossroads’ series. Sara Gonzalez and Robert Vanderbeck- rebels at  the corn exchange.

Also, letter from Andrew Carter, head of LCC. 

Order
This was introduced by Andrew Edwards as follows

6.20-6.30 Intro from Dr David Bell Geography, University of Leeds

6.30-6.40 Debate 1. Positives and negatives introduced by Andrew Edwards

6.40-7.10 Feedback led by Andrew Edwards

7.10 – 7.20
Debate 2. Proposals introduced by Andrew Edwards

7.20-7.45 Feedback led by Andrew Edwards

7.45-7.55 Rapporteur. Franco Bianchini. Leeds Met University. Professor of Cultural Policy and Planning, Leeds Met University.
7.55 – 8ish
Next steps and announcements


Leeds at a crossroads. Introduction by Dr David Bell. School of Geography, University of Leeds.
The debate about the city centre of Leeds is now as hot as it has been since the mid-1990s, when the 24 hour city and culture-led regeneration was transforming our idea of what we could and should expect of our city, and how we were going to get there. 

Leeds is no longer seen as a leader in urban transformation. Its early successes – and there were many – have been eclipsed by other cities, and there is a general recognition that Leeds has to reflect on what’s happened over the last decade, and has to reframe its vision in a new social, cultural and political context. The city council has embarked on a big consultation exercise around this future vision; recent developments around the Corn Exchange and Kirkgate Market have also made people very aware of a new round of development on the horizon and the need to take stock. So, where do we go from here? What city centre do we want? What are the options available?

That’s what we are here to talk about tonight. As a brief introduction I thought I’d try to outline some of the issues facing the city centre -- and some of the options for the future. Because the choices we make determine the evolution of the city over the next ten years and, despite the nice rhetoric and the language of consensus, there are very real interests at stake -- and these interests often conflict with and contradict each other. 

I think we all welcome the fact that for the first time in 200 years, people are moving back into city centres. The contrast between the city centre desert of ten years ago and city centre living today is striking. But big questions are now being asked. 

Have we planned properly for this influx, or has it been driven at breakneck speed by property developers more interested in a quick buck that sustainable city living? Where are the schools, the playgrounds, the doctors, the public spaces that make up the basic infrastructure of community living – or do new developments all assume a population of high-spending twenty-somethings with no family?

It was once claimed that only these sorts of people would want to live in the centre – and it’s true they were often the first to move in, but no longer. Others want to come too, yet no thought was given to them. The housing stock in the centre is extremely narrow. And in fact the levels of vacancy in city centre apartments all over the UK indicate that this inexhaustible market is, well, exhaustible. 

The city centre can act as a common symbol for the city as a whole – people tend to welcome its posh shops and restaurants and loft apartments as a sign of dynamism and being part of something bigger, even if they have little chance of actually using these. But how long can the resources of the city centre be given over entirely to usage by one small group of well-off citizens? Can we allow the residential offer of the centre to be completely dominated in this way? 

Even if we accept the fact that city centre properties are sought after and hence almost inevitably more pricey – what kind of residential quarters are actually getting built? I don’t think anyone would disagree that the buildings that have been thrown up in the last decade are of a quality that constantly belies Leeds’ claim to be a city ‘going up a league’. If the vision and dynamism of a city can be judged by the built quality of its city centre, then we may well be heading nowhere fast! 

Perhaps more than anything at present, Leeds’ shopping is celebrated by many folk -- it constantly comes out on the top of those lists (compiled who-knows-how) about cities and shopping. And to walk through the city centre is to walk through a different one to 10 or 15 years ago. Coming out of the Victoria Quarter into the indoor market on a Saturday is to experience a range of options and activities as good as many other cities. But things are changing, as we know. There are plans to upgrade the shopping offer – and I suppose we might all agree that Harvey Nichols is a bit too tired to act as a flagship anymore, as Wayne Hemmingway said recently. 

But what’s going to give way? And how can we make sure that we don’t end up with a shopping offer determined purely by the highest bidder – which inevitably means the national and international chains? We all know about ‘clone town Britain’ – it’s not just a Leeds problem, and the solution does not lie completely in our hands; but do the recent plans for the Corn Exchange indicate that such cloning isn’t even seen as a problem here? Diversity is what makes shopping exciting.

You might ask what’s wrong with chains if people want them? Well, people use them but it’s not always out of choice – people want what they get in this context. It means that city centres lose any individuality -- that distinct feel that we are told is crucial for a modern competitive city. But it also means that alternative spaces – spaces for the next generation of entrepreneurs, cultural or otherwise – begin to dry up.  The feel of the city becomes sterile, monocultural, dead. 

And in the end, it’s not just young goths and emos who suffer – the city itself will fail to attract those movers and shakers, who will simply – again as Wayne Hemmingway said – get on an Easyjet to Copenhagen. Or, more prosaically, move to or stay in London. 

It’s not just the shops, but all those other things – bars, clubs, restaurants, cafes. These too become more and more bought up by chains – and the city council simply gives in to the highest bidders. Though they claim to be maximising the revenue for citizens of Leeds, this is ultimately self-defeating, as it undermines the centre.

The 24 hour city idea is a classic example. The introduction of relaxed licensing was meant to pave the way for a continental, civilised evening and night-time experience. But, coupled with our planning system, it has meant instead the domination of the evening economy by leisure chains and the production of what Franco calls ‘alcoholic agoras’ – the scenario of city centres taken over by young vertical drinkers. Where is the diversity, the relaxed atmosphere where older people, non-drinkers, children can go? Where are the small spaces of alternative culture? – all pushed to the edges, the back streets not yet discovered by the developers.

The image of a civilised continental city centre once worked as a vision, an aspiration; but perhaps no longer. The chrome tables and chairs, the cappuccinos – they represent a narrowing of vision, an imitation of Milan hiding a booze culture to the exclusion of almost everything and everyone else. The diversity we see in a drive up Roundhay Road disappears completely in the city centre. 

Which brings us to culture – the great idea that was to drag the old industrial cities into the post-industrial age. Cities across the globe have launched their new vision for the future around new cultural buildings and spaces, events and festivals. 

Culture can provide a dynamic image for the city which we can all share. Manchester’s success was based on a more-or-less common celebration of its popular culture. But it can also be a way of sweeping that culture under the carpet – like those chrome tables, we get a ‘vibrant’ culture that has little to do with the real vibrancy or real culture of the city. 

This debate is not restricted to Leeds -- but its main point is clear. Unless you connect in some way with what is here, then that culture can become oppressive or irrelevant. Leeds needs to make much more of its urban popular culture. That culture resides in the city’s public spaces. But public space has been eroded and transformed, to the detriment of the urban grain and texture. 

So what city centre do we want? And as important: do those making the decisions really care what we think? Leeds at a crossroads is about the legitimacy of the vision for the city centre over the next decade. Do we want things to continue as they are, or is there another way? And how might we make it clear that, without this wider sense of agreement, then in the end all the rhetoric and marketing will come to nothing?


Andrew Edwards asks us questions - what did you think of the city described to us? Do you feel you’re involved with the city?

This debate started by an open letter to the council sent by 14 academics from Leeds University and Leeds Metropolitan University and published in the YEP in December 2007. (See article here: http://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/news/Experts-ask-39Is-Leeds-going.3597730.jp?articlepage=1 ) 

Reads the letter that the university wrote to the paper:
“Gentrification by its very nature actively works against efforts to narrow the gap. It also erodes what is left of the public realm. In the obsession to compete with other cities, to go up a league and be the Barcelona of the North, Leeds is in danger of simply becoming a ‘clone city’, a place like anywhere else. And a clone town promotes clone people. As the city changes shape, there is a real danger that it actually narrows the type of people that it attracts”

Andrew Carter, the leader of Leeds City Council responded wih another letter published in the YEP (See full letter here: http://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/letters-to-the-editor/Delivering-what-the-public-want.3630113.jp )
Reads letter that Andrew Carter sent to YEP responding to academics:
“Like so many other experts who have publicly expressed a view based on perception rather than facts and evidence, they have neglected to mention the expressed views of the vast majority of users of the city centre who appreciate and understand that the story of the city centre's renaissance is still incomplete. Whilst it's true that the city centre has been extremely successful in attracting retail-led investment this should be a cause of celebration and signifying diversification and not, as claimed, 'gentrification'”

.
So, what do you think?
Debate 1: Positives and negatives

Audience asked to discuss. Is this city centre what we would like it to be, and if not, in what ways? What are the positives and negatives? Meet the people about you etc. Does polarising life like this help?

Note: Respondents anonymous, so given numbers

A: = Andrew Edwards

Positives: 

1: Active in the tenants fight being waged in Leeds in recent years. We need to find a way to get the youth more involved. What can we do to bring the youth culture/potential back into Leeds? Youths used to play a great role in the city, but respondent thinks they no longer do. So we need to build the youths back into Leeds. Summary: To enhance the potential of young people.

Is Andrew Carter an intellectual? Maybe, but he does care about the city, but has a different view to many of us here, and he wants to keep his job. Politicians want to stay in power.

2: This country spending money teaching students dangerous doctrines. These students then have to go abroad to get jobs, while they are replaced by foreigners. Referring specifically to medicine. Money squandered.


3:Informal projects run around Leeds e.g. Youth Opera, ballets etc. have been great, but those run by LCC much less so.

4: Two city centre universities as a positive

A: Education a recurring theme

5: 8 colleges in Leeds. We are lacking in skills around Leeds, but these colleges area at the forefront of changing this about.

6: Quality of some of the independent pubs, clubs and cafes is very high

7: Great architecture in city centre. Lots of pedestrianised zones.

8: Leeds Market is great when you compare it to cities like London. Multicultural, lots of choice etc. Better than Harvey Nichs.

9: Compact city centre, walkable. Distinct sense of place as opposed to Bradford or Sheffield.

14: City library- one of few building in city centre with public access. Great to have an art gallery there too.

15: City centre v. safe, especially speaking as a woman. Its lit up well.

A: Safer than Barcelona.

23: Valley entry points are massive assets. Lots of voluntary work going on in Leeds. Meanwood Valley Urban farm an amazing resource for the city. However, notes that these areas are underused.

24: :Lots of positive initiatives, but lots of things which are ignored by the wider community. Opportunities to reutilise transport resources e.g. the old train stations etc.

Negative:

10: Leeds City Market not supported enough by LCC.

11: Is market now a negative? Nowhere near as good as the markets in other northern cities. 

12: Rents in Market are too high.

13: Less fruit and veg in the market.

16: Victoria quarter in Leeds only accessible to consumers, not to those who are not consuming or homeless etc.

17: The council does a lot because it is told too by the government. Thinks LCC and govt. are both sabotaging Leeds with over privatisation, lack of public space in CC (City Centre). Harvey Nichs is rubbish (fact). Whole of Leeds CC is being privatised since second world war. E.g. Huge hall at Leeds CC was boarded up. Northern Rock- building societies no longer about providing housing. Blames Maggie T.

A: But the voters voted for this, no?

No, it was the right (Tories) doing it. They’re selling the whole city, and cheap. If something goes wrong, public sector has to bail private sector out once they’ve screwed it up.

18: Plenty of flats for students and execs, but nothing being built for families.

19: Real lack of affordable housing in Leeds especially for young people. Results in homelessness & women forced to return to violent husbands etc. Leeds worse than Bradford, Manchester etc. ‘Choice based’ letting provide no choice.

20: Public transport in Leeds is poor, not only night services. Train services to Manchester etc. at night is poor, especially to areas surrounding Leeds. Poor environmental policy, First are out to money. What happened to the Super Tram.

21: River area poorly utilised- undervalued. Also commented on the lack of the much touted super tram.

22: Kirkstall & Meanwood valleys- green spaces under-invested in.

A: What about Meanwood Valley trail? Also, what about potential cycle track?

22: Money then taken away from such projects, and no longer have rangers etc.

25: Road infrastructure, particularly one-way system is nonsense. Ready for grid-lock. ‘To get anywhere in Leeds, you have to go out of it, round it and come back’

26: Road system bad for cyclists, although acknowledges it is good for motorists. Like a realm of extreme sport. We need more cycle routes.

27: Lack of provision for homeless people, or to deal with homelessness. Police have zero tolerance for homeless, and we cannot rely on LCC. No accurate numbers and figures given by LCC.

28: Lack of green space and trees in CC. Very few parks etc, and those in existence all created in 18th-19th centuries. We need more trees. Those recently introduced are flimsy, and will not provide shade or clean air.

29: LCC does not seem to value the green space that we have. Locals constantly having to fight developers off of our green space e.g Woodhouse Moor- council wanted to put a car park there.

A: Is there anything about the council that people like?

30: We should campaign to stop LCC selling off council land to developers wishing to build privately houses that the majority cannot afford.

30: Free city bus from station is good.

Debate 2: Proposals

Audience asked: ‘Come up with proposals that you think would improve the city centre’

Proposals

31: Leeds is supposed to be a major city. Where’s our concert arena?

32:  Why hasn’t Leeds got a Ballroom?

33: Decent civic centre

34: Two revolutionary things:

1) Develop the Millennium square (calls it soulless)- knock down the Brotherton Centre.

2) Knock down existing West Yorkshire playhouse, creation of new green space and more attractive building

35: Leaving some space for community business entrepreneurs. Cheap space that people can use.

36: Leeds CC isn’t for everyone. Should be more formal places for youths to hang out. Idea may not be incompatible with ballroom/civic centre idea.

37: Development of social housing in city centre and associated infrastructure.

38: Do not allow city centre to shrink.

39: Lack of leadership. Do we need a mayor? Leeds Initiative stifles debate.

A: DO you want to see more forums like this?

39: Absolutely. Also, notes that city centre has thrown away the 50 m pool. Neither university consulted effectively, as they are members of Leeds Initiative.

A: No decent pool for young people.

40: Subsidised rent for independent shops, cafes etc. Charge big chains more money because they can afford it. 

41: There is a fund for local entrepreneurs- lady from Leeds Ahead. Check out: Sharing for success.

42: Congestion charging, and then re-investing the money in the bus & public transport services.

A: Was Leeds punished for not having congestion charge by being deprived of the Supertram?
43: Much more walkable and cycleable city centre.

44: Lady from Leeds Initiative. Acknowledges we need more forums like this, and greater participation with Leeds residents. Mentions there is much misunderstanding about Leeds Initiative. Claims that she has an affordable house in the city centre. Says that these housing schemes need to be expanded.

45: CC very compact, partly due to the city loop with three lanes of traffic. However, puts land space in city centre at a great premium, which is why big chains can dominate there. One solution would be to get better pedestrian access to city centres. Less railings on city loop. 

46: Health in the city centre- council needs to play a greater role. Lack of health facilities in city centres. More and more people using A& E services in Leeds Infirmary. Social housing must be accompanied by social healthcare.

47: Local authority must encourage greater use of public spaces by artists, musicians etc.

Return of social Sundays.

48: Proper consultation with councillors, and proper feedback. However, promises often not kept, and not enough people to speak to about problems in the city.

49: Alternative to private transport. No service for elderly.

50: Artists should be given better access to city centre, not marginalised to surrounding areas.

51: What do people get back from council tax & community charges? Poses question for local debate.

52: We need to get workers to travel on public transport. End pre-9.30 ‘peak charge’ on buses and trains. Improve services.

53: Create more walkways into city centre. Nothing to do in city centre after 6pm which doesn’t involve drinking.

Franco Bianchini’s summary as rapporteur
The tone of  the discussion suggests that the main thrust of the development of Lees city centre in recent years has been  as a business and retail  centre. The ‘corporate city appears to be  the main direction that Leeds is going in. This results in imbalanced development, which is ultimately  unsustainable. The city needs to do something different. Leeds City Council would argue that their strategy has been focused on competitiveness and has achieved economic sustainability. However, sustainability is also social, cultural, environmental and political. Many of the contributors to tonight’s discussion have suggested that these dimensions of sustainability are underdeveloped in Leeds.  Some of the participants have highlighted the problem of the lack of a serious public debate about urban futures - there tends to be just discussion amongst elites.

Your contributions have stressed the need for more green space,and  a more permeable city, with better links between the city centre and  the rest, breaking the ‘iron collar’ of the ring road. The needs for better public transport. and more affordable housing, which matches the needs of the wider population have also been noted by many. Provision for diversity and distinctiveness  in retail, architecture, public space, leisure and culture has  been suggested, to ensure that Leeds does not become an Identikit/clone city. Others have signalled as a priority a  more caring city, with greater provision for the homeless, for example.

In short, the future development of Leeds requires greater diversity and inter-cuilturalism (which builds on the city’s rich ethnic and cultural diversity) and not monoculture. We need a strategy for a global city which reflects the culture and the needs of the wider city itself. At present the cultural expressions of ethnic minorities are not very visible in the built fabric, the public art and the activities of Leeds city centre. Intercultural exchange can be important not only to counteract racism and prejudice, but also to foster locally rooted innovation in design, food, music and other economic and cultural activities. 

Leeds should be leading the way in a re-evaluation of the night time economy, and its effects. After all it was one of the cities pioneering the concept of the night-time economy and it would be appropriate if it now led a serious debate on what has gone wrong with binge drinking-dominated nightlife, and on future strategies. 

It’s not going to be easy to find the money to finance the ambitious proposals which have been put forward tonight. A public funding squeeze is likely at both national and local government level. Imaginative ways have to be found to extract money from the private sector, in part to amend the problems it creates, as in the case o the drinking establishments.  Other ideas could include congestion charging or hotel taxes.

Paul Chatterton. Closing remarks

What tonight has shown is that we’re all experts about this city, and what the city’s future should be, and we all need to get involved to promote the city, and make it a better place. We all have a role, the city council cannot be blamed for anything that goes wrong.. We must take collective responsibility and improve our city. To this end, a new forum is being formed to look at new visions for the city. See loveitshareit.org.

CLOSE


PROPOSALS FOR LEEDS CITY CENTRE

Please note these proposals were proposed by members of the audience who offered them in the spirit of open and free debate, which focused on improving Leeds, and in a personal capacity.

· A concert arena

· A ballroom

· Development and extend millennium sq – by knocking down brotherton wing

· Knock down WY playhouse and replace it with new concert arena

· Small spaces for entrepreneurs and new businesses

· More formal spaces for young people

· Social housing in city centre and related infrastructure to support it

· Don’t let Kirkgate market shrink

· Potential for elected mayor

· Replace Leeds initiative to reinvigorate debate – people don’t feel they can talk openly

· More forums for public debate

· Get city centre pool back

· Subsidised rents for small businesses

· Use and extend social enterprise funds more like Leeds Ahead

· Introduce congestion charge – ring fence this for transport improvements

· Promote walkable/cycle friendly city

· Get more people involved in Leeds Initiative to promote wider debate

· Expand schemes to enhance affordability of housing

· Better pedestrian access and less railings around the city loop and inner ring road – so there is more circulation

· More health provision – build on good start made at the Light Drop-in centre

· More creative use of public spaces by artists and community groups

· Return of Sundays where people meet each other

· Proper consultation and feedback from the Council – open door policy at council offices

· Community transport  like in Hackney – eg free services based on what people want

· More spaces to promote arts and crafts like mosaic market

· Need to get back more from the local taxes we pay

· Stop peak hour bus fares and put on extra carriages on trains

· Develop water ways and green public spaces

· Extend activities after working day for a variety of people
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