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Summary
The current economic crises made a strong case for greater levels of devolution, the Rt Hon John Healy, Local Government Minister argued today.

Mr Healy was speaking at a Labour Conference Fringe entitled 'Financing the Future of Cities; who pays?'. Joining him was Angie Robinson, Chief Executive of the Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce, Sir Richard Leese, councillor for Crumpsall and Richard Murray, Core Cities. Chairing the event was Michael Taylor from the Insider Media Group. 

Speaking at the event, Mr Healy recognised that there had been huge success over the past decade, but said that this had been differential across the UK. He stated that there was a pressing need for cities to be able to respond their needs and cautioned that unless local authorities had greater roles over local finances these variations would increase. 

Mr Healy said that there was a desire in local areas for a greater role and said that this would require a rethink of available mechanisms and policies. He said that in making this argument, local authorities needed to make greater use of the powers that were already available to them.

The minister welcomed the report from Core Cities and recognised the solutions that it offered in helping to raise financing for growth and in particular helping public finances to leverage private finances.

Mr Healy noted the various areas where policies were helping regeneration and stated that the LABGI model was particularly impressive for encouraging businesses to undertake greater responsibilities in promoting growth.

He raised concern that this proposal could be seen as the latest fashionable policy idea.

Introducing the report, Chris Murray said that financial devolution would be key for local growth. He recognised existing financing mechanisms but said these it was difficult to use these to improve infrastructure. He also said that these were inappropriate for the scale of the challenge ahead. 

Mr Murray said the report focused on borrowing against future growth in order to generate growth and said that stringent criteria would not focus on redistribution but additional growth. 

Sir Richard Leese recognised the importance of cities and their hinterland as prime drivers of the UK economy and concurred with the belief that greater devolution was needed for to maximise the contribution cities made. 

He stated that the current economic climate meant efforts in this area should be accelerated. Sir Leese highlighted that greater funding would be needed for growth, regeneration and development. 

Sir Leese noted that there would not be one-off solution to this challenge and said that the focus must be on finding a method of funding that worked. He said that he would support localising business rates. 

He said that the argument for greater devolution was difficult, but believed that local government needed to have less dependence, and in particular financial dependence, on central government. He said the main priority must be to ensure that the key motors of the UK economy were kept in motion. 

Angie Robinson recognised that finding new and different ways for raising financing had to happened, but cautioned against doing this without properly involving the business community. 

She stressed that in raising additional financing, it was vital to be clear with businesses what it was for and to be transparent and accountable about how it was being spent. She said this was even more so with complex layering of funding raising activity. 

Ms Robinson said it was folly to continually treat the business community as a never-ended purse which could be targeted in times of economic difficulty and said that this sector was also facing its own concerns. 

In response to criticisms from the audience that the essential problem of financing required taxes raised and spent locally, Mr Healy said that the figures did not demonstrate that this would be effective. He said concentrating on such a policy would serve to take financing away from local areas as they benefited significantly from central redistribution.

Sir Leese said a balance needed to be struck between local and central financing. He argued for a re-localisation of rates combined with ongoing national financing which offered redistribution. 

A representative for the British Property Federation said that they were in full support of Core Cities proposals. He went on to say that empty property rates were unsuitable in the current down turn.

Ms Robinson concurred with this comment, saying that empty property taxes were loathed among business and said that it was frustrating regeneration efforts. She argued that the government should look at other ways for stimulating under use of properties and said people would seek ways to avoid taxes that they considered to be a significant cost.

Mr Healy said that tax payers should not carry the burden of business and said that the property industry in particular had brought this burden on itself. He said that the government had only recently introduced the empty property tax and needed to assess whether it interfered with incentives to invest.

