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Seven days after Liverpool ended its stint as European Capital of  Culture, New Labour’s Secretary of  State for Culture, Andy 

Burnham, gave a talk at the University of  Liverpool. A Liverpudlian, Burnham eulogised the success of  2008 in spite of  the 

fi nancial collapse that had accompanied it, framing culture and creativity as ‘part of  the answer to tough economic times’. 

In a style that had become synonymous with his party, the Minister conjured an image of  cultural warfare being waged in a 

knowledge economy in which it was by no means certain that England or Britain (his designation) would emerge victorious. 

Against this backdrop, Burnham posited the twin-headed salve of  culture and creativity, to lead regeneration and stimulate the 

economy, asking: ‘how do we capture – on an on-going basis – the essence of  Liverpool’s success and unlock the power of  

culture for the whole country?’ The answer, for him, lay in Phil Redmond’s idea of  a ‘permanent British City of  Culture prize’, 

beginning in 2011 as the fi rst in a four-yearly cycle.1

Redmond – a television writer best known for producing the ‘transgressive’ adolescent programme, Grange Hill, and the 

‘controversial’ soap opera, Brookside – had been heavily invested in Liverpool’s year as European Capital of  Culture as Creative 

Director of  Liverpool Culture Company. In a vision statement, dated July 2009, which doesn’t appear to have been proofread 

before leaving the UK Government’s Department of  Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), Redmond raved about Liverpool ‘now 

being regarded as the most successful European Capital of  Culture ever […] the two key measures [of  which] are the almost 

8:1 return on public investment and the improved confi dence of  its people’.2 This contention will be analysed in more depth 

shortly. For now, it is interesting to note that Redmond urges those bidding for what had become known as UK City of  Culture 

to recognise it as ‘their opportunity to make a real step change’.

In invoking ‘step change’, Redmond introduces us to a phrase that would come to dominate documents surrounding City 

of  Culture. This rhetoric aims to defl ect attention away from the immiseration of  UK cities – twelve of  which had competed 

for the European Capital of  Culture title – by ostensibly pointing to the emergency exit. The convictions underlying this can be 

traced back to 2004 and DCMS’s policy document, Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration. This argued that culture – ‘from inspiring 

landmark buildings through to reviving the decaying centres of  market towns to bringing a community together around an 

arts event’ – could lead to ‘the positive transformation of  a place – whether residential, commercial or open space – that has 

previously displayed symptoms of  physical, social and/or economic decline’.3 Underwritten by a perceived growth in the 

creative industries and tourism, this document boldly predicted that ‘Liverpool’s nomination [as European Capital of  Culture] 

promises to revitalise the city’, on the basis that ‘Cultural regeneration can bring economic benefi ts by providing employment 

and generating revenue. It also attracts people and businesses. The economic and cultural well-being of  an area can be assessed 

by measures such as inward investment, job creation, tourism, retention of  graduates and increased property prices’.4 Beyond 

this, the ‘evidence base’ underlying the DCMS document asserted that indicators of  regeneration would be found in ‘reduced 

1  Andy Burnham’s speech to University of  Liverpool, ‘Five lessons from Liverpool’s year as capital of  culture’, 7 January 2009, archived at 

shiftyparadigms.org, alongside other papers and reports relevant to this publication, with new information being added as it comes through.

2  Phil Redmond, UK City of  Culture: Vision Statement, July 2009.

3  Department for Culture, Media and Sport, Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration (London: Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2004), p. 8.

4  Ibid, p. 5.
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levels of  crime, increased health and well-being, increased educational attainment, reduced unemployment, greater community 

cohesion, greater environmental quality and quality of  life (or liveability)’, with these social factors providing a softer edge to 

the infl ated economic claims of  the 1980s.5 The route to achieving all these individual and social benefi ts, the evidence-seekers 

prescribed, lay in convincing private developers to take account of  the needs of  local communities when hatching their plans. 

It is here that we reach the fi rst obvious dead end when considering the extrapolation of  European Capital of  Culture into UK 

City of  Culture during a recession – the manifest lack of  developers willing to invest in the UK’s ailing cities, in a community 

conscious way or otherwise.6

Returning to the assertion that an 8:1 return on £100 million of  public investment in Liverpool was generated by hosting 

European Capital of  Culture, we have to look deeper into the report produced by the UK City of  Culture working group to 

fi nd its empirical basis. The headline claim made is that ‘At the end of  2008, Liverpool Culture Company reported that the 

economic benefi t to the Liverpool City region of  its year as European Capital of  Culture was £800 million’,7 but questions 

remain about how the how this fi gure was calculated, and the extent to which the purported £800 million benefi ted the people 

of  Liverpool. Part of  the rationale behind cultural festivals is that the temporary co-location of  events brings audiences to host 

cities in unsurpassed numbers. In the case of  Liverpool, we are told that ‘Despite an increase in hotel supply (hotels and rooms), 

occupancy rates reached 77% for Liverpool hotels in 2008, compared to a North West average of  59.6%’. The obfuscating fi rst 

clause of  this sentence suggests that occupancy rates, as a percentage of  total capacity, could not be compared to previous years 

because an increase in the total number of  hotel rooms available would dilute the results. A simple metric like overnight stays in 

Liverpool could have been measured, but it may not have given the right kind of  results. So, hotels are described as having been 

three-quarters full, instead of  two-thirds elsewhere in the region, and some of  these visitors apparently cited Capital of  Culture 

as the reason for their visit. Doubtless, many of  them were artists (an estimated 10,000 took part), alongside administrators and 

celebrities, bussed in to take part in the festivities. However, the main benefi ciaries of  this temporary inward migration were 

the city’s hoteliers, with the people coming a distant second at best. Established cultural venues also received a windfall, with an 

estimated £10 million being earned by the London-centric Tate, through its Merseyside franchise in connection with the Turner 

Prize.

Looking further into the nebulous claims surrounding income generation, we fi nd that much of  the £800 million can be 

attributed to the mystical metric of  ‘global media coverage value’. Perhaps unsurprisingly given Redmond’s background, strong 

emphasis was placed upon how: 

The quality of  the programme of  events in Liverpool is refl ected in the positive media coverage it received. The number of  
national press stories on culture-related matters in Liverpool doubled between 2005 and the end of  2007. In addition, between 
2003 and 2007 65% of  such stories were positive and 32% negative. This illustrates not only the quality of  events but also the 
improvement in profi le for Liverpool, balancing out the traditional media emphasis on (mainly negative stories) relating to the city’s 
social and economic issues.8

There is no better evidence of  culture being deployed as a defl ection away from social and economic issues. 

By this rationale, the city that would stage UK City of  Culture was pre-emptively urged to ‘work creatively with public 

sector broadcasters to maximise the opportunity that UK City of  Culture brings to the host city’.9 More than this, broadcasters 

were expected to the shape the content of  the year-long festival, discussing with host cities what should be staged during their 

year in the spotlight. Indeed, one of  the main touted benefi ts of  UK City of  Culture – the only one to be worked up in any 

detail – was the opportunity to host events and ceremonies that would be covered by broadcasters, with the BBC and Channel 4 

being represented on the working group board. Among the imported spectacles mentioned were the Turner Prize, Brit Awards 

and Royal Institute of  British Architects (RIBA) Stirling Prize; among those more patronising and/or inappropriate were 

‘Screening premiere of  a populist Lottery funded fi lm’ and ‘Easter day service from the metropolitan Cathedral’.10

5  Graeme Evans and Phyllida Shaw, The Contribution of  Culture to Regeneration in the UK: A Review of  the Evidence. Report to the Department for Culture, 

Media and Sport (London: London Metropolitan University, 2004), p. 2.

6 In an Assessment of  Need, undertaken the Department of  Culture, Arts and Leisure in relation to City of  Culture (released in response to a Freedom 

of  Information request and relying on a report produced by Citi-scope), it is noted that the city ‘has failed to capture private sector investment’.

7  UK City of  Culture Working Group Report, June 2009, p. 9.

8  Ibid, p. 10.

9  Ibid, p. 7. In Derry, in-kind support from the BBC has been estimated by the Culture Company to represent tens of  millions of  pounds.

10  Ibid, p. 12.



But there is little to suggest that a momentary spike in visitor numbers or a media-fuelled smokescreen has any long-term 

effect, despite the fact that ‘The Working Group felt it was also worth recalling the positive impact on Glasgow after its time 

as City of  Culture’.11 Like Liverpool, Glasgow had been an early adopter of  cultural festivals as a way out of  the post-industrial 

malaise, with both cities hosting the International Garden Festival (in 1984 and 1988 respectively). But research undertaken in 

Scotland’s second city shows that ‘the fi rst indicative data made available by the tourist board illustrates the marked short-term 

impact of  the Year of  Culture’,12 with ‘little evidence [being generated] to support the argument that Year of  Culture 1990 

made a clear contribution to local economic development’.13 It was acknowledged by those informing DCMS that ‘Perception 

and media content analysis is unlikely […] to provide robust evidence of  the regenerative effects attributable to the Year of  

Culture or [lead to] subsequent cultural investment in the city’.14 Thus far, no information has been forthcoming about the ways 

in which the Capital of  Culture extravaganza has contributed to economic regeneration in Liverpool according to any of  the 

indicators outlined by DCMS. In relation to UK City of  Culture, it was anticipated that much lower investment (around £10 

million) would bring about proportionately diminished results.

The aim of  this publication – issued to coincide with Derry’s incarnation as the fi rst UK City of  Culture – is to contrast the 

rhetoric of  cultural festivals with their reality. One of  the ways of  attempting this is to test such events against the targets they 

set themselves, and the relevant territory will be mapped for those wishing to hold City of  Culture 2013 to account. As Susan 

Fitzpatrick demonstrates, in her consideration of  Liverpool 2008, another way of  attempting such an analysis is to look at the 

impact on a city of  the top-down imposition of  culture in its offi cial form.

Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration was predicated on a conviction, expressed by Estelle Morris in 2003, that the ‘Arts and 

Culture make a contribution to health, to education, to crime reduction, to strong communities, to the economy and to the 

nation’s well-being’.15 Mike White, in the Centre for Medical Humanities at the University of  Durham, recalls that ‘These 

statements gave rise to some optimism that the validation of  arts in health could come in a culture shift and not just a body 

of  evidence from scrutinised projects, and that Liverpool had the opportunity in 2008 to be in the vanguard of  this change 

through its Creative Communities programme’.16 Practitioners working at the intersection between the arts and health latched 

onto this potential for increased recognition, just as early adherents to creative industries doctrine had done. But, as Fitzpatrick 

shows, the Creative Communities strand of  the offi cial 2008 programme was underwritten by a deliberate attempt to ease 

people off  state benefi ts in anticipation of  diminished public sector support. Prior to 2008, Merseyside had been a recipient 

of  Objective One funding from the European Union (EU), which is given to regions with a GDP of  less than 75 percent 

of  the EU average. Capital of  Culture signalled Liverpool’s detachment from this safety net, precipitating an urgent need for 

alternative means of  survival. Just as central government’s focus ‘on human values in healthcare rather than technology and 

infrastructure’17 may be read as the strategic disinvestment from the NHS under the mask of  creativity, cultural festivals musts 

be regarded in the broader context of  neoliberal ideology. 

An estimated 70 percent of  people in Liverpool visited a cultural event in 2008 (compared not to previous years in the 

same city but to a 59 percent UK average), among whom typically under-represented ethnic, socio-economic and youth groups 

were said to have a signifi cant presence.18 In outlining the terrain of  UK City of  Culture, Redmond framed Liverpool 2008 

as a family affair, fuelled by the opposing forces of  discord and common purpose, opening the door to the possibility that 

differences of  opinion might fi nd a way of  being expressed through a cultural forum that could feed back into the processes of  

local government. But, as Fitzpatrick shows, discord and dissent was foreclosed at every turn by the offi cial Capital of  Culture 

programme.

11  Ibid, p. 11.

12  Peter Booth and Robin Boyle [1993], ‘See Glasgow, See Culture’ in Franco Bianchini and Michael Parkinson (eds.), Cultural Policy and Urban 

Regeneration: The Western European Experience (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), pp. 36–7.

13  Ibid, p. 45.

14  Evans and Shaw, op cit., p. 26.

15  Estelle Morris, Speech to Cheltenham Festival of  Literature, 16 October 2003.

16  Mike White, Arts Development in Community Health: A Social Tonic (Oxford and New York: Radcliffe Publishing, 2009), p. 32.

17  Loc cit. 

18  UK City of  Culture Working Group Report, op cit, p. 11.
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Following the logic of  regeneration as it vaulted the Irish Sea – an early result of  which was Belfast’s bid to be European 

Capital of  Culture in 2008 – Daniel Jewesbury counterposes speculator-led redevelopment with the fi ght for survival being 

waged in the North of  Ireland. In the process, he observes the sectarianism that is entrenched into the Northern Ireland 

Assembly. As Eamonn McCann has noted, the peace process was based on the Lebanese model of  consociation, which 

attempts to ensure that all identities are taken into account. Those signing into Stormont are required to identify themselves as 

republican/unionist/other, but the ‘other’ category is quickly forgotten, debate becomes polarised between two extremes and 

cross-community or class-based alliances are deterred. More broadly, divide-and-rule sectarianism has prevented any unifi ed 

uprising against the injustices of  the neo-colonial arrangement perpetuated by Britain that renders Northern Ireland the poorest 

region of  the UK.19

A fi nal text in this publication begins to evaluate UK City of  Culture 2013 as it has been manifested in Derry. For those 

more familiar than the author with the context being outlined here, it may very well seem that nothing new is being said or, 

worse, that a cultural climate is being offered up for consideration by those from whose collective efforts it has evolved. But, 

it is hoped that the framing of  this very specifi c situation within broader discourse will bring new insights to those responsible 

for shaping the future. At the same time, for the benefi t of  an international readership, an outline is given of  the trajectory of  

policy-making in the UK and the responses that have been developed and enacted in Derry.

Following the general structure of  Susan Fitzpatrick’s text, this analysis of  the inaugural UK City of  Culture begins with 

an overview of  the history and context of  Derry, before considering the possible rationale for hosting a Westminster-incubated 

cultural festival in a city in which the majority of  the population seeks no alliance with Britain. As was necessary in the case 

of  Liverpool, this will encompass a close scrutiny of  the aims of  culture-led regeneration and an interrogation of  the ways in 

which this is being manifested in the city’s communities. Lacking the benefi t of  hindsight – written as it is during the second 

month of  2013 – this text seeks to demarcate the terrain of  an ongoing investigation into the gulf  between rhetoric and reality. 

It is hoped that others will take up this challenge, and a reciprocal process will be established through which the results of  our 

combined efforts can be shared.

19  Eamonn McCann, ‘The Legacy Issue: Putting the wrongs of  the Northern Ireland confl ict to rights’, Talk for Glasgow School of  Art in 

collaboration with Document 8 International Human Rights Documentary Film Festival, 22 October 2010.





Creative Communities and Everyone Else: 
Liverpool as European Capital of Culture
Susan Fitzpatrick 

Introduction 

Like other post-industrial centres in Europe and North America, the city of  Liverpool has passed, via post-war Keynesianism, 

to the entrepreneurialisation of  urban governance.1 In this century, Liverpool City Council and its partners have aspired to 

accommodate what Richard Florida terms the ‘creative class’,2 by repositioning the city as a centre for culture, knowledge and 

creativity. The most explicit performance of  this experiment with city identity has been Liverpool’s incarnation as European 

Capital of  Culture in 2008, the offi cial programme included a large number of  performances, exhibitions and other cultural 

interventions.

 While the European Capital of  Culture title became an unambiguous vehicle for Liverpool’s new image – enabling the city 

to make the claim that it was moving away from stagnation and dependency towards self-sustaining economies based on leisure, 

retail and knowledge3 – the agenda set by the offi cial programme did not capture the political questions being asked within 

Liverpool’s existing creative spaces. This text is based upon research into community involvement in the Capital of  Culture, 

conducted between 2007 and 2010. It focuses on the opinions of  those who participate, on an ongoing basis, in spaces of  

creative discourse within the city, who had varying degrees of  contact with the offi cial Capital of  Culture programme. It also 

includes data from interviews conducted with those working within Liverpool City Council and the Liverpool Culture Company, 

the latter was set up by the council to ‘deliver the offi cial programme of  2008’.4 

 This qualitative analysis challenges the assumptions bound up with culture-led regeneration. It also serves as a 

counterweight to the majority of  impact-related literature on large-scale urban cultural events, which is usually confi ned to a 

judgement of  the event’s ‘success’ or ‘failure’ on the basis of  accounts, by sympathetic visiting journalists, concerning the image 

change of  the city in question.5 By examining a city that had all manner of  dynamic and contested creative discourses prior to 

the imposition of  the Capital of  Culture, this study deals less with the question of  whether the event succeeded in the terms it 

set for itself  and more with the question of  what is imposed upon a city when culture is turned into offi cial business.

Liverpool in Context

As a port city, Liverpool grew in size and wealth through its strategic centrality to the transatlantic slave trade. Well into the 

late Victorian era, it remained an important node in the global network of  trade with Asia. The city suffered extensive damage 

during the Blitz, which resulted in a dramatic economic and population decline in the post-war years. In the early 1970s, this was 

exacerbated by the partial closure of  the city’s docks, a move that sought to make way for increasing mechanisation. At the same 

time, many of  Liverpool’s residents moved to new towns, such as Skelmersdale, Runcorn and Warrington, in the neighbouring 

1  David Harvey, ‘From Managerialism to Entrepreneurialism: The Transformation in Urban Governance in Late Capitalism’, Geografi ska Annaler Series 

B Human Geography, 1:71, 1989, pp. 3–17.

2  Richard Florida, The Rise of  the Creative Class – and How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure and Everyday Life (New York: Basic Books, 2002).

3  Liverpool Culture Company, The Art of  Inclusion: Liverpool’s Creative Communities (Liverpool: Liverpool City Council, 2006).  

4  Liverpool City Council, Liverpool ’08 Bid Executive Summary Report (Liverpool: Liverpool City Council, 2003).

5  Liverpool City Council, Consultation Portal, 2008. Available at http://liverpool-consult.limehouse.co.uk/portal/planning/csrpo_consultation/

csrpo?pointId=1245921856105



areas of  West Lancashire and Cheshire. In 1931, the population of  the city was 846,000; in 2001, it stood at 439,000, declining 

to an estimated 435,500 by 2007.6

     It has been suggested that, in recent decades, Liverpool has struggled to develop alternatives to the colonial mode of  

production that dominated its economy for two centuries and the casualised labour of  the dockside and maritime industries that 

made up its immediate post-war economy.7 In 1959, the UK government sought to bring Fordist stability to the local economy 

by persuading British Leyland to shift some of  its operations from the West Midlands to Liverpool. However, the national 

demise of  the company combined with competition from overseas meant that management never committed the Speke plant to 

full production, and it closed on 26 May 1978, less than twenty years after it had fi rst opened for production. British Leyland’s 

decision to close the plant played a further part in shrinking the city’s economy and increasing levels of  unemployment, making 

Liverpool a renewed target of  centralised policy experimentation. 

 Historically, the social structure of  the city has suffered from a series of  divisions along class, race and sectarian lines. 

The entrenched leadership styles of  successive administrations failed to address these social divisions and prevented the 

development of  effective alliances between leaders and community groups.8 Another signifi cant narrative in Liverpool’s post-

war civic leadership was its pursuit of  municipal socialism at the height of  Thatcherism. Between 1983 and 1987, Militant 

Tendency, the Trotskyist faction of  the Labour Party, led the city council. As in Manchester, Sheffi eld and London, city leaders 

engaged in open confrontations with central government (and, in Liverpool’s case, the Labour Party leadership) over limits to 

capital and revenue spending, changes to public taxation, the abolition of  metropolitan government, the privatisation of  local 

government services and the break-up of  local authority housing and education.9

 From the 1980s onwards, attention turned to making the service sector the basis of  the local economy. Over the past 

twenty years, development and regeneration have been focused on the city centre, with Liverpool City Council and its 

regeneration partner, Liverpool Vision, defi ning the centre in terms of  leisure, tourism and retail. This has been done at the 

expense of  addressing the city’s defi cient transport infrastructure, which has resulted in the lowest income areas (to the north of  

the centre) being poorly connected to employment hubs, including the airport and surrounding business, in the south.

 In addition to hosting the European Capital of  Culture, a second event occurred in 2008 that refl ected the civic leaders’ 

desire to re-imagine Liverpool as a thriving neoliberal city. The opening of  the Liverpool One retail development represented 

privatisation of  the public realm at a scale unprecedented in the UK. Public land, on which the shopping complex was built, was 

leased to the developer, Grosvenor, for 250 years, with the transfer process involving traditional rights of  way being replaced 

with ‘public realm arrangements’, policed by private security guards known as ‘quartermasters’ or ‘sheriffs’.10 The land transfer 

received much the same treatment in the local press as the news that the Capital of  Culture title had been conferred upon the 

city. There was a sense of  pride, entitlement, even relief, with predominant narratives suggesting that the two events symbolised 

a long-overdue, and much-deserved, shift in the competitiveness, fortunes and spirit of  the city.11 Despite being a city in 

economic decline within a neoliberal climate of  competitive cities and regions, it was presumed that Liverpool could take its 

place amongst other northern cities as a centre for knowledge, retail and creativity.

The European Capital of  Culture

The inaugural European City of  Culture event was held in Athens in 1985, moving to other major historic European cities, such 

as Florence and Berlin, in its fi rst fi ve years. At that time, it was the sum of  various efforts within the European Union (EU) to 

‘enhance the profi le of  European construction at the level of  popular consciousness’,12 underpinned by a desire to preserve

6  Ibid..

7  Stuart Wilks-Heeg, ‘From World City to Pariah City? Liverpool and the Global Economy’ in Ronaldo Munck (ed.), Re-inventing the City? Liverpool in 

Comparative Perspectives (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2003), pp. 36–52.

8  Steen Paul Mangen, Social Exclusion and Inner City Europe: Regulating Urban Regeneration (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).

9  Michael Parkinson, ‘Leadership and Regeneration in Liverpool: Confusion, Confrontation or Coalition?’ in Michael Parkinson and Dennis R. Judd 

(eds), Leadership and Urban Regeneration (London: Sage, 1990), pp. 241–257.

10  Anna Minton, What Kind of  World are We Building? The Privatisation of  Public Space, 2006. Report written for the Royal Institute of  Chartered Surveyors 

available at www.annaminton.com.

11  ‘We Did It’, Liverpool Echo, 15 June 2003 and ‘Liverpool One: Huge Shopping Development Opens’, Liverpool Echo, 29 May 2008.

12  Evangelia Psychogiopoulou, The Integration of  Cultural Considerations into EU Law and Policies (Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff, 2008), p. 13.
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 what the Hague Summit of  Heads of  Government had, in 1969, termed Europe’s ‘development, culture and progress’.13 Small 

in scale, concentrating on domestic audiences and commanding little from the EU in terms of  funding, the City of  Culture 

event was initially intended to ‘improve communication amongst the artists and intelligentsia of  Europe’.14 The rationale shifted 

in 1990, when Glasgow was named host city and the event was re-branded as a vehicle through which failing post-industrial 

economies could intensively reshape their image in a bid to extract more capital from tourism, retail and culture. City of  Culture 

– or Capital of  Culture, as it became in 1999 – became a key strategic event in the EU economy, with discourse shifting to a 

celebration of  diversities, a ‘culture of  cultures’.15

 In 2004, the European Commission published a study which suggested that the event’s chief  objectives were to raise 

the international profi le of  the host city, attract visitors and enhance the pride and self-confi dence of  those residing there.16 

These objectives – originally generated by research into the perceived effects of  the title on previous hosts – have now become 

directives for determining the prerequisites of  a successful event in the public sphere, providing guidance about how to cultivate 

an environment of  aspiration in host cities.

Capital of  Culture and the Re-imagining of  Liverpool 

When considering the ways in which Liverpool has been understood by the rest of  England following the city’s intensive period 

of  economic decline in the wake of  the world recession of  the early 1970s, Habermas’s concept of  ‘crisis displacement’ comes 

to the fore. This suggests that a crisis, originating within the economy – such as market failure or the fl ight of  capital – is 

transferred into the political realm of  the state.17 In the case of  Liverpool, the city itself, rather than the tendencies of  global 

capitalism, has consistently been interpreted as the problem. Media representations, from the 1970s onwards, have tended to 

perpetuate an image of  Liverpool as the spatial concentration of  a sentimental, uneducated and idle underclass, focusing on 

narratives of  unemployment, rioting and football hooliganism.18 This process is further complicated by the suggestion that 

residents of  the city have historically sought to distance themselves from the mores of  the rest of  the country, upholding ‘a 

“Merseypride” that has shown considerable ingenuity in adjusting to the city’s changing fortunes’.19

 Capital of  Culture discourse sought to draw a line under this ‘othering’ process. Without explicitly referring to any 

particular episode, offi cial rhetoric strategically incorporated ‘otherness’ into the narrative of  Liverpool’s recent history, insisting 

that the city had ‘had to draw on its enormous capacity for resilience and re-invention […] this has been a response which has 

been distinctively Liverpudlian […] combative, comic, determined, laced with a healthy cynicism. It is a distinctive brand, which 

attracts worldwide recognition’.20 The numerous social and political problems that the city has encountered over the past forty 

years were woven into a narrative that sited Capital of  Culture as the long-awaited turning point in a city in which the historic 

problems of  civic leadership were glossed over.

     Advocacy research for the Capital of  Culture tends to focus on the effect of  intensifi ed and positive media representations 

and the way in which this alters how residents feel about their home.21 This maintains a construction of  the event as an external 

effect, to which the resident population is subject while lacking the ability to shape or produce it. This makes it pertinent to ask 

how the event is rendered meaningful within existing spaces of  creativity in the city, such as independent art collectives, writers’ 

groups, community centres and music venues. What are the modes of  communication between the offi cial event and these 

existing spaces? How do existing creative spaces come to produce the event?

13  European Union, Offi cial Journal of  the European Communities, C153, 22 June 1985, p. 2.

14  Melina Mercouri quoted in Margaret M. Gold and John R. Gold, Cities of  Culture: Staging International Festivals and the Urban Agenda 1851 – 2000 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), p. 221.

15  Psychogiopoulou, op cit., p. 15.

16  Palmer Rae Associates, European Cities and Capitals of  Culture (Brussels: European Commission and Palmer Rae Associates, 2004). 

17  See Martin Jones and Kevin Ward, ‘Excavating the Logic of  British Urban Policy’ in Neil Brenner and Nick Theodore (eds.), Spaces of  Neoliberalism 

(London: Blackwell, 2002), pp. 126–147.

18  Philip Boland, ‘“Capital of  Culture – You Must Be Having a Laugh!” Challenging the Offi cial Rhetoric of  Liverpool as the 2008 European Capital of  

Culture’, Social and Cultural Geography, 11:7, 2010, pp. 627–645.

19  John Belchem, Merseypride: Essays in Liverpool Exceptionalism (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000), p. xi.

20  Liverpool City Council, 2003, op cit., p. 101.

21  Palmer Rae op cit., Garcia, Melville and Cox, op cit. and Beatriz Garcia, ‘Deconstructing the City of  Culture: The Long-term Legacies of  Glasgow 

1990, Urban Studies, 42:5/6, 2005, pp. 841–868.



Creative Communities

The Liverpool Culture Company was established as a private limited company by Liverpool City Council in 2000 and dissolved 

in 2009. Since then, the development of  cultural policy has ostensibly been shared between Liverpool City Council and an 

organisation called Culture Liverpool, run under the auspices of  Liverpool Vision. Having been set up to prepare the city’s 

Capital of  Culture bid, the Liverpool Culture Company changed its remit, in 2003, to include delivery of  the offi cial culture 

programme. While the city council controlled the budget for Capital of  Culture, internal confusion over the roles of  the two 

bodies resulted in the council seeking independent legal advice and producing a memorandum of  understanding between the 

two organisations.22 

 Throughout its nine-year existence, the Executive Management and Board of  Directors of  the Culture Company were 

subject to regular changes in structure and personnel. Within this, the Creative Communities team remained relatively constant, 

with a brief  to increase local participation in the offi cial Capital of  Culture programme.23 In Liverpool, a strand of  events 

called Creative Communities was promoted within the offi cial programme for Capital of  Culture, initiating discourse around 

civic involvement in advance of, and throughout, 2008. A report, entitled ‘Building the Case for Creative Communities’, 

commissioned from DTZ Debenham Tie Leung Pieda Consulting Ltd, identifi ed various categories of  state benefi t recipients 

as target groups.24 In turn, the Creative Communities programme promoted the idea of  individuals being self  suffi cient, rather 

than reliant on the state, and preferably employed. The DTZ report did not suggest that participation in Creative Communities 

would lead to paid employment, which might leave the programme vulnerable to the suggestion that it had failed; rather, 

it highlighted the importance of  individuals managing their own affairs. Care was taken to build a case for establishing the 

conditions that would support a public sphere in which everyone could thrive without the welfare state. Instead of  making 

reference to the job market, there was a determined and narrow focus on the provision of  cultural and social capital to 

individuals. The lack of  any direct link between job creation and creative activity was obfuscated by an emphasis on the 

emancipatory event of  self-expression, after which, as socially responsible, active citizens, residents were presumed capable of  

pursuing employment without further recourse to state intervention.

 This initially involved the identifi cation, by the Liverpool Culture Company, of  existing ‘spaces of  creativity’ within the city. 

In a bid to claim that Capital of  Culture was based on community participation, Liverpool Culture Company arranged artistic 

interventions into the habitual activities of  these pre-existing spaces. Narratives of  ‘neighbourliness’ and ‘civic responsibility’ 

were used by Liverpool Culture Company staff  to gain access to communities and facilitate interventions with residents that 

took the form of  poems, plays, videos, animations, songs, drawings, paintings and other artefacts.25

 Offi cial Capital of  Culture discourse consistently represented the year-long event as an unprecedented moment of  change, 

a decisive turn away from a municipal managerial style of  local government, towards an entrepreneurial style of  governance, 

in which state and private-sector interests combine. However, this fails to acknowledge the critical nature of  the dialogue that 

emerged amongst existing interest groups in Liverpool. Between 2007 and 2010, in-depth interviews were conducted with 

a total of  31 key actors in Liverpool involved in designing, delivering or participating in either the Creative Communities 

programme or some other form of  regeneration or community arts activity in the city.26 They were centred on existing critical 

dialogues occurring in the city around the ethics of  representation and power in the fi eld of  cultural production.

         

22  A Mayor for Liverpool, 2010, www.amayorforliverpool.org.

23  DTZ Pieda Consulting, Building the Case for Creative Communities – Final Report (Liverpool: Liverpool City Council, 2005), p. ii.

24  Ibid, p. vi.

25  Four Corners, Exhibition Catalogue, Bluecoat Art Gallery (Liverpool: Liverpool City Council, 2008).

26  These included:

  Yellowhouse – A charitable organisation that provides young people with the equipment to develop fi lm and theatre projects; 

  The Royal Standard – An art collective that runs a multi-purpose project space; 

  Tenantspin – A community media project that curates and broadcasts web-based video;

  A Writers’ Group for people living with Multiple Sclerosis (MS) and their carers; 

  The Picket – A music venue and music academy that provides young people with the courses, equipment and spaces to develop skills in music  

  production and performances; 

  Fazakerley Federation – A Community Centre, run independently of  local government funding, that serves the Fazakerley area of  Liverpool, on  

  the northern periphery of  the city; 

  A club for the over-50s – This member-funded social group that meets for weekly afternoon socials in its local community hall.



 Cultural policy discourse seeks to arrest dynamism by constructing a series of  technocratic objectives which interpret the 

event for us. Creative Communities required that creativity fi tted into a rational, neoliberal order within an illusory unifi ed civic 

sphere. Antagonism arises when this order encounters the dynamic fl ow of  existing organisations and activities. In order to 

illustrate the inherent diffi culty in fi xing the idea of  ‘being creative’ to a set of  technocratic objectives, it is useful to consider 

some of  the reasoning behind Liverpool’s residents setting up spaces for creative activity. So, for example, one of  the founders 

of  the Picket Venue and Music Academy identifi ed creative activity as a potential diversion from the negative effects of  mass 

unemployment and poverty. While this had some overlaps with offi cial discourse, there are important distinctions. Most 

importantly, the motivation behind this initiative was not policy-led regeneration. Rather, it was a response to the social effects 

of  unemployment resulting from Fordist rationalisation. Moreover, it was structured not as a temporary, top-down project but 

as an ongoing resource organised by community members for community members. 

 The political rationale for Creative Communities and the assumptions made in the DTZ report were not offered up for 

public discussion, which was problematic, given that Liverpool as ‘a community’ is un-refl exively invoked throughout the 

consultation document. This disguised the extent to which ‘community’ within policy discourse is the sum of  a set of  pre-

constructed identity-based categories into which participants are expected to fi t. Similarly, in legacy literature attached to Capital 

of  Culture, the question ‘Who is speaking?’ is absent. Instead, the offi cial event purported to speak on behalf  of  existing groups 

to suggest that the experience of  ‘being creative’ was a novel and emancipatory process.27 Emphasis was placed on art as a tool 

that would ‘give voice’ to the community. This process constructed a universe of  meaning that included a rationale for the use 

of  creative activity; the recipients of  that activity; its means of  delivery; intended and actual outcomes and fi nally; extended 

praise for the success of  the project.28 What follows is an exploration of  the antagonism that arises when an offi cial version of  

creativity encounters the multiplicity of  interests that fi nd expression in a city’s existing creative spaces.

Creativity to the Rescue: The Capital of  Culture Participant  

Offi cial discourse constructed Capital of  Culture as a starting point, tending to dwell on the spiritual benefi ts of  the stage-

managed ‘arrival’ of  culture into community settings, with activities framed as social interventions and an accompanying 

emphasis on spectacle. One such project, ‘The Gathering’, turned a major road in south Liverpool into a market and street 

festival for a day. Another event, called ‘Be My Guest’, asked residents from around the city to talk about their memories and 

experiences, which were ‘collected in an intimate one person multi-media performance that toured around South Liverpool’.29 

However, the notion of  Capital of  Culture as a ‘year zero’ moment failed to acknowledge the conditions in which the event 

emerged. In the process, it negated the esteem in which established spaces of  creativity and conviviality are held by many of  the 

city’s residents. Rather than leading to additional promotion or funding for these organisations, the view from within the groups 

interviewed was that Capital of  Culture coincided with, and was incidental to, their affairs.

 Another pervasive trope within offi cial discourse was an insistence upon the unifying potential of  the programme. The 

language of  participation, integration, involvement, cohesion, engagement and ‘mainstreaming’ of  the arts into a ‘wider range 

of  policy contexts’30 suggested an evangelical belief  in a unifi ed public sphere being achievable, and deliverable, through the 

Creative Communities programme. Offi cial Capital of  Culture literature summoned into being a world in which every utterance 

had only one meaning, understood in the same way by all listeners. 

 There are problems with this model. Firstly, it involves an unambiguous reliance upon creative expression as a bridge 

between the public and local government. An image of  the Habermasian civic sphere begins to emerge, in which consensus 

is possible by presupposing ‘that people engage in discussion under conditions that neutralise all motives except that of  co-

operatively seeking truth’.31 Truth, in the particular context of  Liverpool’s Capital of  Culture, is aligned with the rightness of  

neoliberal forms of  governance, but neoliberal governance is not acknowledged as the meta-narrative of  Capital of  Culture, 

being obscured instead beneath layers of  art-as-empowerment discourse. Secondly, this model ignores difference and the 

27  Four Corners, op cit. 

28  Liverpool Culture Company, ‘Inter Cultural Capital Liverpool 2008: Sharing Experiences, Sharing Culture’, 2008 and Liverpool Culture Company, 

‘Liverpool ’08 European Capital of  Culture: Impacts of  a Year Like No Other’, 2009.

29  Four Corners, op cit., p. 25.

30  DTZ Pieda Consulting, op cit., p. 14.

31  Jürgen Habermas quoted in Iris M. Young, ‘Impartiality and the Civic Public’ in Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Cornell (eds.), Feminism as Critique 

(Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1987), p. 69.



potential for multiple understandings of  a particular action or speech act. Critiques of  top-down civic celebrations tend to 

ignore the informal orders of  communication that inhere within the existing spaces of  creativity in a city, and it is these which 

potentially offer different interpretations of  the event and negate the will to instrumentalise creative expression according to the 

needs of  the labour market, for example.

The View from within Liverpool’s Existing Spaces of  Creativity

Among those groups approached by the Creative Communities initiative were a writers’ group, made up of  people living with 

Multiple Sclerosis, and an over-50s social group. Both were invited to participate in a showcase exhibition called ‘Four Corners’, 

which began in 2006 and formed part of  the community strand of  activities within Capital of  Culture. This was managed 

by Liverpool Culture Company, between 2007 and 2009 (during the period of  my data collection) with funding from the city 

council. Each year, the council commissioned fi ve different arts organisations to work in different parts of  the city. In turn, 

these organisations invited residents in the chosen areas to work with an artist to produce installations, videos and events that 

were consolidated into an annual exhibition by the artistic director of  ‘Four Corners’. In 2008, a four-day exhibition was held at 

the Bluecoat Art Centre in central Liverpool, which showed the result of  various collaborations between artists and community 

groups in the shape of  sculpture, poems, songs and fi lms – albeit for a noticeably short period of  time. This exhibition brought 

to light a theme which the community strand of  Capital of  Culture sought to make conspicuous – namely, the social history of  

Liverpool.  

  In interview, those running various community groups in Liverpool refl ected upon how the contingent and particular 

necessities of  everyday life had initially created a desire for spaces in which interests could coalesce. By contrast, ‘Four Corners’ 

was described in the exhibition catalogue as ‘capturing memories, aspirations and supporting community cohesion’.32 As the 

thematic and geographical boundaries of  ‘Four Corners’ were predetermined by the council, the project may be read as a way 

of  mediating council policy to residents. Yet, while the thematic content of  the project centred on the question of  ‘What makes 

a good neighbour?’, this concern proved tangential to those raised by project participants. Their concerns focused instead on a 

desire for greater transparency from the council in regard to its decision to invest in the city centre at the expense of  outlying 

areas. The rather more pertinent question that arose through discussion was: ‘What makes uneven urban development persist?’ 

Similar concerns were also voiced in relation to Capital of  Culture’s geographical reach, with the feeling being expressed that the 

majority of  events were inaccessible to outlying communities and had negligible impact upon them.

 The writers’ group for people living with MS was approached by the Creative Communities initiative in 2008, to participate 

in a short fi lm that was screened as part of  the offi cial Capital of  Culture programme. The fi lm, called Communities on the Edge, 

sought to bring the perspectives of  a number of  different groups to bear on the kind of  regeneration projects that were rapidly 

re-shaping the city centre, such as Liverpool One. The group wrote poems and scripted monologues that were then edited 

by an independent media company. A consensus emerged, from within the writers’ group, that their contribution to the fi lm 

had been minimised in the editing process, and that the theatre and media professionals who had packaged ‘Four Corners’ 

had more to gain from their involvement in the project, in terms of  career progression, than the community groups that were 

‘generating content’. One writers’ group member described the disjunction between the esteem in which they are held in their 

local community centre – in the Kensington area of  the city, where they regularly meet and might be considered a ‘particularly 

powerful socio-cultural phenomenon’ – and the marginality they experienced as participants to the ‘Four Corners’ project.

 Interviewees expressed a confounding array of  meanings attributed to the Capital of  Culture event, which demonstrated 

the impossibility of  knowing the event through a single interpretative framework. By contrast, offi cial literature generally 

construed the event as unproblematic and one dimensional, as seen in the formula: participation in artistic intervention = 

emancipated participant. There was no consideration of  the complexity of  artistic interventions, in terms of  their partiality, 

politics, awkwardness or potential failure. For some observers, this very absence of  the political at the heart of  2008 was 

signifi cant. A consideration of  the inherent complexities of  groups of  people working together thus becomes a critical retort to 

the idealised framing of  the public sphere by Capital of  Culture and the subsequent cultural strategy developed for the city.33

32  Four Corners, op cit.

33  Liverpool First, Draft Liverpool Cultural Strategy (Liverpool: Liverpool First, 2008).
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Conclusions

People coalesce into spaces of  creativity in multiple, contingent and unexpected ways, according to needs, desires and interests 

that are not accounted for by the idealised civic sphere summoned in the offi cial discourse of  Capital of  Culture. The rhetoric 

of  event-led regeneration constructs a voiceless citizen, who is given voice via a creative encounter facilitated by the offi cial 

event. This idealised citizen is then made into a conspicuous benefi ciary of  event-led regeneration via Capital of  Culture. 

Beyond this discursive construct, however, lie the complex, multi-faceted languages that animate everyday life and spaces of  

creative activity.

 In considering Liverpool’s year as European Capital of  Culture in 2008, we fi nd that, on the one hand, it gave form and 

focus to conversations about the nature of  public life in the city, which led to productive conversations – about governance, 

democracy, cultural policy and uneven development – between those acting within the city’s existing spaces of  creative activity. 

This included the groups, organisations, venues and communities of  interest whose activities constitute Liverpool’s creative 

infrastructure. On the other hand, the offi cial event’s strategic direction imposed limits on the possibilities for creative action 

by burdening the idea of  ‘being creative’ with the responsibility of  bringing about a rational and communicative public sphere, 

peopled by individuals rich in specifi c kinds of  social and cultural capital. In the construction of  this imagined public sphere, 

the offi cial event failed to take account of  the existing cultural fabric of  the city, and instead constructed a series of  identity-

based categories into which existing activities were ordered .

 From Capital of  Culture’s early policy documents to the delivery of  exhibitions and other events, offi cial discourse 

remained faithful to the singular notion that an event of  this kind would inevitably aid in the process of  Liverpool becoming a 

viable neoliberal city, capable of  engaging in competition with other cities for economic resources. And, while the communities 

that constitute Liverpool’s existing spaces of  creativity were re-described to conform to this ideological re-imagining, an inability 

to engage with the existing groups, organisations and communities of  interest that make up the city’s spaces of  creativity led to 

a crisis of  legitimation for the Capital of  Culture event.

 Participants to this research suggested that the event’s policy and promotional discourse sought to speak on their behalf; 

they discussed their experience critically, and referred to the ways in which they had been implicated in the new Liverpool. They 

pointed to a lack of  accountability and a policy of  uneven development, through which economic investment has perpetually 

been focused on the city centre. The perspective of  an urban elite ‘delivering’ culture to groups, which they homogenise into 

assets or stakeholders, became a central subject of  contest amongst many of  the actors interviewed for this research. The 

Capital of  Culture event reappears in people’s consciousness as a frame of  reference for the lack of  democracy in Liverpool’s 

civic leadership. 

 Technocratic delivery of  cultural activity in Liverpool, tied as it is to the wider social and economic desires of  the city 

council, led to unproductive and uninteresting frontiers of  creativity, bounded by discourses of  citizenship and employability. 

Yet the existing spaces of  creative activity in the city – created and maintained by those who act within them – continue to 

provide the physical and cognitive space in which people can experiment, learn, refl ect and create in ways that undermine the 

technocratic claims of  event-led regeneration.

 Academic debates taking place around the subject of  Capital of  Culture in the UK often foreground economic inequality 

in host cities to pose such questions as: ‘Whose city is being celebrated? Whose story is dominating and whose story is being 

marginalised?’34 Rather than continuing to make demands for a more inclusive event – one that is more representative of, 

or relevant to, a wider range of  subject positions – further work needs to be done in challenging attempts to formalise the 

public sphere. What, or who, benefi ts from large-scale, spectacle-led events which presuppose the nature of  the identities 

that make up the public sphere and pre-empt the conditions in which these groups ought to speak? Research into event-

led regeneration might start by asking more fundamental and relevant questions such as: ‘How is the event produced (as a 

meaningful occurrence) by different communities of  interest in the city?’ and ‘Why is a temporary event being framed as a way 

of  addressing deep-seated social inequalities in a locality?’ 

34  Gerry Mooney,  ‘Cultural Policy as Urban Transformation? Critical Refl ections on Glasgow, European City of  Culture 1990’, Local Economy, 19: 4, 

2004, p. 338.





Belfast – Our Time, Our Place
Daniel Jewesbury

What a year. During 2012, while economic forecasts were being repeatedly revised downwards, and more and greater cuts 

to general public provision were enthusiastically promised by the coalition government, the UK gambled everything on a 

Keynesianism of  the spectacle: billions were lavished on the Olympics and Paralympics, and the countless sideshows that 

accompanied them nationwide as part of  the ‘London 2012’ festival. The phrase ‘bread and circuses’ hardly does justice to 

misallocation of  public funds on such a scale. Whether the games cost £9bn, or £11bn, or some other fi gure that hasn’t yet 

been calculated, we are breathlessly assured that it was worth it because of  the returns that are going to accrue in the months 

and years to come (returns which are unfortunately, by their very nature, so often unquantifi able in mere numerical terms). 

What has been promised is a kind of  heritage of  the future, a Govian-Schamaesque heroic history that is still to be made: 

tomorrow belongs to us. 

Meanwhile, however, the UK is a nation increasingly ill at ease with itself. Our government explains that continued 

recession is caused not by the disappearance of  demand in the economy but by instability in Europe; there is therefore no 

need to revise the coalition’s economic strategy, even if  they can’t agree amongst themselves exactly what it is. Simultaneously, 

public attitudes are turning against the poor, those on benefi ts, and even the disabled (could it be that the Paralympics had the 

unintended effect of  making ‘disability’ appear to be simply a refusal to get off  your arse and stop whinging?) The fourth estate 

seems genuinely confused, waiting anxiously for Lord Leveson’s report while fulminating against foreign scoundrels for printing 

pictures of  a nearly-naked duchess that they would love to have scooped themselves. The constitutional position of  the UK 

is more uncertain than it has been for many decades: the national government is composed of  parties that are in opposition 

or have no representation at all in the devolved assemblies, each of  which has different powers to all the others, and different 

parties standing in it; and a referendum on Scottish independence is now almost certain to take place in two years’ time.

Yet none of  the regions can be more anomalous than Northern Ireland, the only one of  the four ‘nations’ of  the UK 

not to be a nation at all. Even in deciding what to call it one exposes one’s political bias (throughout this text I’ve used the 

names ‘Northern Ireland’ and ‘the North’ interchangeably, mainly because I have a reasonably complex and ambivalent set of  

understandings about its political and economic viability and legitimacy). Northern Ireland is effectively doubly disenfranchised 

from UK politics. The only one of  the parties theoretically capable of  forming a UK government to stand in Northern Irish 

elections is the Conservatives; in 2005, they stood in only three of  the North’s 18 seats and lost their deposits in each one. In 

2010 they merged with the Ulster Unionists to form the ‘Ulster Conservatives and Unionists – New Force’, which resulted in 

the UUP losing their only Westminster seat. With no access to a signifi cant democratic mandate at Westminster, we also have 

an Assembly in which sectarianism is actually written into its procedures: the terms of  the power-sharing mechanism, used to 

ensure cross-community support for legislative motions passed at Stormont, mean that each member must declare themselves 

as Unionist or Nationalist on taking their seat. And the list of  powers reserved by Westminster, which of  course is different to 

those reserved in Scotland or Wales, means that the Assembly is mostly just a glorifi ed parish council, unable to raise its own 

revenues or to set its own total expenditure. It is desperately lacking in political expertise, infested with sectarian clientelism, and 

boasts several members – including ministers – who refuse to accept the scientifi c basis of  evolution.



On a bright, blowy morning in April, I walked from my home in north Belfast to an arts centre on the Shankill Road. 

At the invitation of  a friend, I was attending the launch of  the ‘Greater Shankill Neighbourhood Renewal Area Action Plan’. 

Community activists had talked and bargained and consulted for two years to produce the document, which is a familiar mix 

of  bullet points, numbered paragraphs, statistics, and tables of  aspirational ‘action points’: the technocratic language that 

government has taught civil society to use whenever it wishes to engage it in conversation.

We drank tea and ate croissants with jam as the plan was introduced in the enormous main hall, usually used for gigs or 

plays. Projected onto the screen were the usual laudable intentions – plans to address the chronic unemployment and the lack of  

skills among the working age population, plans to make the Shankill ‘an area where drugs are not easily available’, and this time, 

an emphasis on ‘wrap-around’ support, a piece of  jargon which apparently means putting families at the centre of  the strategy: 

the aim of  the community is to support the family, as it in turn supports the individual, from the cradle to young adulthood and 

beyond. The report is only the latest in a pile of  similar plans, assessments, feasibility studies and the like, produced by the huge 

number of  community groups and voluntary organisations struggling for recognition in ‘post-confl ict’ Belfast; but even now, 14 

years after the signing of  the Good Friday Agreement, it’s still all about accessing the most basic of  necessities. 

The University of  Ulster is planning a major new development at its Belfast campus, on the doorstep of  Lower Shankill, 

but the Action Plan mentions nothing about young people from the area aspiring to study there. It says nothing about ‘learning’ 

being an aspiration in its own right; although the plan is seen as an approach for the next 20 years, there seems to be no 

expectation that kids in the Shankill should or could go to university (whatever the merits of  university education may or may 

not now be). The idea is just too far off, the suggestion being that the people of  the Shankill know their place, haven’t started 

getting notions about themselves. The Action Plan is a piece of  organised pleading, for there to be some way of  keeping this 

extremely poor community alive, but the launch was notable for the absence of  any well-placed political representatives. The 

two councillors who attended (from the DUP and SDLP) made no contribution. Across the peaceline, in the Falls Road, the 

development of  an agenda such as this would be driven from the outset by Sinn Féin and the community groups it works with. 

On the Shankill, community activists have a harder time persuading their elected representatives to show some interest in their 

cause. 

The most obvious and dispiriting thing about the whole event, though, is that the document exists in a kind of  economic 

vacuum, hermetically sealed within its own good intentions. There is no recognition that even the very humble hopes itemised 

on page after page, in table after table, are all the time getting further and further away from being realised. Northern Ireland 

has yet to feel the full effect of  the public sector cuts. We’re less than halfway through a fi ve-year spending round that will see 

our block grant from London cut by 10% in real terms, with spending on capital projects slashed by nearly 40%; this in a region 

that raises from its own taxes barely half  what it spends. As capital spending disappears, so more of  the construction fi rms that 

prospered during the boom go bankrupt each week. Schools, libraries and health centres will close. As public transport subsidies 

decrease, fares will go up, and communities will become more isolated. Funding to the community and voluntary sector, a 

crucial layer of  Northern Ireland’s effl orescent bureaucracy, will become minimal (the next generation of  ‘action plans’ will 

aspire to less, and achieve less again). And some time after the next election, the deferred water charges, for which no political 

party wanted to take responsibility, despite their arguments about the need for alignment with the rest of  the UK, will fi nally be 

introduced. 

Across town, one of  item of  capital spend was, however, completed on time, at a public cost of  around £60m. The Titanic 

Belfast exhibition centre, in the middle of  the dusty brownfi eld wasteland that used to be the shipyards (now dubbed – what 

else? – the Titanic Quarter), opened in time to be the star attraction in a festival organised by the Tourist Board and City 

Council to commemorate the sinking of  the ship a century ago. The building is astounding, gravity-defying; its four cantilevered 

‘wings’, resembling towering ships’ bows, look a little like a giant arrowhead planted in the ground. Belfast wags who have 

commented that it looks more like an iceberg than the Titanic have inadvertently divined Texan architect Eric Kuhne’s original 

inspiration for the building, which is in fact meant to encapsulate that dynamic, violent moment when steel struck ice in the 

frozen north Atlantic. Inside are various ‘experiences’ descriptive of  the making, sailing, sinking and selling of  the famous liner, 

which for £13.50 the visitor can explore. I had an opportunity to look inside during a promenade theatre production put on by 

Belfast company Kabosh in the opening week. It is predictably impressive, with exciting views both in and outside the building. 



Surely, as Titanic museums go, it is the biggest and most elaborate in the world. It is true that the building has already had 

more than 500,000 visitors, and far surpassed its fi rst year projections. The Northern Ireland Audit Offi ce, however, believes 

that it needs to receive 290,000 paying visitors every year thereafter if  it is to break even, and predicts that, after the initial fl urry 

of  interest, it can expect annual audiences only very slightly above that, around 305,000. Notwithstanding initial interest in this 

centenary year, the building is running on slender margins.

Whether you view the sad story of  the Titanic as primarily a tragic loss of  life, a catastrophic failure of  individual human 

judgement, or a clear case of  corporate manslaughter, the anniversary festivities in Belfast were peculiarly inappropriate. The 

chilly fi rst half  of  April saw light shows in the drizzle, an open-air concert sponsored by MTV outside Titanic Belfast, and a 

slew of  other theatrical productions, fi lm screenings, exhibitions, walking tours and themed banquets (this must surely be the 

fi rst time in a hundred years that Consommé Olga has appeared on so many menus). The Titanic Festival, however, is only one 

aspect of  a comprehensive, ambitious marketing drive devised by the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, which has seen the whole 

of  2012 branded with a logo of  red, blue and yellow ribbons bearing the slogan ‘Our Time, Our Place’. (It seems strange that 

the Tourist Board should use the possessive plural in this introverted way; writer Colin Graham suggested in Belfast’s satirical 

Vacuum newspaper that the recent campaigns try to speak to two audiences at once, constructing an image of  ‘us’, for external 

consumption, as dynamic, optimistic, youthful, relaxed, jocular, welcoming and confi dent, while simultaneously reminding ‘us’ 

that we have to behave, and play nicely when the guests are here.) 

As the summer progressed, we were able to enjoy Northern Ireland’s contribution to the Olympics spin-off  London 2012 

Festival. The high point of  this was a ‘spectacular’ at the end of  June called ‘Land of  Giants’, in which the ‘icons’ and ‘legends’ 

of  Belfast’s past and present – Fionn mac Cumhaill, Lemuel Gulliver (Swift drew inspiration for his story from the topography 

around Belfast), the Harland & Wolff  cranes Samson and Goliath, the Titanic (again) and, of  course, us, who are ‘giant in 

ideas, talent and heritage’ – converged in a spasm of  ‘acrobatics, aerial dance, physical performance, music, special effects and 

pyrotechnics’, and drizzle.

There was hardly time to recover from all this pageantry (meagre cost: £1.2m) before the  parading that accompanies any 

Northern Irish summer was underway. This year’s marching season was particularly active. On the Twelfth of  July, as they 

waited for the main march to depart, a loyalist band from the Shankill Road decided to create a new ‘fl ashpoint’ where none 

had previously existed, by playing sectarian songs outside a Catholic church in the north city centre. This had the desired effect 

of  provoking statements of  outrage from Catholic residents nearby, and a theme was set for the summer. Two major marches 

in August (the fi rst time the Royal Black Perceptory’s ‘Last Saturday’ march had been held in Belfast) and September (marking 

the centenary of  the signing, by half  a million men and women, of  the Ulster Covenant against the Third Home Rule Bill) duly 

returned to this spot, and photographers, camermen, and the professionally offended were ready for them. It seems likely that 

the loyalists’ strategy, inasmuch as they inadvertently stumbled upon one  – wilfully igniting and then painstakingly neutralising 

a new locus of  confl ict – was to fi nd a new front for their ongoing campaign against the Parades Commission, the body which 

decides what marches and processions can take place, and under what conditions. The side effect of  this political game was that 

attention was mostly diverted away from what they had hoped would be a story of  celebration and commemmoration at the 

Covenant event – a further attempted recuperation of  loyalism as ‘heritage’ – and focused instead on the possibility of  another 

violent confrontation in the city centre. 

All in all, then, the Covenant centenary may have been something of  a missed opportunity; this history anyway proves 

harder to neutralise than the decline and dereliction of  the shipyards has been. This mixed story may give us some indication 

of  how the approaching decade of  equally uncomfortable centenaries – of  the Easter Rising, the slaughter of  the Ulster 

Division in the Battle of  the Somme, the Sinn Féin landslide in the 1918 general election, the War of  Independence, the 

Anglo-Irish Treaty and the foundation of  Northern Ireland itself  in 1921 –  might be worked for public (and especially tourist) 

consumption. The Executive has set itself  a goal of  earning £1bn a year from all tourism by 2020. If  it hopes to achieve this, 

then it needs some strategy by which not only to neutralise but to capitalise on those recurrent opportunities for the North’s 

historical and political background to erupt once again into the foreground.

For the moment, though, we can draw a little breath as we wait for the next carnival to roll up, with 2013 marking Derry’s 

year as UK City of  Culture, and the whole bloody business, as Samuel Beckett put it, starting all over again. 



So is this it? Is all this din of  celebration and self-congratulation our evidence that the post-confl ict promises have fi nally 

been realised? In the decade after the Agreement, Belfast reverberated to the noise of  construction. It felt like a small eastern 

European nation emerging from state socialism: areas of  the city were zoned and rezoned, deals were struck in private, and vast 

speculative building projects commenced. Meanwhile, experiments were conducted with privatising the public realm: the new 

shopping centre at Victoria Square, luxury brands in tow, became an unoffi cial city centre, and the various public agencies drew 

plans explaining how ‘retail-led regeneration’ would provide the means to escape our painful recent history. The streetscape was 

remodelled with gratuitous public art able to speak to us of  our history and our future, while helpfully pointing the way to the 

next department store. New buildings rose – among them the tallest residential building in Ireland, the Obel tower; and, just 

occasionally, old ones accidentally burned down, as they tend to do in a rapidly redeveloping city. Homeowners saw house prices 

record the fastest rises in the whole of  the UK (admittedly from a much lower base), with some properties trebling in value in 

just fi ve years. 

Then, in 2008, it ground to a halt. As investors and speculators in the Republic of  Ireland saw their loans recalled and 

their banks bailed out, work stopped on a number of  high-profi le city centre projects, with others not even commencing. 

Only in 2011 did the extent of  northern developers’ exposure to the Republic’s crisis fi nally become clear, as the National 

Assets Management Agency, the Republic’s ‘bad bank’, published a list of  sites in the North that had passed into the reluctant 

ownership of  the taxpayers of  the Irish Republic. This was not the way we had expected reunifi cation might take place. 

All this is familiar enough, hardly distinctive. What was different about Belfast, and about Northern Ireland as a whole 

(although the extent of  redevelopment has remained extremely uneven across the region) was the particular ‘moral economy’ 

that was quite quickly created during the boom, and which persisted through successive interruptions and prorogations of  

the Assembly, indeed was the single constant throughout. It entails, in essence, a refi nement of  the argument which maintains 

that there can be ‘no alternative’ to speculator-driven redevelopment. In ‘normal’ societies, this argument is a repetition of  

the general abandonment of  the notion of  public good: the fi nal, unarguable victory of  trickle-down economics in the urban 

sphere. In Belfast this took on an added dimension; since there could be no alternative to this model for regeneration, and since 

our choice could only be between the hope and promise of  peace on the one hand, and the tangible threat of  continued war on 

the other, private developers found themselves imbued with a new moral mission. They would be the ones who really delivered 

the peace, in brick, concrete, glass and steel; the politicians’ contribution was merely to learn to behave for long enough to allow 

it to happen (particularly since planning powers have yet to be devolved to elected local representatives). Very quickly it became 

apparent that to oppose this prescription for urban redevelopment meant to oppose peace itself. The idea was given form when 

a property developer, responsible for a range of  controversial projects around the city, was appointed as the Chair of  the new 

Policing Board.

While carte blanche – or rather, active encouragement – was thus being given to private speculators, local bureaucrats 

and politicians were becoming especially interested in the opportunity to compete with European and international cities for 

a range of  potentially valuable cultural prizes. This market had been hot since at least the early 1990s, as contemporary city-

states detached themselves from their regions, rebranded themselves into corporate entities and bid to be European Capital of  

Culture, or to host a biennale or, perhaps, an international sporting championship. Belfast’s fi rst stab at this racket was marked 

by some ignominy, when the bid to be Capital of  Culture in 2008 was unsuccessful; but the lesson was learned that the circuits 

of  capital are international, and that our competitors are not in Dublin, Derry or Glasgow, but Barcelona, Melbourne and 

Dubai. 

The political confl ict, meanwhile, became sublimated into a cultural contest, about symbols and languages, and even this 

has started to lose its venom (the summer’s events notwithstanding). Both the DUP and Sinn Féin have become adept at facing 

in two different directions at once: towards their electoral base, and (jointly) towards the market and its demands. The base is 

still defi ned in sectarian terms, and the address to them remains clearly about protecting ‘our’ interests. It might be expected 

that the requirement on the two main parties to choreograph their joint approach to business would bring with it a necessity 

to imagine some kind of  shared future, but this is impossible while ’power-sharing’ is constructed in such nakedly sectarian 

terms. The two parties are locked in an interdependent embrace, with no interest in articulating a shared, public belonging that 

can go beyond crudely ethnopolitical ‘provision’; so long as they are able to maintain the sectarian balancing act, the job of  

‘management’ can go on indefi nitely.



The refl ex reaction to such complaints is to mutter that the past can so easily come back if  we aren’t careful. Yet these days, 

there is very little stomach for the confl ict as it was; increasingly, however, there is an anomic, impotent rage at the continued 

failure of  the devolved administration to provide for the poorest here, who continue to fail educationally, to get the worst jobs 

or no jobs at all, and to die younger. The opposite of  the management of  Northern Ireland for global business interests is not 

renewed sectarian violence, it’s a class anger that crosses ethnoreligious lines – a nightmare that the politicians prefer not to 

countenance.

It’s a commonplace to hear that Northern Ireland’s bloated public sector is unsustainable and must now be cut. One third 

of  employment is in the public sector, and another third is directly or indirectly dependent on it. Public expenditure stands 

at 70% of  GDP. But, beyond the familiar argument that the private sector is underdeveloped in the North (so much for the 

illusory peace dividend), what creates this imbalance is, once again, the sectarianised administration of  devolution: from the 

neighbourhood, and up to the topmost level of  the state, we are awash with semi-state and state-funded organisations, all busily 

publishing regeneration plans and conducting consultations. At the level of  the various government agencies, the confusion of  

responsibilities between local authorities, the Departments of  Social Development, Regional Development, and Environment, 

the different regeneration quangos, and of  course the Northern Ireland Offi ce means that it is impossible for ordinary citizens, 

acting in their own right, to put any effective pressure on policymakers. In turn that interaction between ordinary people, public 

bodies and politicians has become professionalised, with community groups and partnership boards proliferating in the breach, 

and any democratic accountability obscured.

Can we really not imagine this place any differently? I went to see a friend, Leontia Flynn, a poet (she’s constantly referred 

to in Northern Ireland as a ‘local poet’, much to her bemusement – does a local poet have some sort of  public function? To 

what, exactly, are they really local?) She’s had her crack at criticising the tawdriness and banality of  our post-confl ict society. She 

found it ironic that the arts, which had fl ourished, in certain ways, during the most diffi cult times, were now merely a minor 

element in the rebranding of  Belfast, and of  Northern Ireland; creativity, or culture in the vaguest, most general sense, are 

obviously valuable buzzwords in any adman’s spiel about the place, but not usually in any engaged or sustained way. Poetry, she 

admits, continues to be something that is saleable about the North, and she understands that she too is expected, when she 

travels to readings abroad (she was just back from Poland), to ‘represent’, somehow, this new Northern Ireland (something else 

that causes her some bemusement). But even while the tourist brands sell images of  who ‘we’ are, and the next generation of  

Northerners, like young people everywhere else, happily accept their duty to commodify and consume virtual ‘selves’, through 

social networks, designer labels and musical scenes, it doesn’t appear that a ‘culture’ which was often so introspective during 

the Troubles has much that is genuinely communicable to offer to anyone outside, at least not something that is actually ‘about’ 

us; or here. We’ve stopped talking about ourselves, to some degree, because we’re not sure where exactly we are yet. Graham 

Walker, a professor of  politics at Queen’s University, told me that his students want to write about the political confl ict in the 

1970s or ’80s, but have very little to say about the committee structure of  the Northern Ireland Assembly.

The Greater Shankill Neighbourhood Renewal Area Action Plan contains a section titled ‘It Needs A Designation’. The 

partnership who authored the plan understand that they need their area ‘designated’ – branded – if  they are to stand some 

chance of  success. “This plan needs a structure and the Greater Shankill needs a designation to realise it... In Belfast we have 

done this around physical development. It was called ‘Laganside’ and has its latest manifestation in Titanic Quarter or around 

cultural development as in Cathedral Quarter.” The Shankill is desperate for a brand.

Another friend, a former actor from the North who’s now a psychotherapist, talked to me about Northern Ireland in the 

context of  the family therapy she practices. We spoke about the lack of  an ‘identity’ that can create a single, functional, inclusive 

society in Northern Ireland. The Good Friday Agreement and the peace process swept away a society, such as it was, but made 

no effort to replace it with something else, indeed the whole point was not to replace with anything else; the history of  the last 

14 years has been about the impossibility of  arriving at this ‘something else’ whilst ideas of  sovereignty and nationality remain 

so irreconcilable, so incommensurate. 

I talked with Graham Walker about the threat to this fragile sense of  collective self  from the Scottish referendum on 

independence. Unionists have reacted with some hysteria to the plans: Sir Reg Empey, former leader of  the UUP, announced 

that Scottish independence could “reignite the diffi culties we have just managed to overcome”, while John Taylor, now Lord 

Kilclooney, wrote to The Scotsman that if  parts of  Scotland voted to remain in the Union, it would be better to offer partition 
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than to subjugate them to the will of  the majority. In a speech at the annual conference of  the British-Irish Association in 

September this year, First Minister Peter Robinson made a detailed case for the continuation of  the Union, and even seemed to 

suggest (in somewhat more historically measured tones than those of  Kilclooney) that the partition of  Ireland has not been an 

entirely untrammelled success: “While Ulster was always a place apart on the island of  Ireland, partition changed things – and 

not just for Northern Protestants, but for Southern Catholics and Southern Protestants for that matter, as well”. Reporting of  

the speech in the media was limited to Robinson’s claim that the call for independence could be defeated “with a Saltire in one 

hand and a Union Flag in the other”,  a strange take on the IRA’s stated strategy in the 1980s of  achieving independence ‘with a 

ballot box in one hand and an Armalite in the other’. 

Nonetheless I wondered whether there mightn’t be a pocket of  opinion within Unionism that might, if  push came 

to shove, prefer to align itself  with an independent Scotland rather than a distant, ‘disinterested’ England. Walker felt that 

members of  the DUP might harbour a sentimental affection of  this kind, but that even they would recognise that it couldn’t be 

done in reality. If  the Scots vote, as seems likely, against independence, but for some renewed approach to devolution, it would 

probably mark the end of  the Barnett Formula, by which the block grant has been distributed across the UK since the 1970s. 

Moreover it could mark the beginning of  discussions about a more equally devolved, or even fully federalised UK (something 

else which Robinson’s BIA speech accepted needed to be more thoroughly examined). Both these measures could, in the long 

run, make an enormous difference to the political and economic culture of  the North: Barnett, particularly, should be replaced 

with a formula based on needs, rather than on a simple headcount, especially given the massive changes to the consitutional 

arrangement since it was implemented. Walker believes that the devolved nations have not made enough of  their opportunity 

to work in partnership from the fringes of  the Union, and nor have they used the range of  institutions available to them – 

particularly the British-Irish Council (no relation of  the BIA), a body set up under the terms of  the Good Friday Agreement 

as an ‘East-West’ counterbalance to allay Unionist fears about proposed North-South bodies. Despite existing since 1998, the 

Council only established a full-time secretariat earlier this year; it has a remit to meet and issue communiqués on a range of  

topics – including languages, spatial planning, housing and the environment. A mechanism through which the nations can speak 

to one another bilaterally, without the involvement of  London, the Council could offer a degree of  collective bargaining power 

to the Irish, Northern Irish, Scots and Welsh. But the ad hoc, piecemeal way in which devolution was delivered by New Labour 

means anyway that the status quo is unlikely to be tenable for very long. “The more anomalies persist between the manner in 

which devolution has been realised in the different parts of  the UK, the more it grates and the looser the fabric becomes,” 

Walker warns.

As it stands, Belfast at the end of  2012 continues to be a blank slate, upon which can be written the most lurid fantasies of  

urban planners, undead private developers and tourism wonks. A proposal recently published by one government agency for 

a scrappy patch of  land beside the River Lagan included sketches of  a zip-cord stretched between the banks of  the river. The 

worrying lesson of  Titanic Belfast is that anything is now possible, if  the right people decide that it’s necessary. They are, of  

course, doing it for our benefi t. 
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Misguided Loyalties
Rebecca Gordon-Nesbitt

Derry in Context

The city of  Doire Colmcille acquired the fi rst part of  its name from the oak trees native to the area surrounding it, and 

the second from the sixth century warrior monk (later Saint Columba), who reputedly laid the foundations for the modern 

conurbation by building a monastery there. More than a millennium later, in 1613, the same site was designated Londonderry 

by King James I, who enthusiastically supported the ‘plantation’ of  Protestant settlers from England and Scotland on the basis 

that the city could provide a valuable source of  income for the Crown and gainful employment for London’s surplus workforce. 

Thus, the colonial project was begun, along with the construction of  walls around the city which held fi rm under siege from 

the Catholic armies of  King James II in 1688–9. This created a ‘Protestant walled citadel perched on a hill overlooking the 

sprawling Catholic township of  the Bogside which had grown up on marshy ground outside the walls’.1 It is here that an 

uncanny triangulation emerges between Derry and two British cities, as journalist and activist, Eamonn McCann, describes how, 

in the twentieth century, the annual 12 August commemoration of  the Siege of  Derry brought Protestants ‘from outside, from 

Belfast and Antrim, even Glasgow and Liverpool, leaning over the ramparts to look down at us. Some of  them threw pennies’.2

The 1921 partition of  Ireland – which resulted in six counties in the north (the precise number needed to secure a loyalist 

majority) being retained as part of  the United Kingdom – had a dramatic effect on Derry. Having expected to become part 

of  the 26-county Irish Free State (via a boundary review, agreed as part of  the treaty negotiations between Sinn Féin and 

the British), Derry acquired a new status as a border town, sundered from its natural orientation towards Donegal, now in 

a separate state. At the same time, for the fi rst time in over two centuries, the city’s Catholic and nationalist majority gained 

control of  the Corporation (the local authority, housed in the central Guildhall), and promptly swore allegiance to the Irish 

Republic. Heightened confi dence among the majority led to rioting on the streets, and provoked a brutal response from the 

paramilitary Royal Irish Constabulary, which fi red into the crowds. In turn, this precipitated the fi rst action in the city of  the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA – formed out of  the Irish Volunteers in Dublin two years earlier), which brought the loyalist Ulster 

Volunteer Force (UVF) out of  hibernation to occupy the walled city and fi re on the Catholics below, culminating in a vast 

number of  British troops moving in to disarm the latter.

This set a pattern that would persist for almost eighty years throughout the six counties – of  harsh, state-sponsored 

reprisals for nationalist dissent.3 In Derry, the deliberate gerrymandering of  electoral wards restored the loyalist minority to 

power and prompted nationalists to withdraw from elections for a decade. While universal suffrage was being adopted for those 

over 21 in the rest of  the UK, votes in the six counties were restricted (by the loyalist-dominated government at Stormont) to 

rate-payers and their wives, which discriminated against poorer (mainly Catholic) families. When voting was further restricted to 

home owners, ‘the Corporation was faced with the problem of  either housing Catholics in other wards or not housing them at 

all. It opted for the latter’.4 At the same time, in an area of  chronic unemployment, Protestant privilege was secured through the 

1  See Michael Farrell, Northern Ireland: The Orange State (London: Pluto Press, 1980 [1976]), p. 25, from which much of  this history is distilled.

2  Eamonn McCann, War and an Irish Town (London: Pluto Press, 1980 [1974]), p. 21.

3  The 1922 Special Powers Act, introduced on the Ides of  March 1922, was used to intern nationalist and republicans in every decade from the 1920s 

to the 1970s. Additional legislation criminalised non-violent resistance to the state, as well as cultural expressions of  Irishness.

4 McCann, op cit., p. 24.



targeted allocation of  jobs. This had the welcome side-effect (for the industrialists and businessmen making up the Stormont 

government) of  militating against working-class solidarity, which was periodically consolidated by the Catholic Church’s 

condemnations of  socialism and communism.

In economic terms, the 1964 National Plan, enacted by British Labour Party Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, decided 

to ‘accept as irreversible the decline of  the North’s traditional industries and to concentrate on attracting new industry from 

outside to replace the lost jobs. The strategy of  the £450 million plan was to create a modern economic infrastructure and a 

series of  growth-centres which, together with even more lavish grants, would make the North a Mecca for foreign capitalists’.5 

While these proposals were largely welcomed and created some prosperity, this tended to be centred on Protestant areas. By 

contrast, Derry was left geographically isolated as new motorways failed to come anywhere near it, and the main train line 

connecting the city to the nationalist west was closed. When the plan was mooted to create a new economic centre in the 

North to rival Belfast, Derry was omitted from the list of  seven potential growth centres, in favour of  the Lurgan-Portadown 

conurbation. By the same token, the idea that University College in Derry might be developed to equal Queen’s University in 

Belfast was sabotaged from within, by a unionist faction fearing that this would swell the already unwieldy Catholic population.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Derry became the focal point of  various social justice and civil rights campaigns which 

organised a series of  symbolic marches that became centred on electoral, housing and employment reform. Determined to 

prevent the city walls from being breached by opposition forces, even for peaceful purposes, unionists rallied a disproportionate 

response from state-endorsed forces (renamed the Royal Ulster Constabulary – RUC – in 1922). On New Year’s Day 1969, 

around eighty members of  a left-wing student-led group called the People’s Democracy (PD) left Belfast for Derry, in imitation 

of  the US civil rights movement’s march to Montgomery. During the four days it took to walk from east to west, the march 

was heavily ambushed by loyalists, abetted by the RUC and accompanied by off-duty members of  the infamous Ulster Special 

Constabulary. When drunken RUC reserve forces rampaged through the Bogside on the night of  4 January, damaging people 

and property in their path, local residents erected barricades to create a no-go area for the state. This action promoted local 

activist, John Casey, to daub a gable end wall with the message ‘YOU ARE NOW ENTERING FREE DERRY’.

As members of  the PD and civil rights campaign were elected to Stormont and Westminster, rioting intensifi ed. In August 

1969, a siege of  the Bogside by the RUC – which prompted solidarity riots throughout the six counties in a bid to deplete police 

forces – ended only when British troops were deployed to the area. The IRA – caught off  guard by the riots and manning the 

barricades of  Free Derry – fractured into an Offi cial and Provisional (Provo) wing. The former largely advocated a socialist 

approach, centred on a consideration of  socio-economic conditions, while the latter – operating from a shop in Creggan under 

the command of  Martin McGuinness – advocated a broader struggle, centred on national independence and liberation from 

unionist and British rule. 

As the presence of  British troops exacerbated the situation, gaining in strength from 2,500 before August 1969 to 14,000 

two years later, the political mood shifted from reform of  Stormont to a campaign for its dissolution. Matters notoriously 

came to a head in Derry on Sunday 30 January 1972, when a march was planned to travel from Creggan, through the Bogside, 

to the Guildhall. Despite receiving advice from local RUC offi cers that the march be allowed to go ahead, Stormont refused, 

and a battalion of  the British army’s Parachute regiment was brought into the city with orders to target the long-haired, mainly 

unemployed ‘hooligans’. Opening fi re on the unarmed marchers, soldiers killed thirteen men and fatally injured another. The 

British state accepted no responsibility for the massacre. Stormont was suspended in favour of  direct rule from Westminster. 

Paramilitaries on both sides armed themselves in readiness for what would come next. On 7 July, six members of  the 

Provisional IRA – including McGuinness – were fl own to London to meet the Northern Ireland Minister, William Whitelaw, for 

secret talks. Apparently, this resolved little as the British Army moved in to retake the no-go areas on the last day of  the month. 

Bloody Sunday is widely regarded as a turning point. Violence escalated in its wake and continued for a further quarter 

century, with the idea of  devolved government being sporadically resurrected. The early 1980s were characterised by hunger 

strikes enacted by republicans at Long Kesh (memorably recorded by artists from Richard Hamilton to Steve McQueen). 

Writing up the history of  Derry in 1974, McCann presciently noted that ‘Britain seeks to lull and lure “moderate” Catholics 

and “moderate” Protestants into some sort of  political structure which might, at a pinch, be projected as representative of  

5 Farrell, op cit., p. 229.



both communities. […] Bringing the two sides together, jointly to protect British interests, remains by far the most rational 

strategy for the British ruling class’.6 The 1990s gave rise to all-party talks between representatives from the British and 

Irish governments and Sinn Féin, underwritten by IRA and loyalist ceasefi res in 1994 and 1997 and largely boycotted by the 

Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). In 1998, the Good Friday Agreement (or Belfast Agreement) was brokered, giving rise to 

the Northern Ireland Executive, in which power is shared between a First Minister (currently Peter Robinson, a unionist) and 

Deputy First Minister (currently Martin McGuinness, a republican) – collectively known as the Offi ce of  the First Minister and 

Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) – and ministries are allocated according to the number of  seats held in Stormont.7 At a local 

level, Derry City Council – created in 1984 as the offspring of  the old Corporation – is currently made up of  thirty elected 

councillors, fourteen from the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), ten from Sinn Féin, fi ve from the DUP and one 

representing the Ulster Unionist Party, entailing a signifi cant nationalist majority.

While some administrative changes have been made, the material conditions that gave rise to the Troubles persist. By 

2010, Derry City Council was facing a defi cit of  £1.1 billion,8 making a further loss of  £3.6 million in the fi nancial year 

ending March 2012.9 Estimates of  live-work conditions in the city vary according to the number of  citizens permitted into 

calculations, but the overall picture remains the same. A 2008 report on demographics claims a civic population of  just under 

80,000 with a total workforce of  just over 35,000, 7,000 (20 percent) of  whom are unemployed.10 This report was produced 

by Industrial Development Agency (IDA) Ireland, the agency responsible for attracting foreign direct investment into Ireland, 

the implicit expectation of  which is that attracting investment will create jobs. While a potentially laudable aim in theory, this 

has had disastrous consequences in practice. Shortly after the signature of  the Good Friday Agreement, with John Hume and 

David Trimble having been awarded Nobel Peace Prizes for their part in the process, it was announced that the US company, 

Raytheon, would be setting up operations in Derry, on the understanding that 150 jobs would be created. When it emerged 

that Raytheon, the world’s largest supplier of  guided missiles, was implicated in the Israeli bombing of  Lebanon, a sustained 

campaign was launched that resulted in several occupations of  the factory, ultimately leading to its closure. Despite public 

subsidy having been disbursed to the company, only a fi fth of  the promised jobs had ever materialised.

In the opening years of  the new millennium, two incisive reports were made public. The fi rst, published in 2001, 

commissioned from the Social Disadvantage Research Centre at the University of  Oxford by the Northern Ireland Statistics and 

Research Agency, presented the results of  an extensive review of  deprivation in the six counties. This study – which became 

known as the Noble Index after its primary author – found the poorest parts of  Derry, notably centred on Catholic areas, to 

be experiencing high levels of  multiple deprivation.11 Four years later, Ilex Urban Regeneration Company (the Derry equivalent 

of  Liverpool Vision) published the results of  a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis of  Derry, 

undertaken by private consultants. This found the city to have an unemployment rate of  a staggering 38.2 percent (compared to 

the provincial average of  28.3 percent), with the distribution of  employment correlating closely with that of  health.

Having traced the self-evident threats and weaknesses endemic in the city, the Ilex report grasped at a handful of  

opportunities thought to offer a brighter future. The two most signifi cant to this account are the identifi cation of  a growing 

youth population, and the perceived ‘Existence of  key scenic, cultural and historic assets [providing] strong tourism potential 

for Derry’.12 As the city accounted for only 6 percent of  all the tourism generated on the island of  Ireland, the report tentatively 

recommended ‘signifi cant improvements in tourism product and marketing’.13 Building upon the conclusions of  this report, Ilex 

developed a strategy for regenerating the city, which became known as the One Plan and took as its tagline ‘One City, One Plan, 

One Voice’, aping the faux unity of  Belfast. The plan was quick to reiterate that ‘A city population of  110,000, almost 40% of  

whom are under 25, and a market hinterland of  330,000, are evidence of  the potential that the region offers to both external 

6 McCann, op cit., pp. 135–6.

7 The current composition is DUP (4), SF (3), Alliance (2), SDLP (1) and UUP (1).

8 This fi gure is given in Cracking the Cultural Code: Derry~Londonderry Proposal for UK City of  Culture 2013 and Ilex Urban Regeneration Company, One Plan 

(Derry: Ilex Urban Regeneration Company, 2011).

9 Derry City Council accounts to 31 March 2012, held at Companies House.

10 IDA Ireland/Demographics Ireland, Demographic Profi le Londonderry/Derry, January 2008.

11 Mike Noble, et al, The Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2001 (Belfast: Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, 2001).

12  Indecon/London Economics, ‘SWOT’ Analysis of  Derry City Council Area, September 2005, p. 20.

13 Ibid, p. 34.
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investors and indigenous entrepreneurs’.14 While framing Derry’s youthful population as a passive market for potential investors, 

the plan prioritised ‘Accelerating the growth of  the tourism and cultural economy’ as a key part of  the city’s employment and 

economy strategy.15

This is reminiscent of  the ‘creative city’ rhetoric that has infested the UK in recent years. Considering culture solely in 

economic terms, this typically involves a focus ‘on the role of  heritage in attracting tourism and tourist income; especially 

through the promotion of  cultural tourism which targets upper income groups’ as part of  a wider strategy to promote 

‘economic development, place marketing and place-based competition’.16 Festivals are endemic to place-based economic 

strategies, with ‘the most signifi cant impact [being] in relation to people’s perception of  a place, both within and outside the 

community’.17 However, the task of  changing external perceptions of  Derry presents even more of  a challenge than it did in 

Liverpool, as the main image in the public consciousness is not only of  demonised ‘hooligans’ rampaging in the streets but also 

of  their slaughter in cold blood by the British state.

Another element of  creative city thinking creeps into the One Plan, via a focus on the creation of  a digital city and an effort 

to encourage self-employment and digital start-ups, facilitated by Derry entering the second round of  those UK cities qualifying 

for super-fast broadband. It is also here that culture’s ill-defi ned cousin, ‘creativity’, makes a predictable appearance, third on 

a list of  four alliterative aspirations for the city after ‘competitive’ and ‘connected’. The city’s regeneration strategy will be 

considered in more depth shortly. For now, it is interesting to note parallels with the attempts made in Liverpool to gloss over 

previous socio-economic problems and disarm the populace, with the plan noting that Derry’s ‘key assets are its history, the 

resilience of  the people and vibrancy of  the place’.18 At the same time, the precise nature of  the city’s history is minimised to 

the point of  non-existence, with the Bogside mentioned only in the context of  its formation, through the drying out of  a bog.

Background to UK City of  Culture

Between March and June 2009, a working group, convened by Andy Burnham at the Department of  Culture, Media and Sport 

(DCMS) and chaired by Phil Redmond, met three times, having formally been invited to advise the Minister on ‘The vision 

for the UK City of  Culture Programme including the benefi ts which will fl ow to the host City, to the nation and to the culture 

sector’.19 The fact that benefi ts would fl ow was never in question. Convictions surrounding the social value of  culture had 

congealed into fact, and the working group’s fi nal report is peppered with such maxims as ‘Participation in culture can increase 

social capital and well-being’.20 With regard to economic benefi ts, it was more tentatively argued that:

The UK City of  Culture may also play a part in regenerating cities. The attention and reputation that can be gained by hosting the 
event may well encourage fi rms, workers and institutions to move to the area, creating a virtuous circle of  further job creation, 
building renovation and social integration. However, the high risk and high cost associated with making the fi rst move to a 
deprived area means that no individual fi rm or organisation will even consider doing it, and instead the Government needs to 
provide the momentum that starts the virtuous circle.21

Rather than dwelling on the implications of  public funding being used to catalyse private investments, the working group was 

asked to give consideration to the potential core events of  a possible UK City of  Culture programme, the timetable for its 

implementation, indicative costings, criteria for determining the host city and options for managing the bidding and assessment 

process. Accompanying the revision of  the title to include the whole of  the UK, three representatives from the devolved 

administrations were added to the working group, ostensibly neutralising any bias in favour of  English conurbations.22 At the 
14 One Plan, op cit., p. 6.

15 Ibid, p. 25.

16 Andy Pratt, ‘Creative Cities: Tensions within and between social, cultural and economic development’, City, Culture and Society, issue 1, 2010, p. 15.

17 Graeme Evans and Phyllida Shaw, The Contribution of  Culture to Regeneration in the UK: A Review of  the Evidence. Report to the Department for Culture, Media 

and Sport (London: London Metropolitan University, 2004), p. 26.

18 One Plan, op cit., p. 14.

19 Department for Culture, Media and Sport, UK City of  Culture Working Group: Terms of  Reference, March 2009, p. 4.

20 Ibid, p. 8.

21 Ibid, p. 9.

22 The working group was initially made up of  Phil Redmond (Chair); Keith Bartlett, Director of  Engagement (North), Museums, Libraries and 

Archives Council; Steven Bee, Director of  Planning and Development, English Heritage; Caroline Collier, Director, Tate National; Sandie Dawe, Deputy 

Chief  Executive, VisitBritain; George Entwistle, Controller of  Knowledge Commissioning, BBC; Bryan Gray, Chairman, North West RDA; Charles 

Knevitt, Director, RIBA Trust (or Paul Davis, architect and RIBA Council Member); Louise Lane, Director of  Communications, Heritage Lottery 

Fund; Aileen McEvoy, Interim Executive Director, Arts Council North West; Bill Morris, Director for Culture, Ceremonies and Education, LOCOG; 

Mark Prescott, Head of  Cultural Campaigns, Greater London Authority; Chris White, Chair, Culture, Tourism and Sports Board, Local Government 



same time, a start date of  2013 was posited as a symbolic handover from the Cultural Olympiad. During this process, a clear 

link was established not only with Liverpool 2008 and London 2012 but also with the Commonwealth Games to be hosted by 

Glasgow in 2014.

The working group agreed that no central government funding should be made available to the winning city, putting the 

onus on those responsible for the winning bid to raise all the revenue necessary to stage the awe-inspiring events that had been 

proposed. In this regard, it was envisaged that ‘existing funding streams would need to provide approximately £10 million 

to make a UK City of  Culture viable’,23 of  which an estimated £9.25 million was recommended for events and programme 

management. By contrast, the total cost to DCMS of  administering the launch of  UK City of  Culture was estimated at a mere 

£250,000. But it would be wrong to assume that this represents the only central government contribution to the process as the 

working group estimated that the body was charged with administering City of  Culture, at least for the fi rst few years, would be 

paid £500,000.

The working group also took time to consider the main risks to the event’s success. In the governmental arena, the greatest 

perceived threat was that devolution from Westminster might damage the relationship of  the devolved areas to the UK and 

its City of  Culture. This would be mitigated by ensuring that ‘devolved administrations [were] involved in design of  bidding 

process and content with proposals’.24 At the same time, it was considered highly likely that resources available to the winning 

city would be too small, that local authority funds initially committed to City of  Culture would be reprioritised, that private 

sector sponsorship would not be forthcoming and/or the City of  Culture ‘prize’ would fail to act as a catalyst for regeneration. 

This, it was suggested, could be militated against by ring-fencing public funding, by making partnership funding arrangements 

one of  the criteria of  the bids and by implementing precise evaluation mechanisms (which will be returned to in due course). 

One particularly intriguing phrase from the working group report reads ‘Relevant industries – tourism, digital and creative 

– can also contribute to and benefi t from the BERR [Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform] strategy for businesses, to 

come through stronger from the recession – industrial activism’.25 The fi nal two words of  this sentence are curious; they read 

as if  someone forgot to delete an aide memoire once they had paraphrased it into political euphemism. This tell-tale couplet 

suggests that not only is culture being used to defl ect attention from the crippling effects of  unemployment but also that it 

is being harnessed to quash the dissent of  those within employment. The British ruling class has long understood the power 

of  culture in quelling social unrest. In the aftermath of  the French Revolution, Robert Peel, the Conservative politician who 

became British Prime Minister in 1834, outlined how ‘In the present times of  political excitement, the exacerbation of  angry 

and unsocial feelings might be much softened by the effects which the fi ne arts had ever produced on the minds of  men’. In 

this effort, he determined that the construction of  the National Gallery in London ‘would not only contribute to the cultivation 

of  the arts, but also to the cementing of  the bonds of  union between the richer and poorer orders of  the state’.26

Following the fi nal working group meeting and report, Regeneris Consulting was brought in to fi nesse the bidding 

guidelines, which were issued in August 2009. By this stage, the competition was fi rmly being framed as a UK-wide event 

that promised heightened publicity for those taking part. In particular, potential bidders were told that ‘The governments of  

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are closely interested in the City of  Culture initiative and bids from cities in the devolved 

administrations are likely to receive signifi cant local publicity’.27 Building upon Redmond’s vision statement, the guidance 

categorically stated that ‘The overall aim of  the UK City of  Culture programme is to encourage the use of  culture as a catalyst 

of  change. Bidding areas would need to spell out their own vision for UK City of  Culture and how they will use that in making 

a step change in their area’.28 The successful city would need to deliver a high-quality programme, leading to lasting social 

Association; John Woodward, Chief  Executive, UK Film Council; Jan Younghusband, Commissioning Editor for Arts, Channel 4. This was later 

supplemented with : Gwilym Evans, Head of  Policy, Strategy and Finance, Welsh Assembly Government; Sarah Morrell, Head of  Cultural Strategy and 

Diplomacy in Culture, External Affairs, Culture and Tourism Directorate, Scottish Government and Linda Wilson, Director of  Culture, Department for 

Culture, Arts and Leisure, Northern Ireland.

23 UK City of  Culture Working Group Report, op cit., p.15.

24 Ibid, p. 24.

25 Ibid, p. 8.

26 Cited in Colin Trodd, ‘Culture, Class, City: The National Gallery, London and the Spaces of  Education, 1822–57’ in Marcia Pointon (ed.), Art Apart: 

Art Institutions and Ideology across England and North America (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), p. 33.

27 Regeneris Consulting, UK City of  Culture: Bidding Guidance, August 2009, p. 2.

28 Ibid, p. 1.
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regeneration and demonstrable economic impact in a way that maximised the legacy of  the title. Competing cities were also 

asked to think about the role the City of  Culture programme might play in regeneration, in the education and employment of  

young people and the enhancement of  community cohesion. With a devolved administration, a 40 percent youth population 

and the most spectacularly divided communities in the UK, things were already boding well for Derry.

Those cities intending to bid were announced after a seminar on 10 September 2009, and each was invited to submit an 

outline proposal the following month. While this did not form part of  the judging process, it allowed assessors to provide 

feedback on the strengths and weaknesses of  draft proposals, and Regeneris gave Derry good initial feedback on its outline. 

Thereafter, the competition proper began, with initial proposals solicited by 11 December 2009 and fi nal bids requested by 28 

May 2010. Expert assessors made their thoughts known to an Independent Advisory Panel,29 which drew up a shortlist. Twenty-

four initial expressions of  interest were made from cities throughout the UK, which were whittled down to fourteen at the 

bidding stage. From these, four fi nalists were selected – three of  which came from English conurbations of  varying sizes (from 

Birmingham, with a population of  more than 1 million, to Norwich, with a population of  less than 200,000), making Derry 

unique in its un-Englishness.

Bidding for City of  Culture

The last time Derry had hosted a major festival was Impact 92, almost two decades earlier. When the opportunity to bid for the 

title of  UK City of  Culture arose, the city decided to use 2013 as a starting point for exploring how communities, fractured by 

decades of  confl ict, could co-exist in an environment of  social cohesion, civic pride and good relations. Redmond’s step change 

morphed into Seamus Heaney’s sea change, ‘On the far side of  revenge’,30 which was made all the more poignant by the fourth 

centennial of  the Plantation of  Ulster.31

A City of  Culture Steering Group was set up with representatives from Derry City Council, Ilex, the Strategic Investment 

Board, Londonderry Chamber of  Commerce and various independent experts. The bid team took the long view, embracing 

a cultural history dating back to the sixth century. This meant that, while explicit acknowledgement was made of  the city’s 

Troubles, no reason was given for their root cause. As in Liverpool, a civic population ‘Famed for [its] warmth, wit and 

indomitable spirit’,32 was invoked, braced to react to the Westminster catalyst. The ‘year zero’ trope was replayed for Derry, with 

reference being made to ‘Connecting our communities in innovative and ingenious ways giving them a voice, often for the fi rst 

time’,33 with 2013 standing as ‘a mark of  time from which the City will begin a new era’.34 Beyond this, the bid was characterised 

by the four themes of  Unlocking Creativity, Creative Connections, Digital Dialogue and Creating a New Story, and by the buzz 

phrases ‘joyous celebration’ and ‘purposeful inquiry’. Adopting a strategy that had been honed in previous years, Derry also 

collected intelligence on its rivals and found Birmingham to be complacent in mobilising behind the bid – by virtue of  its 1,200 

Facebook supporters, compared with Derry’s 13,000.

DCMS wanted to see economic arguments being made, so the Derry team read up on the work that had been published 

by Demos (the think-tank responsible for introducing neoliberal logic into the Labour Party in Britain). In the minds of  those 

spearheading the bid, a link was established between the city’s founding father, Colmcille, and the enforcement of  intellectual 

property underwriting the creative industries. But this link is tenuous at best; when Colmcille had been challenged, in the sixth 

century, for surreptitiously copying a Latin translation of  the bible, brought to Ireland from Rome by his former teacher, he 

slaughtered 3,000 men in defence of  his right to freely disseminate knowledge, which renders him vehemently anti-copyright.

29  This panel included representatives from DCMS and Regeneris and other cultural and media fi gures. Originally comprised of  eight members, the 

television presenter, Lauren Levine, withdrew.

30  Taken from the poem/chorus spoken on the steps of  the Guildhall in 1990, the stanza reads:

  So hope for a great sea change

  On the far side of  revenge

  Believe that a farther shore

  Is reachable from here

Cited in Cracking the Cultural Code, op cit., p. 2.

31  See Seamus Heaney, Foreword to Executive Summary of  Cracking the Cultural Code: Derry~Londonderry Proposal for UK City of  Culture 2013, 17 November 

2009.

32  Cracking the Cultural Code, op. cit., p. 7.

33  Ibid, p. 6.

34  Ibid, p. 7.



For a time, the technocratic approach triumphed over the lyrical one until the steering group presented the draft bid in 

Belfast. The audience included the US Economic Envoy to Northern Ireland, Declan Kelly, who became interested in the part 

City of  Culture might play in the peace-building process and threw his weight behind the bid.35 Also at this meeting was Sir 

Roy McNulty (Chair of  Ilex and Deputy Chairman of  the Olympic Delivery Authority), who insisted that ideas and inspiration 

should be prioritised. It is this spirit which infuses the Voices video that was made to accompany the eventual bid.36 Prefaced 

by Seamus Heaney’s sentiment that ‘once in a lifetime, the longed-for tidal wave of  justice can rise up, and hope and history 

rhyme’, this visual odyssey of  Derry is set to Snow Patrol’s rousing anthem, Just Say Yes, in a curious inversion of  Grange Hill’s 

Just Say No campaign. The charity shops and bargain basements of  the city centre are as conspicuous by their absence in this 

audio-visual account as references to the divisions that persist in the city.

On 11 May 2010, the nominally multi-party British state lurched between two different fl avours of  neoliberalism. 

Seventeen days later, fi nal bids were submitted by the four shortlisted cities. On 15 June 2010, the results of  the Saville Inquiry 

into Bloody Sunday were published, deeming that all those killed and wounded had been innocent and that all the shootings by 

British soldiers were unjustifi able. The families of  those killed on that fateful day made a statement in Guildhall Square, which 

read: ‘When the state kills its citizens it is the interests of  all that those responsible be held to account. It is not just Derry, or 

one section of  the people of  Derry, it is democracy itself  which needs to know what happened here on 30 January 1972. The 

British people need to know. The Irish people need to know. The world now knows’.37

As the Bloody Sunday families were making their impassioned statement, the City of  Culture team was preparing to leave 

the city to make its bid to the British establishment in Liverpool two days later. If  a fi lm is ever made about Derry’s journey 

to becoming City of  Culture, it will be centred on the tense socio-political backdrop to the bid presentation, and the Voices 

video. The Advisory Panel did not visit any of  the shortlisted cities, although it is likely that at least some of  its seven members 

would have had a working knowledge of  Birmingham and Sheffi eld. This meant that bidders had to bring their city to the 

panel, and Derry’s mode of  introduction was to be the emotive DVD that had been produced. A strict ninety-minute window 

had been allocated in which the ten-person delegation was to make its case.38 Some of  the members took too long making 

their representations, and the window of  opportunity for screening the video began to swing shut. In the dying minutes of  the 

meeting, the Derry delegation was asked if  it would prefer to engage in a question and answer session or to show the video. The 

consensus was that the video should be shown. Following the meeting, the Advisory Panel made its recommendation to the 

Minister of  Culture, Media and Sport, with whom the fi nal decision about the winning city rested. One month to the day after 

Saville reported, Derry was awarded the title of  UK City of  Culture for 2013.

Bringing City of  Culture Home

The One Plan – which incudes City of  Culture as one of  its eleven objectives – readily acknowledges Derry to sit at the bottom 

of  urban league tables in the UK across a range of  indicators. As such, all proposals developed in relation to the plan, including 

those pertaining to City of  Culture, need to demonstrate how they will ‘bring about measurable improvements for those 

groups who have been identifi ed as experiencing inequality in, for example, housing, education, employment and health’.39 

Acknowledging worsening economic conditions brought about by the fi nancial crisis, the plan emphasises the ‘absolute 

necessity of  delivering a step-change. Without it, a generation of  the City’s people will become poorer and face bleaker social 

and economic prospects’.40 To some extent, then, the One Plan seems well-meaning when measured against its comparators 

in other cities. What is horrifying is that the situation it describes is more reminiscent of  Victorian than contemporary living 

conditions. Beneath the upbeat veneer of  the regeneration plan, there lurks community devastation and demoralisation. 

35  See ‘Offi ce of  the U.S. Economic Envoy to Northern Ireland Provides Embedded Support to Derry-Londonderry UK City of  Culture 2013 Bid’ 

available at the US Embassy website. 

36  Voices video available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RAdeXkZZLiU

37  Bloody Sunday Families, Innocent: Remembering 15 June 2010, reactions to the Saville Report on Bloody Sunday.

38  The delegation included Robin Newton, representing the First Minister of  Northern Ireland; the Deputy First Minister, Martin McGuinness; the 

Mayor of  Derry, Councillor Colum Eastwood; Chief  Executive of  Ilex, Aideen McGinley; US Economic Envoy to Northern Ireland, Declan Kelly; 

Chief  Executive of  Derry City Council, Valerie Watts; Advisor to the Strategic Investment Board, Michael Donnelly; Arts and Culture Offi cer at Derry 

City Council, Brendan McMenamin; and two economists.

39  One Plan, op. cit., p. 6.

40  Loc cit.
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As had been the case in Liverpool, the Northern Ireland Executive’s Department of  Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL) 

noted that, in Derry, ‘A growing economically inactive core of  the labour force had developed, this group have become 

disengaged from the labour market and have become reliant on benefi ts making them particularly diffi cult to reach via 

traditional labour market initiatives’.41 The much-vaunted step change was presumed to rely, therefore, on the creation of  

12,900 jobs and on the training of  people to take them up. In turn, this was premised on the fashionable principles of  

sustainability and equality, with sustainability taken to rely upon the creation of  a vibrant arts and culture infrastructure and 

equality presuming the creation of  integrated and settled communities. While, to many, this latter ambition would seem to be an 

absolute precondition for Derry’s peaceful future, the stated motives for this are somewhat spurious: ‘The future development 

of  Tourism […], a key driver of  our local economy, will be constrained unless we can show potential visitors that we have a 

stable, attractive place that is safe to visit’.42 Embedding tourism, culture and the arts in Derry’s communities was presumed to 

increase accessibility and relevance while offering opportunities for self  employment and enterprise, in particular to the most 

disadvantaged. In concrete terms, this translated into the creation of  1,300 tourism jobs by 2013 (2,800 by 2020), in addition to 

1,200 creative/new media jobs and the generation of  290,000 extra tourist nights per year. On the day the City of  Culture title 

was granted, the BBC deliriously referred to £300 million being brought into the city as a result.43

The authors of  the evidence base underlying the DCMS policy document, Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration, note that 

‘Studies that look beyond the [cultural] project itself  traditionally use one (and seldom more than one) of  the following fi elds of  

impact’44 – environmental, economic, social or (more recently) cultural. The One Plan combines at least three predicted impacts 

– the economic (through tourism and job creation), the social (through the formation of  integrated and settled communities) 

and the cultural (through considerations of  sustainability). We are told that ‘Culture has emerged as a transformative engine 

that can deliver jobs, improve life chances, build new audiences, unleash talent, instill confi dence and address issues of  identity 

and equality’.45 This is reinforced by the sweeping claim – made in an introductory statement for the offi cial City of  Culture 

programme by Caral Ni Chuilin, Minister for Culture, Arts and Leisure – that ‘Culture and arts have a huge role to play in 

empowering citizens, in tackling the long-term structural inequalities faced by Derry and in helping build a sustainable economic 

development model for the future’.46

Clearly, much work needs to be done, but the idea that even single impact factors are attainable within culture-led 

regeneration agendas remains to be proven. Even those involved in the production of  the City of  Culture bid and the One Plan 

confess to having little hope that any of  the targets will be reached. To give a banal example, one section of  the regeneration 

plan is dedicated to the implementation of  an integrated transport strategy, presumably taking account of  the DCMS maxim 

that ‘Provision of  good transport links is essential to successful regeneration’.47 There is a disused train line that runs between 

City of  Derry Airport and the City of  Culture hub. Reactivation of  this line was considered, to deliver the anticipated cultural 

visitors to their destination, but, by the end of  2012, this had been dismissed as a realistic expectation.

Two early advocates of  the creative city formula, Charles Landry and Franco Bianchini, observed in 1995 that:

The key actors in those places which have exhibited growth share certain qualities: open-mindedness and a willingness to take 
risks; a clear focus on long-term aims with an understanding of  strategy; a capacity to work with local distinctiveness and to fi nd 
a strength in apparent weakness; and a willingness to listen and learn. These are some of  the characteristics that make people, 
projects, organizations and, ultimately, cities creative.48

Richard Florida, apostle of  the ‘creative class’, identifi ed the inverse of  this approach in ‘those political, business, and civic 

leaders who divert and derail human creative energy by posing roadblocks, acting as gatekeepers, and saying “no” to new ideas, 

regardless of  their merit’.49 In the same vein, DCMS’s evidence-seekers assert that the impact of  culture in regeneration depends 

41 DCAL, Assessment of  Need carried out in relation to the funding of  City of  Culture, p. 6, released in response to a Freedom of  Information request.

42  Ibid, p. 12.

43  ‘Londonderry is Named UK City of  Culture’, BBC News, 15 July 2010.

44  Evans and Shaw, op cit., p. 6.

45  One Plan, op. cit., p. 28.

46  Derry~Londonderry 2013 (Derry: Culture Company, 2012) p. 4.

47  Department for Culture, Media and Sport, Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration (London: Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2004), p. 28.

48  Charles Landry and Franco Bianchini, ‘Rediscovering Urban Creativity: Why are Some Cities Successful?’ in The Creative City: A Toolkit for Urban 

Innovators (London: Demos, 1995), p. 4.

49  Richard Florida, Cities and the Creative Class (London and New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 21.



not only on tangible outcomes but also on the ways in which projects are planned and executed. This posits the following as key 

to success:

• The participation of  a ‘champion’ of  culture in regeneration (this may be an individual such as a ‘social entrepreneur’, activist, or 
a group, e.g. of  artists)
• Integration of  culture at the strategic planning stage of  a project
• Establishment of  a multi-disciplinary project team
• Provision for formative evaluation from the planning stage
• The fl exibility to change course if  necessary
• Consideration for environmental quality and accessibility – design of  facilities and public realm, and integration with services (e.g. 
transport)
• Genuine consultation with residents, businesses and other stakeholders
• Continued involvement and ‘ownership’ of  all stakeholders in the project (management, governance, delivery and evaluation) and 
acknowledgement of  their contribution.50

UK City of  Culture – Beyond Semantics

Since 2012, visitors arriving into City of  Derry Airport have been greeted by a banner featuring one of  the multifarious logos 

that have been designed for 2013, which reads ‘City of  Culture 2013’. For some, this may conjure the suspicion that the city is 

deliberately obfuscating the difference between itself  and European Capitals of  Culture status such as Liverpool and Glasgow. 

However, the omission of  ‘UK’ from this variant of  the brand is underpinned by the aforementioned antipathy of  the majority 

of  the city’s population to being considered part of  the United Kingdom.

For the past four centuries, Derry’s struggle with its involuntary link with London has been refl ected in its nomenclature. 

Since the local authority changed its name to Derry City Council, nationalist/republican politicians have periodically attempted 

to have the city’s name shortened accordingly, to no avail. In recent times, the moniker ‘stroke city’ was fl ippantly introduced, 

on account of  the forward slash punctuating the offi cial title of  Derry/Londonderry. But, around the time of  the bid for City 

of  Culture, a signifi cant shift happened. In English-language literature relating to 2013, the conjunction Derry~Londonderry 

began to be used. When Context Gallery changed its name to the Centre for Contemporary Art Derry Londonderry, its 

directors felt compelled to insert a curlicue between the two parts of  the city’s name, as part of  a consensus-led move towards 

perceived moderation. In much the same way, public fi gures, required to pronounce the name aloud during the course of  their 

work, have succumbed to this linguistic shift when previously Derry would have suffi ced. Word on the ground is that this move 

was spearheaded by Nelson McCausland of  the DUP, who was Minister for Culture, Arts and Leisure at the time the City of  

Culture bid was being put together and continues to occupy a key role as Minister for Social Development.

What this means is that the either/or option of  Derry/Londonderry (in which the majority chose the former) has been 

replaced by a both/and option (in which the minority impose the latter). To outside observers, this appears to be a victory for 

the loyalist/unionist minority, an impression compounded by the UK associations of  the City of  Culture title and its inevitable 

links to London. That those who had taken up arms to permanently sever links with Britain would travel to the mainland to 

bid for the honour remains unfathomable. The only clue is to be found in Daniel Jewesbury’s evocation, elsewhere in this 

publication, that ‘Both the DUP and Sinn Féin have become adept at facing in two different directions at once: towards their 

electoral base, and (jointly) towards the market and its demands’.

City of  Culture Infrastructure

Derry City Council is the licence holder for City of  Culture, in partnership with Ilex and the Strategic Investment Board, an 

arm’s length organisation created by the Northern Ireland Executive to ‘bring high calibre investment skills into the public 

sector in order to accelerate the delivery of  major infrastructure programmes and to ensure a good deal for the public purse’.51 

Once granted the title, Derry City Council replicated Liverpool’s delivery model by incorporating Culture Company 2013 Ltd.52 

A board was appointed, made up of  representatives from partner organisations, including a handful of  councillors from across 

the sectarian spectrum. It also included arts administrators, notably Claire McColgan MBE, who had worked on Liverpool’s 

2008 bid, going on to oversee the £11 million Creative Communities programme for the Liverpool Culture Company (of  

50  Evans and Shaw, op cit., p. 33.

51  Taken from the Strategic Investment Board website.

52  Registered at Companies House on 7 March 2011.



ays in which projects are planned and executed. This posits the following as key 

vist, or 

.g. 

volvement and ‘ownership’ of  all stakeholders in the project (management, governance, delivery and evaluation) and 

ve been designed for 2013, which reads ‘City of  Culture 2013’. For some, this may conjure the suspicion that the city is 

verpool and Glasgow. 

However, the omission of  ‘UK’ from this variant of  the brand is underpinned by the aforementioned antipathy of  the majority 

For the past four centuries, Derry’s struggle with its involuntary link with London has been refl ected in its nomenclature. 

ry City Council, nationalist/republican politicians have periodically attempted 

 cial title of  Derry/Londonderry. But, around the time of  the bid for City 

ve towards 

ved moderation. In much the same way, public fi gures, required to pronounce the name aloud during the course of  their 

work, have succumbed to this linguistic shift when previously Derry would have suffi ced. Word on the ground is that this move 

 

 Culture title and its inevitable 
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which she was Executive Producer) and managing the legacy of  2008 as Director of  Culture for Liverpool City Council. Closer 

to home, Declan McGonagle took up a seat on the interim board of  the Culture Company, and served as its chair. Known to 

everyone in the cultural fi eld from Derry to Dublin, McGonagle set up the now LegenDerry Orchard Gallery, which played 

host to artists from Antony Gormley to Ilya Kabakov.

In the fi rst issue of  an historic co-publication between the Derry Journal and Londonderry Sentinel, McGonagle argues that a 

new European ecology is needed, which combines economic, social and cultural capital. Bypassing the negative connotations 

allocated to such terms by the French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, McGonagle posits Derry as the key locus in developing such 

an ecology. He urges the transformation of  individuals and communities from passive consumers into active participants (in 

culture and society) in the process of  becoming citizens.53 Whether he is aware of  it or not, this coincides with the emancipatory 

project that was attempted after the Cuban Revolution, with Fidel Castro advocating the transition from spectators to creators.54 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, this did not sit well with the framing of  Derry’s youth population as passive consumers, and McGonagle 

resigned from the board of  the Culture Company in October 2012.55 Nonetheless, his name – and the kudos it confers – 

remained on the Culture Company website for several months.

As had been the case in Liverpool, confusion arose about the respective roles of  the Culture Company and Derry 

City Council, with a ‘lack of  liaison’ between the two bodies being noted by the latter.56 Accordingly, a memorandum of  

understanding was drawn up between both parties and between this new entity and the Offi ce of  the First Minister and Deputy 

First Minister (OFMDFM), DCAL and various other partners. Two Project Principals were nominated within the council – 

the Town Clerk and Chief  Executive, Sharon O’Connor, and the City Treasurer, Joe Campbell. At the same time, the Chief  

Executive of  the Culture Company, Shona McCarthy, was nominated Project Manager and charged with the responsibility of  

keeping the council, in general, and O’Connor, in particular, advised about the governability and accountability of  the Culture 

Company.

The fuzziness between the council and the Culture Company created resentment on the part of  local government 

employees in relation to their private sector counterparts, partly due to disparities in salaries. Accounts submitted by the Culture 

Company up to 31 March 2012 show 75 percent of  the £1.1 million income to have fl owed into the City of  Culture account to 

have been spent on operational costs, with £590,542 committed to employing/seconding a thirteen-strong team (far exceeding 

the predictions of  the original DCMS working group that only £350,000 would be spent in developing the programme by the 

end of  the 2012 fi nancial year). In October 2012, the Culture Company hit back with a claim by Director of  Communications, 

Garbhan Downey, that O’Connor had diverted £1.6 million of  City of  Culture funding (double the amount the council had 

released during the 2011–12 fi nancial year) to the 2012 Clipper Round the World Yacht Race, which played no part in the 

programme for 2013.57 This led to the suspension of  Downey and the rather unprecedented step of  O’Connor resigning from 

the board of  the Culture Company and assimilating the marketing function of  City of  Culture into the council.58 O’Connor 

had earlier expressed a determination to retain control of  marketing for 2013. At a meeting of  the City of  Culture Oversight 

Committee – which included representatives from OFMDFM and its various departments, Derry City Council and the Culture 

Company – it was agreed that a city-wide strategy was needed to show the city as a ‘good place to live, study, invest and work 

in as well as a great place to visit in 2013’.59 At the time, O’Connor ‘confi rmed that the council will be the lead partner with 

responsibility to deliver this’. In an email to Susie McCullough at the Northern Ireland Tourist Board (NITB) a couple of  weeks 

later, she expressed concern that the Culture Company did not seem to understand the need to focus on ‘place/destination 

marketing’, rather than just specifi c events.60

53  2013 magazine, issue 1, December 2012–January 2013, pp. 44–5.

54  Fidel Castro Ruz, ‘Words to the Intellectuals’ [1961] in The Revolution and Cultural Problems in Cuba (Havana: Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, 1962).

55  According to records held at Companies House, Declan McGonagle’s directorship of  the Culture Company began on 29 March 2012 and was 

terminated on 31 October of  the same year.

56  Risk Management, Extracted from the Town Clerk and Chief  Executive’s Report, 18 July 2012, released in response to a request made under the 

Freedom of  Information Act.

57  Eamonn McCann, ‘Direct Rule at the Culture Company’, Derry Journal, 24 October 2012. 

58  According to records held at Companies House, Sharon O’Connor’s directorship of  the Culture Company began on 26 March 2012 and was 

terminated on 7 November of  the same year.

59  Minutes of  Meeting of  City of  Culture Oversight Committee, 21 June 2012, released by OFMDFM under the Freedom of  Information Act.

60  Email sent on 3 July 2012, released by Derry City Council under the Freedom of  Information Act.



In terms of  broader fi nancing for City of  Culture, the ‘overall cost of  the Cultural Programme, excluding the running costs 

of  the Culture Company, is estimated to be £23.25 million’.61 Of  this, Derry City Council committed £3.8 million in revenue 

funding, having secured the necessary legislation to release £22 million from the city’s capital reserve budget. In recognising 

‘the creative industries as the future of  our economic development’,62 the Executive pledged £10.6 million to City of  Culture, 

through DCAL, on the understanding that this represented no more than 75 percent of  project budgets. Other funding 

comes from creative industries and tourism sources throughout the island of  Ireland, including Arts Council Northern Ireland 

(ACNI) and NITB, alongside Arts Council England and the British Council. A target of  £5.2 million was set for sponsorship, 

merchandising and (limited) ticket sales and £2 million for trusts and foundations. Large commercial sponsors were approached 

to contribute £1 million each, but this failed to materialise, leaving the programming budget short. The Letter of  Offer, in 

which DCAL outlined its contribution to Derry City Council, specifi es that government is to be thought of  as a ‘funder of  

last resort’, meaning that any surplus funding attracted by City of  Culture would be used to diminish the DCAL contribution. 

Conversely, in the event of  an over-spend, a £2 million contingency might be made available, at the discretion of  the DCAL 

Accounting Offi cer, but this would only cover unforeseen costs, such as changes in legislation, rather than ‘costs arising as a 

result of  poor planning by the Council or Culture Company’.63 Beyond this, the Letter of  Offer unequivocally states that failure 

to raise the funding necessary to carry out the cultural programme would result in said programme being scaled back.

Aside from the programming budget, Derry City Council agreed to cover all the running costs of  the Culture Company, 

variously estimated at £3.2 million and £3.8 million, with the latter fi gure allegedly breaking down into ‘running costs of  the 

Culture Company (£2.6 million) and Clipper 2012 (£1.2 million)’.64 At a meeting of  the Oversight Committee on 17 May 2012, 

O’Connor raised concern about a £1 million shortfall being faced by the council in relation to the running costs of  the Culture 

Company, and various strategies for reducing these were discussed, including the shortening of  employment contracts from 

June to January 2014. Three months later, this shortfall had been reduced to £320,000.

Festival-type cultural projects are typically ‘dominated by hard infrastructure […] funding is skewed towards short-term, 

or one-off, capital projects, and not on recurrent spending’,65 and Derry has proven no exception.  In response to the One Plan, 

£23 million was invested in the city by OFMDFM and the Department for Social Development (DSD), alongside Ilex and 

other agencies, for the period 2011–15. A further £10 million City of  Culture capital fund was established for 2011–12. The 

fl agship capital project for 2013 is centred on the former Ebrington Barracks, scene of  a daring weapons heist by the IRA in 

1951, which is now conceived of  as an ‘Arts and Culture Cluster’ (another key tenet of  creative city rhetoric).66 This includes a 

venue for the 2013 Turner Prize, and a £4.6 m temporary pavillion known as The Venue. Nationally, plans are afoot to create a 

fl agship venue ‘to house the best twentieth century holdings in Northern Ireland and mount international touring exhibitions’,67 

and it may be that this is sited in Derry.

It will be remembered that, in seeking to safeguard City of  Culture, the DCMS working group had compelled cities 

competing for the title to budget not only for planning and executing a year-long programme but also for evaluating it. In 

relation to this, DCAL specifi ed the following targets:

• An additional £98 million in wages and profi ts (Gross Value Added) will be realised by 2020, with 2,800 net additional jobs, 
including 1,000 from the bottom half  of  most deprived wards.

• Signifi cant improvements will be delivered in community relations, perceptions of  the City, equality and social cohesion.

• Overnight visitors to the City will have increased by 223,000 by 2013 (double 2010 level).

• Overnight visitor spend will have increased by £39.8 million by 2013 from 2005 baseline.

• Day trip visitors to the City will have increased by 339,000 by 2013, which equates to additional spend of  £16 million.
The percentage of  those living in the 10% most deprived areas who never attend cultural events will be reduced from 33% to 25%.

61  UK City of  Culture 2013, DCAL Funding – Letter of  Offer, Extracted from Town Clerk and Chief  Executive’s Report of  31 May 2012, released 

under the Freedom of  Information Act.

62  Derry~Londonderry 2013, op cit., p. 100.

63  DCAL Funding – Letter of  Offer, op cit. This offer was negotiated by DCAL Head of  Arts, Joanna McConway, following an Aessment of  Need.

64  Special Council meeting held on 8 October 2010, minutes released under the Freedom of  Information Act.

65  Pratt, op cit., p. 18.

66  One Plan, op. cit., p. 28.

67  Arts Council Northern Ireland, Ambitions for the Arts: a Five Year Strategic Plan for the Arts in Northern Ireland 2013–2018, open for consultation March–

April 2013, p. 14.
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The percentage of  those living in the 10% most deprived areas who never attend cultural events will be reduced from 33% to 25%.

• The percentage of  citizens who are very satisfi ed with living in the City will have risen from 17% to 30% by 2020.

• Derry~Londonderry will move up the urban benchmark rank of  cultural and tourist employment concentration, to a position 
alongside Nottingham and York (around 20th in UK) from current position of  49th.68

Concerned citizens are invited to test these claims at the end of  2013 and 2020, using the democratic tools at their disposal. 

It should not be diffi cult to monitor overnight stays. Compared to the twenty-eight hotels listed on the European Capital of  

Culture map in Liverpool, there are just eight viable hotels in and around Derry, with a fi nite number of  rooms as follows:

City Hotel    146 rooms
Ramada Da Vinci Hotel   65 rooms
Waterfoot Hotel    44 rooms
Everglades Hotel   64 rooms
Beech Hill Country House Hotel  32 rooms
Tower Hotel    90 rooms
Best Western White Horse Hotel  57 rooms
Travelodge    44 rooms

Assuming that each of  these rooms holds an average of  two people, this means a total of  1,084 overnight stays are available 

for rent on any given night, which can easily be compared with pre- and post-2013 fi gures and extended into less formal 

accommodation. Job creation may be harder to measure, but it is clear that the 2,800 net additional jobs specifi ed by DCAL 

map exclusively onto those in the tourist sector predicted in the One Plan, and Derry already has a higher proportion of  workers 

in the service sector than the NI average.69 In Glasgow, the paradigmatic creative city, it is said that nine out of  ten jobs are in 

the service sector, ‘with even the City Council acknowledging that these jobs are in “lower paid and lower skilled services”’.70 

The success of  City of  Culture in meeting its various targets will be adjudged by the so-called Independent Assessment 

Panel.71 The panel visited Derry on 27 February 2012 and recommended that Derry City Council allocate a £2 million 

contingency above and beyond that already earmarked by DCAL. Not having the resources to do this, the council set aside 

£500,000 from savings in other areas (including waste management) over three fi nancial years. The overall budget for City 

of  Culture should be monitored closely, as should its consequences for the city beyond 2013. Likewise, any potential avenues 

of  corruption should be scrupulously guarded. Monies relating to City of  Culture are paid into the council’s account, and a 

detailed fi nancial report is due to be submitted at Companies House by the Culture Company on 31 December 2013. Readers 

are encouraged to check the fi gures carefully at the end of  the year, with particular attention being paid to operational costs and 

conditions for release of  the DCAL contingency, and make any anomalies widely known.

City of  Culture and the Cultural Partnership Forum

Early uncertainties around the role of  the Culture Company have quickly bled into a sense of  disconnection between this 

entity and the cultural fi eld. This has been compounded by two main factors, the fi rst of  which is the physical displacement of  

the Culture Company headquarters – across the River Foyle at Ebrington Barracks – which has led to the absence of  Culture 

Company representatives at key meetings to have taken place within the city. The second has been the treatment of  artists and 

cultural organisations within the city, without which there would be no City of  Culture.

Towards the end of  2012, £280,000 was set aside for Individual Artists’ Awards. From this tiny fraction of  the overall 

budget, a total of  152 artists took the time to apply for grants of  up to £15,000. Only one third of  applications were successful, 

and the remaining 105 artists received letters addressed ‘Dear Individual Artist’, an impersonal response that would be 

hugely damaging in a city of  any size. With rumours circulating about the nepotism of  the panel and the lack of  strategy in 

reaching decisions, detailed feedback was requested about the criteria used to assess applications and demands were made 

for explanations about why certain proposals were unsuccessful. At a time when ACNI has reduced the grants available to 

individual artists from £5,000 to £1,500, the valid point was made that grants for artists need to be established as part of  the 

legacy of  2013 if  the creative lifeblood of  the city is to be sustained.

68  DCAL Funding – Letter of  Offer, op cit.

69 86.2 percent compared to 82.8 percent, according to fi gures supplied by DCAL in response to a Freedom of  Information request.

70  See Neil Gray, ‘CG 2014: Formulary for a Skewed Urbanism’, Mute, Vol. 2, issue 12, 2009, p. 30.

71  The Independent Assessment Panel is made up of  Prof. Phil Redmond CBE (Chair); Derrick Anderson CBE (CEO Lambeth Council); Prof  John 

Ashton CBE (Joint Director Public Health Cumbria); Anna Carragher (retired BBC NI Controller); Margaret Evans (retired Director of  Culture, Welsh 

Language & Sport Welsh Assembly); Rotha Johnston CBE (Pro-Chancellor Queen’s University Belfast); Robert Palmer (Director of  Culture, Council of  

Europe Strasbourg). Taken from Clerk and Chief  Executive’s Report of  31 May 2012, op cit.



In order to fully understand the relationship between the Culture Company and artists and cultural organisations in the city, 

it is necessary to refer back to 2004, when employees from Derry City Council attended the Universal Forum of  Cultures in 

Barcelona. From this UNESCO-sponsored event – looking at cultural diversity and conditions for peace – emerged Agenda 21, 

which took culture to be the fourth pillar of  sustainable development. With this in mind, a generational opportunity was written 

into Derry’s City of  Culture bid, according to which those working in the city’s cultural fi eld will jointly develop a cultural 

strategy that will be operational from 2014 to 2020. On this basis, a Cultural Partnership Forum was set up – with membership 

open to anyone active in the cultural life in the city – and a memorandum of  understanding drawn up with the council, 

conferring a specifi c remit upon the forum for agreeing terms of  reference for the future cultural strategy.

At a meeting of  the Cultural Partnership Forum on 7 December 2012, little fondness was expressed for the Culture 

Company. After a massive rush on the part of  the latter to confi rm the programme for 2013, communication had been 

reduced to one-way traffi c, with phone calls and emails going unreturned and invitations to meetings not being taken up. 

Part of  the presumed rationale for creating the Culture Company had been that it could function with a lighter bureaucracy 

than the council, but it quickly became clear that – as an agent of  the state – the company would have to abide by the 

same procurement regulations constraining its public sector counterparts, with decisions being passed through the Central 

Procurement Directorate at the Department of  Finance and Personnel. Less than a month before the offi cial programme was 

launched, no funding criteria had been approved and no partnership documents signed, resulting in productions being lost and 

events cancelled. This misery was compounded by the programme being leaked, in the Londonderry Sentinel, weeks before it was 

fi nalised.72

The potential contained within the City of  Culture bid was not fully refl ected at the December meeting of  the Cultural 

Partnership Forum. Instead, there was a sense that the forum had been deliberately marginalised, and that individuals with 

money and infl uence had stepped off  it on account of  the potential to make trouble. At one point, a murmur went around 

the room that Brendan McMenamin – from the Arts and Culture unit at Derry City Council, who had been central to bringing 

City of  Culture to Derry – was working on a strategy, based on a number of  pre-existing templates. Another rumour was that 

a private company was being considered to work on the festival and events part of  the strategy, and a consultant involved with 

the Edinburgh Festival was mentioned. The latest development is that an independent consultant, with knowledge of  policy, 

will be sought, to work with the forum on developing an enlightened strategy for the city’s culture.

Culture in the Community

In unambiguously prescribing a model of  development led by the private sector, the British government was keen to emphasise 

that ‘Cultural regeneration programmes need to ensure that the economic benefi t is not limited to a minority of  the community. 

Safeguards should be considered to ensure that existing communities are not displaced by increased property values and that 

meaningful job and training opportunities are created’. As a way of  ensuring this, the fi rst of  three priority areas was identifi ed 

as ‘Building partnerships – across central, local and regional government, the private and voluntary sectors and culture and 

regeneration practitioners; identifying effective methods of  involving local people as partners in the process’. 73 As has been 

attempted by Susan Fitzpatrick in relation to Liverpool, it is vital to assess the ways in which the divided communities of  Derry 

have been involved as partners in City of  Culture.

In much of  the rhetoric surrounding 2013, the city’s diverse communities are deemed to have a central part. As seen above, 

the One Plan advocated community-focused tourism as a precursor to the creation of  integrated and settled communities, the 

bid document explicitly referred to the engendering of  social cohesion, civic pride and good relations and DCAL specifi ed 

signifi cant improvements in community relations, perceptions of  the city, equality and social cohesion. Under the theme of  

Creative Connections (which was also the name of  the ACNI strategy from 2008 to 2012), Derry’s bid document echoed 

Declan McGonagle by speaking of  ‘maximising the direct involvement of  people in the City and beyond as active makers and 

shapers and not just as passive audiences and consumers’.74

72 This is mentioned by Shona McCarthy, Chief  Executive of  the Culture Company, in a Progress Report to the Committee for Culture, Arts and 

Leisure, 26 June 2012.

73  Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration, op cit., p. 6.

74  Cracking the Cultural Code, op. cit., p. 5.
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In 2004, DCMS stated that ‘Cultural activities can be highly effective in improving the skills and confi dence of  individuals 

and improving the quality of  life and the capacity of  communities to solve their own problems’. 75 It was further recognised 

that ‘Such activities can contribute to the physical, economic and social regeneration of  an area if  they are meaningful to and 

“owned” by the local community’.76 In his 2009 book, Arts Development in Community Health, Mike White concurs that, ‘when 

cultural activities [...] can clearly show that the people involved in them are valued, they stimulate a reciprocity that other kinds 

of  public-sector intervention struggle to achieve’.77 However, in winter 2010–11, after the title had been awarded, Derry City 

Council conducted (and documented) around forty interviews with community groups around the city and found that people 

felt isolated and detached from City of  Culture.

Despite this palpable sense of  disenfrachisement, community initiatives have only been allocated a fraction of  the overall 

budget for 2013 (described by one commentator as ‘crumbs from the colonial table’),78 with the Culture Company allegedly 

using its failure to attract sponsorship as a reason for keeping such budgets to a minimum. By the time the main programme 

was published, the community focus had translated into a strand called Culture Connecting Communities, intended to be 

staged between January and June 2013. Replicated twice in adjacent columns of  the brochure, a generic text explained that this 

programme aimed to:

[…] enable communities across the city to examine the synergies and legacies of  their cultural and historical heritage, building their 
capacity to celebrate their cultural identity on an individual basis as well as a collaborative one. A range of  young people will work 
with their peers, facilitators and artists over a fi ve month period to realize and create expressions of  both their single and collective 
cultural identity within a traditional and contemporary context.79

This city-wide initiative apparently intended to use ‘gateway centres’ for a re-engagement process funded by the European 

Union’s Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Region of  Ireland. Beyond this, we were 

told that a community fund had been established to support communities in realising their own vision, but the results of  this 

process did not fi nd their way into the offi cial programme.

Early in 2013, an Engaging Communities Strategy was produced by the Culture Company, which stated an aim to ‘bring 

those on the edge of  the city’s cultural life to the heart of  it’.80 Continuing the consultation process initiated by Derry City 

Council, the Culture Company reported a ‘widespread desire within local communities across the city to fully engage with City 

of  Culture 2013’,81 underwritten by a lack of  knowledge and confi dence about how to do so. This led to the conclusion that 

the ‘Culture Company needs to provide leadership on the ground and to actively support communities with the development 

and delivery of  cultural programmes that will lead to a measurable improvement in people’s lives’.82 The latest plan is to form 

alliances with existing community organisations, such as the city’s four Neighbourhood Renewal Partnership Boards, which 

work in the most disadvantaged areas and are cognisant of  the arts being used as a tool for regeneration.83

Within the Outer North area, Greater Shantallow features prominently in the community strategy for 2013.84 Shantallow 

West ward is a 93.6 percent Catholic area with a high proportion of  young people (42.7 percent) suffering from economic and 

health deprivation.85 Operating within this ward, Greater Shantallow Community Arts (GSCA) embraces the ACNI mission 

to ‘place the arts at the heart of  our social, economic and creative life’,86 by staging high-quality cultural productions for a 

constituency that extends beyond its immediate area. GSCA director, Oliver Green, also chairs the Cultural Partnership Forum. 

75  Ibid, p. 31.

76  Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration, op cit., p. 31.

77  Mike White, Arts Development in Community Health: A Social Tonic (Oxford and New York: Radcliffe Publishing, 2009), p. 35.

78  In summer 2012, £250,000 was allocated to the four Neighbourhood Renewal Boards, with a further £50,000 for projects in rural areas, with 

community groups being able to bid for grants of  between £1,000 and £3,000. In addition to this, £600,000 has been donated to community groups 

through the programme known as ‘What’s the Big Idea?’. Culture Company, Engaging Communities Strategy 2013.

79  Derry~Londonderry 2013, op cit., p. 83.

80  Engaging Communities Strategy 2013, op cit., p. 1.

81  Loc cit.

82  Ibid, p. 2.

83  These are Outer North, Outer West, Waterside and Triax, the latter of  which includes the Creggan, Bogside, Brandywell, Bishop Street and Fountain 

communities.

84  This is the fi rst organisation to be mentioned by name in the Culture Company’s Engaging Communities Strategy, and a request to the Culture 

Company for its community strategy elicited four documents, one of  which was Greater Shantallow Arts and Culture Strategic Plan and Five Year Action 

Plan 2012–17.

85  The Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure, 2005.

86  See Greater Shantallow Community Arts website.



For eight years, the organisation’s core running costs and the post of  Youth Intervention Offi cer were funded by the DSD, via 

the Outer North Youth Arts and Culture programme, an initiative delivering direct and youth intervention and engagement 

programmes through artistic media. In advance of  this funding coming to an end on 31 March 2013, GSCA was informed 

that it would not be renewed, which meant that core costs would not be covered and a crucial post would be lost. In June 

2012, the organisation was invited to apply for funding from the Outer North Neighbourhood Renewal Board. Accordingly, a 

joint application was made with Greater Shantallow Area Partnership (GSAP) and the backing of  twenty-eight organisations 

in the area, dovetailing with certain aspirations of  a strategic action plan that had recently endorsed by the whole community. 

In January 2013, this application collapsed, and the DSD asked the neighbourhood renewal boards to turn their attention to a 

new city-wide Community Engagement programme which involves the creation of  four DSD-funded ‘community animateur’ 

posts. GSAP has been asked to co-ordinate this programme, overseen by a steering committee made up of  representatives 

from the neighbourhood renewal boards, DSD, Derry City Council and the Culture Company, and one of  the animateurs will 

be placed at GSCA, but this implies no programme or running costs. At the same time, GSCA’s youth intervention role has 

been delegated to the DSD-funded Western Education and Library Board (WELB). This compelled the former organisation to 

establish a Service Level Agreement with the latter’s Youth Services, in order to continue delivering a youth programme. 

These combined developments suggest an initial strategic void being fi lled by an additional layer of  bureaucracy. The 

enforced compliance this implies has caused the neighbourhood renewal boards to become known as the ‘community mafi a’. 

In turn, this suggests a one-size-fi ts-all approach to communities and a potentially damaging refocusing of  priorities away 

from the expertise embedded within them. With communities perceived as the heartland of  particular allegiances, it is possible 

that certain political gatekeepers still cannot bring themselves to permit resources to these areas in such a way that secures 

their effectiveness. The Minister for Social Development, Nelson McCausland, has been kept abreast of  City of  Culture 

programming decisions during meetings with the Culture Company.87 An idea of  the success of  McCausland’s community 

approaches may be gleaned from the fact that the only active business interest he has registered at Companies House is 

a directorship of  the Community Convention and Development Company Ltd. Operating out of  the Shankill Road, this 

company describes itself  as a ‘A social capital initiative to promote cohesion and positive engagement in three protestant/

unionist loyalist communities’.88 The Community Convention approved the moribund Greater Shankill Neighbourhood 

Renewal Area Action Plan described by Daniel Jewesbury earlier in this publication.

Fortunately, the ostensibly non-partisan ACNI acknowledges a ‘thriving community arts sector in Northern Ireland, widely 

recognised as [being] at the cutting edge of  practice internationally’; working fl exibly to build ‘networks of  trust that develop 

social capital, it helps tackle economic, racial and ethnic divides as well as engaging with the most disenfranchised members of  

our community’.89 This spring, Greater Shantallow Community Arts was successful in its application for core funding from the 

arts council.

The Legacy of  2013

In considering the future impact of  2013, Derry City Council’s Town Clerk and Chief  Executive, Sharon O’Connor, who is 

Senior Responsible Offi cer for City of  Culture, observed that ‘It was important that City of  Culture created a legacy for the city 

rather than an aftermath’.90 At the December 2012 meeting of  the Cultural Partnership Forum, Oonagh McGillon – seconded 

from the council to serve as Legacy Director for City of  Culture – outlined that this endeavour would rest upon four priorities:

1. Culture-led regeneration
2. The transformation of  economic prosperity (centred on jobs and skills) and of  the external experience of  the city (creating a desire 

to return)
3. Better connections within the city, with cultural activities being extended into communities
4. Having a new story to tell the world

Those arts practitioners and professionals present were asked to consider how their activities would match up to these priorities.

87  At a meeting of  the City of  Culture Oversight Committee on 21 June 2012 (op cit), Shona McCarthy reported having met McCausland, with future 

meetings planned.

88  Taken from the Community Convention and Development Company website.

89  Ambitions for the Arts, op cit., p. 12.

90  Taken from Clerk and Chief  Executive’s Report of  31 May 2012, op cit.
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In 2004, DCMS had couched its bold claims about culture-led regeneration in the caveat that ‘Hard evidence of  economic 

regeneration as a result of  cultural activity has been largely limited to job and visitor numbers. There is a shortage of  

subsequent evidence and a need for a stronger and more sophisticated longitudinal evidence base’. 91 At the December meeting, 

the Cultural Partnership Forum was informed that DCMS had asked Derry to report on its experiences as a model for the next 

incarnation of  UK City of  Culture in 2017. At the same time, the city’s cultural organisations were encouraged to advocate 

the activities that should be carried forward into the cultural strategy being developed by the forum, with the legacy offi cer 

explaining that this strategy would be required to show how a step change has been achieved. All eyes, it seems, are on Derry 

when it comes to gauging the success (or otherwise) of  culture-led regeneration. Since the December meeting of  the Cultural 

Partnership Forum, speculations have darkened into a fear that the forum will be blamed for any perceived failures in relation to 

achieving the desired step change.

Cultural policy is determined by two main factors – the relationship between culture and the state, and the socio-economic 

framework provided for culture by the state. These two factors are interdependent, inasmuch as a society that values the 

arts and culture will establish and maintain the socio-economic framework necessary to support creative activity. Conversely, 

if  a society only values culture according to its perceived contribution to the economy (through tourism, job creation, the 

creative industries, etc.), it will respond accordingly. In spring 2013, ACNI put out a new fi ve-year strategy for consultation, 

which unsurprisingly revels in the presumed successes of  Our Time Our Place and UK City of  Culture. This document 

offers no explanation for investing in expensive spectacles during times of  austerity, and it is equally unquestioning about the 

economically derived dogma of  the creative industries and the maxims of  culture-led regeneration. Nonetheless, the strategy 

does acknowledge the role of  artists in ‘making us question our preconceptions and assumptions and opening us up to 

possibilities [that enable] us to see things differently, reaching beyond polarised cultures and politics’.92 This would seem to map 

onto the intention, stated in Derry’s bid document, of  stimulating ‘purposeful culture-led inquiry which will allow for alternative 

views and ideas to be absorbed and considered’.93 In much the same way, other commentators point to the arts as a vehicle for 

questioning the unacceptable and pointing towards the possible, by catalysing refl ections on individual and collective identity 

and giving voice to under-represented communities.94 In recognition of  this ethos, ACNI operates a project funding scheme, 

entitled ‘Building Peace through the Arts: Re-Imaging Communities’, which enables professional artists to make high-quality art 

with local communities.

A new cultural strategy for Derry must address the ways in which the arts and culture can play a part in a post-confl ict 

future. In the process, account must be taken of  research that shows inequality to be the main determinant of  society’s ills.95 

It will be remembered that the One Plan specifi ed that all regeneration proposals (including cultural ones) need to demonstrate 

that they ‘will bring about measurable improvements for those groups who have been identifi ed as experiencing inequality in, 

for example, housing, education, employment and health’. As a result of  hosting City of  Culture, Derry can emerge as a new 

model of  cultural engagement, but this can only be achieved by holistically addressing the systemic inequities upon which the 

city has foundered. This process must begin with a consideration of  the needs of  the city’s diverse communities, accompanied 

by coordinated action and comprehensive redistribution. In a bid to ensure that the cultural programme following 2013 is both 

high-quality and community-owned, this has to be underwritten by open discussion. If  successful, such approaches would 

enable Derry to serve as an exemplar to policy-makers, demonstrating how engagement with the arts and culture can enable 

communities, fractured by decades of  confl ict, to form bonds within them and bridges between them. In this way, the arts 

might become more than a mask for economic and social problems. Only then will Derry have a new story to tell the world.

91  Culture at the Heart of  Regeneration, op cit., p. 5.

92  Ambitions for the Arts, op cit., p. 2.

93  Cracking the Cultural Code, op. cit., p. 7.

94  Clive Parkinson, ‘Fur Coat No Knickers’, report for ixia the public art think tank, March 2012.

95  See, for example, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why Equality is Better for Everyone (London: Penguin, 2010).


