Consultauon or conflict
by Des McConaghy

As the Merseyside Task Force
nears the end of its year, the
issue for Mr Heseltine Is still
consultation or conflict as he
continues to by-pass local couns
cils and the people of Toxteth,

Mr Heseltine's major speech to
the Liverpool Architects’ Asso-
ciation on 24 May purported to
be a comprehensive report of his
first seven montls on Mersey-
sube. There appeared 1o be litthe
structure in this interminable
cataloguee of ad hoc and discon.
nected ideas, Certainly it would
be impossible to unscramble it all
in any short review, In my
opinion, however, it is important
to note two important defects,
The first s simple managemen:
failure: an apparent reluctance to
study the best overall deploy-
ment of public resources acrass
Merseyside, The second is rather
more cntical: his insbility to
reach and involve the people that
matler,

His predecessors failed in
much the same way and bence
last vear's nots. The harassment
and exclusion from oppartunities
were just two very impostant fac-
tors. Even more critically, people
in arcas like Toxteth are excluded
from the framewark of politcal
debate, As Martin Luther King
once sasd, ‘Riots are the vosce of
the unheard”. It 15 a paint 1 tried
to drive homse last year: we are
now a centralised state where
local democracy has little real
meaning-and none at all for the
underprivileged,

What innovations are
needed?

As unemplovment gels worse and
worse, i1 is therelore incredible
that Mr Heselune has continued
1o by-pass local demuocratic insti-
tutions and indeed placed greater
burdens on them. O course this
general centralisation of power
and this increasing excluswon of
communitics and constituences
has been happening foe years, In
any traditional sense it was all
bound to continue and so our
worst urban areas of greatest
socinl disadvantage were, so 1o
speak, programmed for riots,
What inpovations were needed 10
keep all such areas within a pro.
petly constituted framework foe
debate? That was always the
Question.

Coramygy Server aad sall eaemng

Management failure

The management falure of omit-
ting to  study the overall
deployment of public resources
in Merseysade is perhaps more
remarkable since this appears 1o
be an obvious part of the briel
announced by the Prime Minister
on 9 Ocrober 1981, Nothing of
the sort has really huppened. The
best summary view so far offered
me about vamous Task Force
initiatives  has ‘been one of ‘a
thousand flowers  blooming'.
Recently Mre Heseltine has pint
his official seal of approval on this
‘piccemeal’ approach since he
prefers it 1o ‘strategies that don't
work'. In a sense [ think this does
represent a fairly honest recogni
tion that he does not know what
1o da.

Basically, therefore, it is busi-
ness as usual: a rash of environ-
mental cosmetics almost regargl
less of revenue consequences and
a big dose of capital for the pro
lferating  array of guangos.
Hordes of “house trained” aca.
demics, solicitors and  other
Whitehall ‘place-men’ are now
the unclected leaders of Mersey-
side. To put the best complexion
aon it, their interests are some-
what removed from the unem-
ployed kids in Liverpool 8.

Just to drive this poine home, it
is worth noting that, in 1981/82,
elected local authorties were res-
ponsible for less than a third of
public expenditure in Mersey-
sicle. It is worth noting also that,
if the overall resowrce nm.iws
were done, Merseyade's 2.8% of
the UK population might only be
receiving 2.6% of UK public
expenditure o, in any event, not

much more than national per
capira. Since Social Security are
mandatory payments scross the
country, it might be inlerestig
o see how Merseyside fares in
terms of per capeia discretionary
expenditure!

Mcanwhile, wvery lintle |las
happened in the riol areas apart
from schemes already planned by
the local authorines. In as much
as Heseltine's Task Force has
stimulated councils inlo  new
activities, all are uncertain oad
correctly  concerned  about
revenue  consequences. Town
Clerks may wish to respond posi-
tvely bur the Minister for
Memseyside 15 simultaneously
cutting their main  municipal
programmes 10 the bone. For
example, one in live are now out
of work in Merseyside but he has
aleeady  cut Liverpool's  Rate
Support by £63m. This year
Liverpool City wall have 1o find
£4.8m for Urban Programme
loan charges alone. As opposed 10
this difficult woeld of revenue
clawbacks, penalties and balan-
ced budgets, profligate quangos
escape  accountable  contrals.
This year the new Merseyvside
Development Coeporation wall
have a budget of £24m. Much of
this will be spent on the proposed
riverside Garden Festival: a
Juxury at 75% more than noemal
costs since the Minster wants it
bv 1984,

Recently challenged about his
fadlure 1o involve people in the
riot arcas, Heseltine suggested it
was up o them to get invalved in
local government: “There s a
democratic  process  in this
country, there are councillors,
there s a clity authority and i1
elected' . , Cthat is the instru-
ment of democratic power which
has served this countzy. Why
don't they play a part in thar?'
The answer is, of course, that
both blacks and whites i Tox-
teth are the same as anywhere
else: like Heseltine; they know
that central government is the
main spender and controller of
appointed agencies in urban
arcas, Al such figures exist and
can be made intelligible to the
mass of people! it would be an
elementary  cybernetic  innovas
tion for any Minister who really
preferved consultation to bloody
conflict,



