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Why Liverpool’s revival oﬀers a blueprint for success
City bounces back after an era of high unemployment and falling population

Liverpool football club has oﬀered support to schoolchildren in the local area © Jon Super/FT

Andy Bounds in Liverpool 6 HOURS AGO

The banners and flags proclaiming Liverpool’s sixth top European football title are still flying from
houses and pubs in its home town, weeks after the team’s victory in Madrid.
The football club’s success mirrors a similar resurgence in the city itself. When Liverpool won its
first European Cup in 1977 the port was losing jobs, people and confidence — part of a wave of
deindustrialisation across the north of England. Four years later riots broke out in the Toxteth area
and subsequently the council was taken over by the hard left.
Now unemployment in the city is below the national average and a £1.4bn investment in the main
shopping district has boosted the profile of Liverpool. This has attracted others, and private-sector
led investment has topped £1bn annually for the past four years — although it remains below prefinancial crisis levels. The population is now growing after shrinking from more than 500,000 in
the 1970s to 440,000 in 2000.
The recovery shows that, with the right policies, anywhere can regenerate, say experts. “Even the
most unpromising places and economies can be turned round,” said Michael Parkinson, associate
pro-vice chancellor for Civic Engagement at the University of Liverpool and author of a book on the
city.
The plan for Liverpool’s regeneration date back to the aftermath of the 1981 riots, when Michael
Heseltine, then environment secretary, secured the backing of the Conservative cabinet for
substantial government intervention.
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Despite being home to Liverpool FC, Anﬁeld is one of the poorest places in the UK © Jon Super/FT

He repurposed Liverpool’s declining docks as a tourist attraction with museums, hotels, shops and
housing. That, and the normalisation of local politics, eventually brought companies back to the
city.
Lord Heseltine’s advice is being sought again as the UK struggles with uneven growth, leading to
widening inequality between London and the rest of the country.
The Conservative peer said his formula for Liverpool’s regeneration could work anywhere and is
based on three components: local leadership, support from central government and partnership
with the private sector. He added that money should be spent in areas that might not generate as
high a return as other, more productive parts of the country.
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“It is called intervention,” he said. “We are an overcentralised government and dominated by
London. They don’t see in the round the potential of an area.”
He argued that devolution was the best way to narrow the gap with the capital and welcomed the
new system of directly elected “metro” mayors. In a report published this month, he called for them
to be given bigger budgets and greater powers.
Back in Liverpool, there are still pockets of deprivation, despite the improvements. The area
around Stanley Park is home to two of the wealthiest football clubs in the world, Liverpool and
Everton, but is one of the poorest places in the UK. A third of the 14,000 residents in Anfield, a
district north of the city centre, live in neighbourhoods that are among the 1 per cent most deprived
in England. Average family income is just £21,000, compared with £37,000 nationally.
Deprivation in some areas increased after government cuts in the wake of the financial crisis.
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Joe Anderson, the elected city mayor, has made north Liverpool, which includes Anfield, a priority.
He has set up a development corporation and has won funding to replace old housing. But he is
battling against austerity, which has seen the council’s operational spending slashed by two-thirds,
or £444m, since 2010. The rapid economic growth that characterised the 2000s has tailed off since
then, with benefits slashed and public sector workers laid off.
Liverpool’s football clubs are stepping into the breach. Everton’s charity, Everton in the
Community, has a long record of working with local residents and when the club leaves Goodison
Park for a new stadium it is going to build community facilities on the site.
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The Liverpool FC Foundation increased its support for the local area to £2.8m last season © Jon Super/FT

The Liverpool FC Foundation has increased its commitment to the local area since 2017. Last
season it spent £2.8m, and its programmes in 2017/18 supported 15,416 individual children and
young people. It offers mentoring, career development, employability skills, free breakfasts and
free tickets, working with 28 local schools.
Children said the programmes have taught them key skills and showed them the variety of jobs on
offer at the club. Fifteen-year-old Liam Maguire, whose mother is a full time carer for his brother,
wants to be a chef. “I have learned about the other aspects of a job, like fitting in with colleagues
and you need discipline. It is not just about grades,” he said.

Fifteen-year-old Liam Maguire has beneﬁted from Liverpool FC Foundation's mentoring and career development programme © Jon Super/FT

Gayle Hall, careers co-ordinator at Notre-Dame Catholic College, a local secondary school, said
meeting Liverpool FC employees had helped raise aspirations. “A lot of these people have come
from working-class backgrounds, worked really hard and got where they want to be,” she said.
One of her pupils, Callum, 14, said he wants to be a software engineer and discovered that even
without top marks he could get a job. Phil Leamey, 17, from Alsop, another school, even had a
mock interview with Peter Moore, the Liverpool chief executive. “And I’m an Evertonian,” he
joked.
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Prof Parkinson believes that politicians in Westminster do not understand the scale of the
challenge posed by regenerating the places left behind by deindustrialisation, even though the
government has created a £1.6bn “stronger towns” fund. He pointed out that Lord Heseltine
invested considerable time, as well, as a substantial amount of money, in Liverpool.
“The lesson is that government has done, can do, and should be doing more, not less, with our
cities,” he said. “Liverpool’s experience shows what is possible. Its story should give hope and
encouragement to many similar places in the UK and beyond.”
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