Inner Cities —What Hope

for the Future?

PETER RHODES

“At the moment the trends seem to be settling in the direction of land munici-
palisation. This is certainly one way of ensuring that future rents find their
way into the public purse but it is not necessarily the best way.”

HE inner cities have had an abundance of social,

physical and economic problems for many years.
Personal deprivation, a poor and decaying built en-
vironment, lack of open space, traffic congestion and,
more recently, persistent pockets of unemployment,
are all characteristics of the urban rings surrounding
the more vital areas of the country’s major metro-
politan areas. The persistence of these problems, in
spite of general improvements in living standards
and government programmes aimed at replacing
slums, improving poorly maintained homes and sup-
porting communities with a wide range of social
and health services, has now brought about a re-
newed wave of concern.

Anxious no doubt about the possible electoral con-
sequences of not acknowledging the plight of inner
city voters, the Government published a White
Paper* in June announcing a new commitment to
attack urban deprivation, squalor and the lack of
industrial development and flourishing small busi-
nesses. This new initiative by Whitehall, promising
special partnership arrangements with selected local
authorities, has arisen following consideration of re-
ports recently published which describe the prob-
lems identified by various local bodies, including
Education Priority Areas, Community Development
Projects, Area Management Trials, Comprehensive
Community Programmes, the studies of London
Docklands and the three Inner Area Studies com-
pleted by consultants. This formidable battery of
research documents combined with the views of some
local authorities and other interested bodies recog-
nises the results that have been achieved since the
Second World War but highlights the issues which
remain to be tackled—essentially issues of continu-
ing poverty, poor environment, unco-ordinated pro-
grammes and declining work opportunities except in
highly specialised fields.

Perhaps because of the interventionist policies of
British governments since the War, the problems of
the inner cities in the United Kingdom have not
reached the size of those to be found in the United
States. There are, however, similarities between the
chains of events in both countries and it might be
argued that the US, with its lower level of govern-
ment involvement, has sustained a higher level of
economic growth and productivity than the UK not-
withstanding the wave of desperation evidenced
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by urban deprivation, ghettoes and visible squalor.

On both sides of the Atlantic the post-war years
have been characterised by suburban expansion, the
growth of new communities beyond the conurbations,
the exodus of traditionally urban industry to lower
cost green-field sites and the migration of skilled
workers in pursuit of the footloose jobs and more
pleasant environments. Those who have been left
behind or those who have failed to qualify for jobs
in the expanding service sectors of insurance, bank-
ing, marketing, advertising, research, entertainment
and government, have inherited battle-scarred urban-
casualty environments fragmented by modern high-
ways or high traffic volumes and epitomised by sub-
stantial acreages of vacant or poorly utilised land.
In the UK the Government now admits that much
of the vacant land is in fact owned by the local
authorities or other public bodies. The urban scene
is also punctuated by substantial pockets of municipal
housing, featuring blocks of flats disliked by their
occupiers whose children have indulged in unusually
aggressive forms of vandalism. Nearby, rent-con-
trolled slums deteriorate further while their capital-
starved owners fight against minimal compulsory
improvement often in the hope that local authority
purchase will take the problems off their hands.

The above scenario of trends and consequences is,
of course, an oversimplification of both. The impact
of thousands of private and public decisions on the
inner city is quite complex, particularly as the deci-
sions themselves have been made against a back-
ground of tax penalties, investment, development and
employment subsidies, locational preferences and
guidance policies. In addition there is the legislative

jungle of regulations, appeal procedures, compulsory
acquisition, means-tested benefits, cost limits and, in
the public sector, budgetary control. All these factors
have had to be taken into account in making past
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decisions and what is witnessed in the inner city
today is the result of both action and inaction cir-
cumscribed by economic forces and public policy.
Does the future hold any prospects for brighter and
more prosperous inner city areas?

According to the White Paper, the Government's
view is that while achievement in housing conditions,
education and transport has been real, too little atten-
tion has been paid to the economic well-being and
community life of the inner areas. The extent and
changed character of inner area problems, it is argued,
are only now becoming fully understood. The answer
to the problems, it is claimed, is for the inner areas
to be given explicit priority in social and economic
policy. Comprehensive action is needed and as re-
generation will take time, there must be long-term
commitment. The Government's proposals are cer-
tainly widely based. They include:

¢ Increasing the Urban Programme allocation from
under £30 million a year, to £125 million.

¢ Reviews of manpower policies and action in the
fields of education, health, personal services, hous-
ing, transport, planning and environmental im-
provements mainly in collaboration with local
authorities.

€ A new emphasis on industrial policies giving the
inner areas priority after the Assisted Areas and
before the new and expanding towns.

¢ New initiatives in the co-ordination and prepara-
tion of programmes through special partnership
arrangements with local authorities and involving
close consultation with community interest
groups.

The White Paper also emphasises the part to be
played by private enterprise especially in housing
and industrial regeneration. In response to this,
Slough Estates have published a short booklet** on
the problems seen through the eyes of the potential
industrial developer.

This booklet reviews the impact of past policies
and is critical of the way in which the private rental
residential property market has been forced to decline
thus restricting choice in housing and encouraging
the more affluent to move to suburban or out-of-
town locations. Similarly public planners are blamed
for a negative attitude towards industry and for the
inhibiting restraints of industrial development certi-
ficate control. The Government is urged to make a
new approach by relaxing controls, speeding decision-
making and by initiating new forms of partnership
with the private sector. It is suggested that special
boards should be established to promote development
and that they should be enabled to raise money by
issuing index-linked low-interest tax-free bonds, pro-
vide low-interest loans, resettlement grants and offer
rent-free periods. Once completed, new develop-
ments should be sold or disposed of through long
leases so that the capital could be recycled for fur-
ther expansion. A particular need is seen for small

12

industrial units in modular single-storey buildings
with good road access.

As far as land is concerned, both the White Paper
and the Slough Estates point out that new viable
land uses in inner areas may not reflect historic land

costs. Land held by the public sector may have to
be sold at a loss or leased at a low initial rent.
Another problem, of course, is that in some cases
inner city landowners holding redundant sites may
well be hoping for longer term economic revival.
With no taxes on derelict land there is little incen-
tive for them to reduce offer prices or seek short-
term low rent-yielding tenants. Uncertain public
sector proposals may also be causing blight as well
as giving rise to pressures from community action
groups calling for more public land acquisition. With
many competing claims on their finances local author-
ities have often been reluctant to put land to tem-
porary community uses, such as public open space
pending redevelopment. The new initiative could
help in this direction although some councils are
already shouting that the Government is not offering
financial aid commensurate with the scale of the
problems.

It has been suggested by critics of the Govern-
ment’s proposals that more should be done to en-
courage the return of self-motivated entrepreneurs
and skilled workers to the inner areas. In some US
cities there are signs of this happening on a small
scale and some neighbourhood regeneration is taking
place. In addition, some new town-within-the-town
large-scale private development projects have been
initiated. The success of these ventures depends on
tax concessions and the confidence of the lending in-
stitutions. In some cases sites have been amalga-
mated through public agency purchase and new build-
ings have been granted property tax exemptions for
initial periods. There is no doubt that taxes levied
on improved building values provide no incentive
for redevelopment or rehabilitation. This aspect of
taxation deserves to be considered further in the UK
notwithstanding the recent Layfield Committee's ex-
amination of the rating system.

If anything positive is to be hoped for in the new
interest being shown in the inner areas it is that the
Government and local authorities might be more open
in publicising available land. resources, more positive
in programming and providing infrastructure improve-
ments and more sympathetic towards the needs of
business. There is a danger in a mixed economy of
the public sector using too much stick and not
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enough carrot.

Recently the London Borough of Southwark has
taken a welcome initiative in publicising a plan of
vacant and potentially vacant sites as well as estab-
lishing a development fund to help industry. There
will be many opportunities for partnership arrange-
ments in the London Dockland Boroughs as well as
between the Government and the local authorities.
At the moment the trends seem to be settling in
the direction of land municipalisation. This is cer-
tainly one way of ensuring that future land rents
find their way into the public purse but it is not
necessarily the best way. Even the White Paper
admits that local authorities have not been the best
of estate managers in the past. We can only hope
that their performance may show signs of early im-
provement now that the Government is offering re-
wards for increased initiative. Robbing Peter to pay
Paul it may be but it could bring promising results
—especially if property-tax reform is looked at more
closely as a consequence of the Government gaining
a better understanding of the factors that influence
investment decisions.

*Policy For the Inner Cities, White Paper (Cmnd 6845) HMSO,
60

"Thl:‘ Inner City—A Location for Industry? Nigel Mobbs,
Slough Estates Group.
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ECONOMICS

Economic Harmonies by Frederic Bastiat. Translated
from the French. The great truth that lies at the
foundation of all human society, namely, that the
interests of all men are fundamentally compatible,
that there is and can be no antagonism between the
welfare of one and the welfare of all provided there
is a free market in which goods and services are
voluntarily exchanged. The author refutes the con-
trary doctrine which is the basis of every variety of
collectivism, namely, that there is an irreconcilable
antagonism between the interests of different social
classes, races, nations, industries, etc. Original French
edition published in 1850.

596pp paper back £2.50

Economics in One Lesson by Henry Hazlitt. “Econo-
mic fallacies are so prevalent that they have almost
become orthodoxy . . . the shortest and surest way
to an understanding of economics is through a dis-
section of such errors.”

143pp paper back 75p

Economic Sophisms by Frederic Bastiat. Translated
from the French. The public has been despoiled of
a great part of its wealth and has been induced to
give up more and more of its freedom of choice be-
cause it is unable to detect the error in the delusive
sophisms by which protectionist demagogues, national
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socialists, and proponents of government planning
exploit its gullibility and its ignorance of economics.
These essays by Bastiat aim to expose these economic
fallacies.

291pp paper back £1.50

Marx, Economic Growth and Land Taxation by Fred
Harrison. The author considers how best agrarian
societies can undertake the transition from depen-
dence on traditional agricultural activity towards
factory-based economies. Two theoretical approaches
are examined—Marx and George—and finally the
development of the once British colonial territories
of India and Nigeria. ESSRA Discussion Paper No. 2.
Economic and Social Science Research Association
1975

27pp booklet 50p

Selected Essays on Political Economy by Frederic
Bastiat. Translated from the French. Although writ-
ten over a hundred years ago the topics covered—
communism, trade unionism, automation, protec-
tionism, government subsidies for the arts, welfare
state, right to employment, taxes, balance of trade,
government interference in free exchange, etc—and
Bastiat’s lucid and eloquent arguments have lost none
of their topicality and validity.

352pp paper back £1.50

The Shovelcrats by Craig Ralston. An amusing and
highly readable satire of a community that got politi-
cally and economically involved in the great “shovel
monopoly”. Economic principles are highlighted with
devastating clarity.

50pp soft cover 50p

LEGISLATION, LIBERTY AND JUSTICE

«JUSTICE is achieved only when injustice is
absent.

But when the law, by means of its necessary
agent, force, imposes upon men a regulation of
labour, a method or a subject of education, a
religious faith or creed—then the law is no
longer negative; it acts positively upon people.
It substitutes the will of the legislator for their
own wills; the initiative of the legislator for
their own initiatives. When this happens, the
people no longer need to discuss, to compare,
to plan ahead; the law does all this for them.
Intelligence becomes a useless prop for the
people; they cease to be men; they lose their
personality, their liberty, their property.

Try to imagine a regulation of labour imposed
by force that is not a violation of liberty; a
transfer of wealth imposed by force that is not
a violation of property. If you cannot reconcile
these contradictions, then you must conclude
that the law cannot organize labour and indus-
try without organizing injustice.

Frederic Bastiat, The Law
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