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Year in limelight
adds to the buzz

Can 10m people be
wrong? That is the
number expected to
visit Liverpool this

year as the UK city cele-
brates being European Capi-
tal of Culture. With 6m tour-
ists by July, the port has
become the most visited city
in Britain after London and
Edinburgh. By the end of
this year, millions will have

come for the first time.
The visitors might have

arrived for concerts by Paul
McCartney or Simon Rattle,
paintings by Gustav Klimt
or Ben Johnson, or even to
watch Fernando Torres on
the pitch or Cilla Black in
pantomime. But they will
have also have discovered a
waterfront designated a
world heritage site by the
United Nations, Europe’s
largest new shopping and
leisure district, the biggest
collection of museums in
any European non-capital
city, and one of Britain’s
warmest welcomes. “Liver-
cool” is back.

Liverpool has always been
a city of contrasts: some of

Britain’s richest folk living
cheek by jowl with its poor-
est; an imperial port grown
prosperous through slavery
where freed blacks were
treated with dignity as
equals and freely intermar-
ried; home of Britain’s sec-
ond-oldest concert orchestra
and its most famous pop
band; one of the UK’s safest
big cities with a reputation
for teenage crime.

Even Kevin Keegan, the
former Liverpool idol and
England manager, once
cracked that he had risked
his car wheels by visiting
players there. But finally it
seems to be catching the
world’s attention for its
highs rather than lows.

“This year has changed
the perception of the city,”
says Warren Bradley, city
council leader. A media that
once lost no opportunity in
knocking Liverpool is now
giving it positive publicity,
he says.

There is certainly a buzz
about the place. Capital of
Culture status has acted as a
catalyst for a raft of projects
to remake the city. There is
a new 10,600 seater arena
and neighbouring conven-
tion centre on the waterfront
that is bringing in regular
business visitors. A busy
cruise ship terminal revives
memories of the days when
Cunard’s graceful liners
would depart from Pier Head
for New York. The £1bn Liv-
erpool One shopping centre
opens fully today, providing

the missing piece of the jig-
saw between the spruced-up
Pier Head and Albert Dock
and the Lime Street station
and museum quarter.

In December a long-
awaited rail line upgrade
will bring Liverpool within
two hours of London for the
first time since the Victorian
era.

John Lennon airport is the
fastest-growing in the UK,
carrying more than 5.5m
passengers last year. Two
strong universities, Liver-
pool and Liverpool John
Moores, have helped regen-
erate the city centre through
buildings and student
accommodation and foster a
creative and biotechnology
sector.

Speke, to the south of Liv-
erpool, hosts a leading bio-
technology manufacturing
cluster next to what was
once one of Britain’s most
deprived council estates.

“Something extraordinary
is happening in Liverpool,”
says Rod Holmes, project
director for the Liverpool
One scheme for Grosvenor,
the Duke of Westminster’s
property company.

The culture year has pro-
vided the same feelgood fil-
lip as the 2002 Common-
wealth Games did for Man-
chester, and Mr Bradley says
Liverpool has stayed true to
its democratic traditions by
ensuring that 70 per cent of
the events were free.

Capital of Culture status
merely capped the help that

Liverpool has received from
the European Union.

The UK’s accession in 1973
hastened Liverpool’s decline
as its mighty docks relied on
trade with the US and

former colonies rather than
the continent. However,
Brussels has since pumped
in hundreds of millions of
euros into Liverpool, classed
as one of its most deprived
areas.

It is a rare euro-friendly

haven on the sceptical isle.
The piecemeal develop-

ment that began after the
Toxteth riots with the 1984
International Garden Festi-
val has finally started to
reach critical mass. While
that site remains overgrown
and deserted, there are signs
that the new crop of projects
is more sustainable.

Mark Basnett, director of
operations at the Merseyside
Partnership, the inward
investment and tourism
agency, says: “Lots of people
who have not perhaps been
here for 15 years or more see
at first hand the change in
the place and that has lots of
pull. There is a sense of con-
fidence and pride.

“We now have a credible
product to put into the mar-
ket. The next 15 years are

European Capital
of Culture status
has been a catalyst
for a raft of revival
projects, writes
Andrew Bounds
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Ports are handling
more traffic than
ever and are
expanding, though
with reduced staff

going to be incredibly excit-
ing here.”

Traditional strengths
remain. The area’s ports are
handling more traffic than
ever and are expanding,
though with reduced work-
force. Tata, the new Indian
owners of Land Rover and
Jaguar, have committed to
the future of the Halewood
plant, one of Europe’s most
efficient. General Motors has
pledged to build a new Vaux-
hall Astra and possibly its
electric Volt car at Ellesmere
Port.

The chemical factories
along the Mersey continue to
churn out world-leading
products as well as billows
of smoke.

There is still a long way to
go. Indeed, one of the rea-
sons Liverpool is doing well

is that it started from such a
low base.

It remains the most
deprived borough in Eng-
land. Property prices have
not fallen as much as in
many parts of the country
because they were already
relatively cheap. Growth in
added value per head, a
measure of productivity, in
Merseyside was among the
UK’s fastest between
1995-2005, increasing by two-
thirds. But it remained
£7,716, 82 per cent of the
average in the north-west.
Equally, it houses just 23.1
businesses per 1,000 people,
compared with 33.1 in the
region and 40.1 nationally.

Much of the south of the
city has been revitalised but
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