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Abstract: Cities in the UK have undergone an urban renaissance since the late
1990s, when New Labour started an initiative of the same name. However, the effects of urban growth have been limited mainly to the cores of second-tier cities,
creating new challenges in the urban fringe of city regions and for cities outside the
major agglomerations. In this article, we examine the process of reurbanisation in
the Manchester and Liverpool city regions and to take a closer look at on one of the
local authorities in the fringe of these city regions which is trying to grapple with
the challenges posed by a new urban age. We find increasing evidence that places
in the spatial in-between of urban regions face particular challenges as a result of
the urban renaissance, with the already problematic areas requiring increased attention to avoid structural urban problems similar to that of the inner urban areas
in the past.

Keywords: Urban Renaissance · Reurbanisation · Urban Periphery · City Regions ·
Small and Medium Towns

1

Introduction

Certainly since the start of the new millennium, evidence has amassed that the economic resurgence of cities increasingly translates into demographic growth, even
in those cities most heavily affected by the change towards post-industrial urban
economies. This process is commonly referred to as reurbanisation. Already in the
mid-2000s a major study in the UK suggested “bright demographic prospects for
urban England, especially its larger cities” (Parkinson et al. 2006: Vol. 2, 111). This
outlook was confirmed in the 2011 Census, showing that cities have indeed regained
population over the previous decade, and in many cases substantially. More impor-
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tantly, growth is not restricted to booming London and the wider Southeast, but has
also reached second-tier cities. For instance, Manchester grew by almost 20 percent
over the period 2001-2011 (Rae 2013). However, while all of Britain’s large urban areas have gained population, not all of them have grown as strongly as the UK population (McCann 2016: 125). Similar evidence can be found for Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland (Brake/Herfert 2012; Rérat 2012; Van Gent/Musterd 2016).
However, the literature has by and large focussed on the pronounced rebirth
of the urban core; the suburban hinterland is mainly left out of the equation (Salet
et al. 2015; Savini 2014). Many authors have pointed to the dark side of the urban renaissance, criticising its strong focus on the middle-class and offices (Porter/Shaw 2009). Whether such critique is fully-grounded in an appreciation of the
longer-term trajectories of growth and decline of certain places (Shaw/Sykes 2015),
and the achievement for public policy and investment that variants of the “urban
renaissance” in different international contexts represent, is perhaps a moot point.
Another feature of such “critical” literature is that, whilst it extensively explores
such “social ills” as the proliferation of chain-owned coffee shops, city centre retail
development, and “gentrification” of abandoned industrial areas, sites and buildings through the installation of new “profit-seeking” uses, it is largely silent on the
wider transformation of the periphery of urban regions where most people live.
Meanwhile, the literature on shrinking cities has been mainly concerned with the
decline of urban regions as a result of deindustrialisation and suburbanisation (e.g.
Wiechmann/Pallagst 2012; Couch et al. 2005) and more recently their re-growth
(e.g. Rink et al. 2012), but only occasionally addresses the role of suburbs and small
towns within urban areas (e.g. Albecker/Fol 2014; Audirac et al. 2012; Blanco et al.
2009). The periphery has been mainly considered from the perspective of urban
sprawl (e.g. Siedentop/Fina 2012) and from discussing the role of peri-urban areas
and the rural-urban fringe (e.g. Gallent et al. 2006; Hoggart 2005).
In this paper, we follow the plea of Soja (2015) to take a regional perspective on
urban issues. So far, what is largely lacking from the parallel tracks of investigation
outlined above, are accounts that reflect on how dynamic processes of change in
urban cores and those in the “edge territories” of urban regions might be related
and problematized. Taken together with the observed phenomenon of reurbanisation, we might wonder how reurbanisation effects play out. Put simply the questions might be: What happens with the urban periphery when growth is very strong
in the centre? And what policy options do places in the periphery have in relation
to reurbanisation?
The Mersey Belt, consisting of the Manchester and Liverpool city regions and
adjacent areas, forms an excellent study ground to investigate the process mentioned above as both cities have regrown after decades of urban decline. Half of
the population growth of Greater Manchester occurred within Manchester. Similarly, Liverpool was the main driver of population growth of the city region, mainly
because the other local authorities had very low growth rates or even declining
populations. We will review the policy responses of one of those towns in the spatial
in-between of the Manchester and Liverpool city-regions, the former mining town
of St. Helens.
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In the remainder of the article, we cast light on the changing periphery in urban
regions over the past decades. We then concentrate on the Manchester and Liverpool city regions and the changes that have taken place since the turn of the millennium in terms of demographic, economic and social indicators. In the next section,
we elaborate on the challenging situation of a local authority in the urban fringe and
how it is trying to find its role in the context of two big neighbours. The paper calls
for renewed attention to the role of the urban fringe in an urban age and reflects on
the policy implications for places in the fringe.

2

The changing relationship between centre and periphery in urban
regions

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed a fundamental restructuring
of urban form, resulting in the emergence of polycentric urban regions (Champion
2001; Hall/Pain 2006). Many scholars have attempted to conceptualise the urbanisation process in developed countries as a cyclical process (for an overview see
Parr 2012). Most contributions look at the functional urban region, distinguishing
between a core city and a subordinate ring of dependent urban development. In the
literature, we can distinguish two important dimensions in analysing urban development (Parr 2012): the overall demographic development of the functional urban
region (concentration/deconcentration) and the dynamics within the functional urban region (centralisation/decentralisation). Van den Berg et al. (1982) define four
stages of urban development: urbanisation, suburbanisation, counterurbanisation
and reurbanisation, each distinguished into two sub-phases where centralisation
and decentralisation is either relative (i.e. corresponding trend but different intensity) or absolute (i.e. diverging trends) (see Table 1). Parr (2012) has refined this
model by introducing different growth rates instead of absolute population growth.
For most of the second half of the twentieth century many cities in Western
Europe and the US experienced centrifugal development patterns, first benefitting the suburbs and later resulting in counterurbanisation (Berry 1980; Champion
1989; Fuguitt 1985). Deindustrialisation and deconcentration resulted in population
decline of most large cities, though the picture is far from being uniform (Turok/
Mykhnenko 2007). It is only towards the end of the century that we observed the resurgence of cities, not just economically but also demographically (Cheshire 2006;
Turok/Mykhnenko 2007). This demographic recovery was picked up as a possibility
as the last stage of development by Van den Berg et al. (1982). According to their
model, reurbanisation was thought to occur in a context of a declining functional
urban region, but nowadays the term is used to denote a wider range of transformative processes in cities, often without reference to the functional urban region (for
an overview, see Rérat 2012). The model of Van den Berg et al. (1982) is important,
not because of its predictive value or historical accuracy (for a critical appraisal, see
Rérat 2012 and Parr 2012), but because they hinted at a new phase in the urbanisation cycle with a (relative) resurgence of the core city, at a time that was in the grip
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Stages of urban development: Population change

Stage of
Development

Classification Type

I Urbanisation

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

II Suburbanisation
III Counterurbanisation
IV Reurbanisation

Absolute centralisation
Relative centralisation
Relative decentralisation
Absolute decentralisation
Absolute centralisation
Relative centralisation
Absolute centralisation
Relative centralisation

Population Characteristics
Core
Ring
FUR1
++
++
+
–
––
––
–
+

–
+
++
++
+
–
––
––

+
+++
+++
+
–
–––
–––
–

Total
growth

Total
decline

1

Functional Urban Region
Note: The + and – signs indicate the strengths of population change.
Source: Adapted from Van den Berg et al. 1982: 36

of counterurbanisation and because their definition of reurbanisation emphasises
the relationship between cities, suburbs and their wider hinterland.
This urges us to define our take on reurbanisation, in particular its substance
and how it plays out geographically. Substantially, the question is whether reurbanisation is purely about demographic growth for a defined area (e.g. Rérat 2012)
or whether it is about a qualitative change of the urban population and the built
environment, particularly of the inner city (e.g. Buzar et al. 2007; Haase et al. 2010).
Demographic growth is an essential criterion, but much of the literature on urban
economy and gentrification suggests an ongoing “restratification of metropolitan
society” and “changing physical appearance of the city” (Scott 2008: 62), which
deserves our attention as one of the processes that sit within the reurbanisation
family. Geographically, there is a related debate whether reurbanisation refers to
the core city (usually the administrative city) or inner urban areas. The debate about
reurbanisation would probably not have had the same resonance if it were not for
an increase in urbanity through the physical and demographic renaissance of the
inner cities. For our purpose, both geographies are legitimate as they focus on different processes at different levels of scale. We expect to find that centralisation
tendencies, simply defined as higher growth rates (Parr 2012), within a city and the
city region take place in parallel. Finally, the issue remains whether reurbanisation
can be seen in isolation or whether it is related to wider developments in the city region. For Van den Berg et al. (1982), reurbanisation was clearly a process that would
be detrimental to the urban ring. It is exactly this last issue that we feel receives
insufficient attention in the academic debate.
The current evidence base on the effects of reurbanisation on the urban periphery is rather thin and inconclusive. In Switzerland, reurbanisation had no overall negative effects on suburban areas, but this was partly alleviated by a positive
net migration and continued suburbanisation (Rérat 2012). A German study found
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that demographic shrinkage will particularly affect the housing markets in suburban areas, including single-family homes (Berndgen-Kaiser et al. 2014). There is an
emerging body of literature focussing specifically on the suburbanisation of poverty. A study by Kavanagh et al. (2016) on Scottish cities discovered decentralisation trends, but only included data for the core city and thus neglected large parts
of the urban area. Dutch studies confirm changing residential patterns within urban
regions and an increasing tendency towards suburbanisation of low-income and
migrant households, though described as an important undercurrent rather than a
dominant trend (Hochstenbach/Musterd 2017; Van Gent/Musterd 2016). However,
there is emerging evidence and experience to warrant further investigation of what
happens to the urban periphery in an era where many core cities experience reurbanisation. Our concern is that small- and medium-sized towns in less prosperous
urban regions might not benefit significantly from any overspill effects of reurbanisation and that established strategies attracting traditional suburban households,
particularly young families, might not be sufficient to address this issue.
So far, this section has principally discussed observable trends and conceptualisations of change in city regions, but clearly spatial development does not occur
in an institutional and policy vacuum. Urban planning policies and strategies and
given “planning cultures” can influence processes such as reurbanisation. Recognising this, the following paragraphs consider the context within which change in
the spatial in-between of the Manchester and Liverpool city regions takes place.
It is worth remarking first that urban containment has been a cornerstone of
English planning since the 1940s as a reaction to an interwar period marked by
rapid housing development and concern at the rate of urbanisation and “ribbon
development” (Williams-Ellis 1928). In the decades after the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, a number of substantive planning goals were pursued, including urban containment, protection of the countryside and urban renewal. The state
also sought to channel and structure planned dispersal of what was termed “overspill” urban population into “New Towns”. The suburban and quasi-rural imaginary
promoted by British planning doctrine (Taylor 1998) and housing developers in the
twentieth century; the (perceived) obsolescence of many existing urban environments and their demolition; the planned rehousing of urban population beyond
central city limits; and technological changes, such as the rise of private transport,
also played their role in the hollowing out of core areas of cities (for an account of
this process in Liverpool see Sykes et al. 2013). Decentralisation of population on
such a massive scale, contributed to a vicious circle of urban economic and physical
decline, which encouraged more of those who could to leave the city. Meanwhile,
due to strict urban containment commuters were having to travel further from home
to work (Hall 1974).
Increasingly in the 1970s and into the 1980s, wider structural changes led to
economic turbulence, mass unemployment and urban unrest in a number of major
cities. In response, state spatial policy took on an increasingly urban focus. Attention to inner-cities grew under Margaret Thatcher, who famously stated something
needed to be done about “those inner cities” (Jacobs 1988), but it was only under
New Labour after 1997 that the notion and in many respects reality of an “urban re-
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naissance” gained real traction. Under the Conservatives, government-led urban regeneration policy emphasised property and “physically”-led project planning with
arguably a lack of strategic overview at the urban scale. These governments also
favoured liberal deregulation which contributed to continued outward dispersal of
development activity, away from urban cores sustaining the processes of decentralisation described earlier by Hall (1974). Some researchers evoked the notion of a
counterurbanisation cascade to describe the trend of urban-rural migration (Champion 2005; Mitchell 2004), and it was only in the 1990s that the pace of urban decline
slowed down and in some cases even showed signs of a reverse.
Alarmed by the sustained decline of cities, the New Labour government in 1997
set up an Urban Task Force (1999) whose final report Towards an Urban Renaissance paved the way for new investment in Britain’s cities (Colomb 2007). This
agenda was allied with investment in regenerating the big cities (especially the centres), “town centre first” policies for retail development and targets to increase the
amount of new housing built on “brownfield” land to push regeneration and limit
sprawl (Schulze Bäing/Wong 2012). This policy approach was seen generally as a
success which has led to a “return of” and “return to” the city (Rae 2013). In a culture which has often been characterised as having anti-urban traits (Taylor 1998),
there has been a slow shift of perceptions about cities, from them being viewed as a
source and locus of problems to a recognition of their economic, social and cultural
importance.
From the mid-2000s, city-regions were increasingly conceived as drivers of
change in a more knowledge-based economy, though British cities were still underperforming in comparison with those in many other European countries – an
issue often linked by researchers to institutional design and the need to find an appropriate scale at which to conceive and deliver development strategies (Parkinson
2016). This led to renewed attention on “functional” urban areas and the favouring
of city-regions constituted of groupings of local authorities representing a coherent area larger than the “local” to generate critical mass. In the 2010s, “Combined
Authorities” with a varying suite of powers and responsibilities for the local areas
within their jurisdiction have been created with the first elections of Metro Mayors
for these taking place 2017 (Sykes/Nurse 2017). This shift in emphasis and further
institutionalisation of city regions generates new trade-offs between different areas
within a city region, e.g. between the core city and secondary towns, peri-urban
and rural areas. In Greater Manchester, the city-regional mayor campaign in 2017
become politicised around the issue of the emerging Greater Manchester Spatial
Framework for the city region and its potential impacts on the city region’s Greenbelt (Fitzgerald 2017).
In England, the transition through the stages of the model proposed by Van den
Berg et al. (1982) has thus partly been driven by a policy framework and planning
culture which has had both decentralising effects on urbanisation (New Towns and
later the development of mostly private, mostly suburban, housebuilding) and certain centralising/reurbanising effects (strong urban containment, and urban regeneration policy). The reurbanisation tendencies which have gathered pace in the first
decades of the 21st century, and new processes of rebuilding institutional capacity
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to act at city regional scale thus, in many ways, mark a notable departure from
the previous trends and experience outlined above, but they are not unproblematic
raising issues such as:
• does this agenda privilege the largest cities and city regions at the expense
of development beyond these?;
• how can shared agendas and solidarities be established between thriving
urban cores and peripheries?;
• will the “devolution/decentralisation” of powers by the state be accompanied
by adequate resourcing?;
• how will political processes work and consensus be built across new, or
strengthened metropolitan territories?; will we witness rising political conflicts in the core-periphery relationship?; and,
• what happens to places on the peripheries, or those which lie on the edge of
or even outside the ambit of such new territorial groupings?
It is to the consideration of one such area located between the city regions of
Liverpool and Greater Manchester that the paper now turns.

3

Data and methods

The research combines a quantitative approach displaying regional spatial trends
in the Mersey Belt with a qualitative approach analysing the policy options for a
specific local authority in the spatial in-between of an urban region and how it addresses these spatial trends in a context of an urban renaissance.
The article looks at changes in the spatial distribution of population, jobs and
deprivation to assess the implications of reurbanisation across the Manchester and
Liverpool city regions in the North West of England since the beginning of the millennium. Measuring change is not easy as many indicators reflect only a specific
moment in time, while being highly volatile and susceptible to external factors. Yet,
starting with the early 2000s makes sense as for most cities in the UK the 2001 Census marked a turning point after decades of sustained population decline (Parkinson et al. 2006). Due to data availability, it is not possible to choose the same time
period for each indicator, unless we want to rely on relatively dated Census records
of 2011. The following indicators have been used:
• Small area population estimates 2002 and 2015 for Middle Layer Super Output Areas;
• Workplace population based on the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) 2001 and 2011 for Middle Layer Super Output Areas;
• Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004 and 2015.
There are limitations regarding data availability for spatial units and moments in
time. The Census of population is only held every decade and the last one already
dates from 2011. Therefore, we have used mid-year population estimates instead
of census records. In addition, for Manchester a significant undercount in the 2001
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census has been reported (ONS 2004; Simpson 2007). Data has been collated for
super output areas, which are comparable in population size. Middle layer super
output areas (MSOA) have a population range of 5,000-15,000, which makes them
sufficiently abstract as they are not distorted by small-scale change, while providing
sufficient level of detail. The Index of Multiple Deprivation has been specifically designed to measure deprivation at small-area level and therefore uses lower level super output areas, which have a population range of 1,000-3,000 (Noble et al. 2006).
While stability of the census geography has been a priority, population dynamics required the modification of boundaries. Most output geographies have simply
been split or merged, depending on the direction of population change. This poses
a minor challenge to calculate changes when the geographical unit has changed
and data reflecting the new boundaries has not been released. Fortunately, only
a small percentage of areas are affected by boundary changes; values have been
manually calculated, reflecting the combined input values in the case of a merger or
using the combined output values in the case of a boundary split. Boundary splits
tend to be concentrated in the inner-city areas, while mergers occurred more often
in the urban fringe.
The policy case study of St Helens is based on findings from the PURE Hubs project which involved two student planning projects focussing on St Helens in 2013
and 2014, a two-day workshop with St Helens Council in 2013 and two follow-up interviews in 2014 and 2015 with the development plans manager and the countryside
development officer of St Helens Council to explore in more detail the current situation and future development prospects of St Helens in its wider regional context.
In addition, the St Helens case study is based on the analysis of policy documents,
in particular a close reading of St Helen’s Local Plan documents.

4

Manchester, Liverpool and the spatial in-between

Manchester and Liverpool are the two principal cities in the North West of England
with a combined population in the conurbation of more than 5 million. Despite having two strong urban centres, the Mersey Belt is characterised by a polycentric urban structure with many sub-centres, notably the former new town of Warrington.
Administratively the region is divided into three sub-regions since the abolition of
regional structures in 2010. Greater Manchester and Liverpool City Region both
have Combined Authority status, including a metro mayor granting them powers
amongst others in the field of transport and strategic planning (Nurse et al. 2017).
Warrington, although having strong functional linkages with both city regions, belongs to neither of those and forms a partnership with Cheshire. Nevertheless, it
makes sense to look at them together as their urban areas are strongly interwoven
(Green 2008) and the reframing of the Manchester and Liverpool city-regions as
Atlantic Gateway is just the latest of a series of attempts to bring the two cities together (Dembski 2015). Both Manchester and Liverpool have been what is generally
considered a shrinking city (Couch/Cocks 2013; Oswalt 2005). Initially, there were
internal movements from the cities into the suburbs (suburbanisation), but from the

Fig. 1:

Usual resident population in the Mersey Belt, 2002-2015 (based on small area population estimates)
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Population change in different parts of the Mersey Belt, 2002-2015
2002

Greater Manchester
Manchester
Ring
Liverpool City Region
Liverpool
Ring
Cheshire and Warrington
Mersey Belt
Northwest Region
United Kingdom

2015

2002-2015
in %

2,485,283
428,221
2,094,993
1,485,289
443,117
1,041,505
867,620
4,876,123

2,748,280
530,292
2,225,870
1,524,558
478,580
1,045,978
917,004
5,197,724

+9.2
+23.8
+6.2
+2.6
+7.8
+0.4
+5.7
+6.6

6,784,880
59,365,677

7,173,835
65,110,034

+5.7
+9.7

Source: own calculations based on the ONS mid-year population estimates for local authorities

late 1970s onwards, the city regions as a whole declined (counterurbanisation) (Dorling/Atkins 1995), mirroring the stages of urban development. So, what happened in
the Northwest in the age of the urban renaissance?
The Mersey Belt provides clear evidence of reurbanisation, with the strongest
population growth in the core cities and relatively stronger growth in the urban
centres (Fig. 1). Both core cities have been clearly the drivers of population growth
in their respective city regions, with Manchester being one of the fastest growing
cities in the UK (Rae 2013). The position of Manchester as the economic powerhouse of the North is also mirrored in the much higher population growth of Greater
Manchester compared to Liverpool City Region, where growth is on balance almost
entirely confined to the core (Tab. 2). The urban renaissance is most visible in the
central areas of Liverpool and Manchester, the latter extending into parts of Salford
and Trafford, which witnessed population growth close to or above 100 percent.
Both city centres have been targeted by a range of regeneration schemes from the
1980s onwards (Harding et al. 2010; Sykes et al. 2013), finally resulting in new residential developments in the almost deserted inner urban areas. This trend towards
reurbanisation, although on a much smaller scale, can also be observed in the town
centres, which tend to have higher population growth than the rest of the town.
What we observe is a dual process of reurbanisation, with concentration at the scale
of the city region and local authorities.
Despite the growth of smaller town centres, there is evidence that the periphery
has comparatively lost out. This is evident in the very moderate population growth
in the urban periphery of Liverpool (+0.4 percent), but also in the much lower population growth of the Manchester periphery (6.2 percent) compared with the core.
Taken into account that during the same period 2002-2015 the UK’s population had
grown by almost 10 percent (5.7 percent in the Northwest Region), driven by a com-

Fig. 2:

Workplace population in the Mersey Belt, 2001-2011
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paratively high fertility rate and immigration, we can see a blue- and yellow-coloured
ring of “underperforming” areas around both core cities. Only a few areas outside
town centres show high growth rates, usually indicating large-scale house building
schemes, which in the case of Warrington forms part of the legacy of the UK’s new
towns policy. The reasons for their decline are varied. In particular in many suburban areas, this is simply the result of an ageing population and changing household
structure, rather than the visible deterioration of a neighbourhood. Many cities still
struggle with the effects of deindustrialisation, particularly in the northern part of
Greater Manchester (Harding et al. 2010). In a few cases, rapid population decline
is the result of clearances through urban renewal programmes (Couch/Cocks 2013;
Leather/Nevin 2013; Sykes et al. 2013). The suburban ring is far from being homogeneous and each colour on the map has its own story to tell.
Regarding the number of jobs, urban cores have fared well again, but job growth
is more dispersed (Fig. 2). First of all, the number of jobs has generally increased
between the 2001 and 2011 censuses, mainly driven by population growth due to
immigration (Dustmann/Frattini 2014). Some caution is required as the 2011 Census
was still overshadowed by the aftermath of the 2008 financial and economic crisis
and the economy only started to pick up again (McCann 2016). The central urban areas had already by far the highest concentration of jobs and substantially expanded
their employment base. Areas with high job losses tend to be dominated by industrial activities, including the Port of Liverpool, and are usually located in the urban
fringe. However, other areas in the urban fringe are economically very dynamic, not
least the two airports, both at the southern edge of the administrative boundaries
of Manchester and Liverpool respectively, and some of the strategic regional sites
located in out-of-town locations such as the Omega and Birchwood business parks
in Warrington (Wray 2011). Yet it is not just absolute numbers, but also the types
of jobs. The three-class National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (Fig. 3)
provides a simplified labour market hierarchy of “higher managerial, administrative and professional occupations”, “intermediate occupations” and “routine and
manual occupations” (ONS 2010). Focussing on the lower end of the labour market,
we unsurprisingly find that the city centres have a relatively low share of employees
in routine and manual occupations. These tend to concentrate in less central areas,
particularly in the less affluent northern part of the Mersey Belt.
The Mersey Belt is home to some of England’s most deprived communities, with
severe pockets of deprivation in the two core cities but also in smaller towns such
as Birkenhead, Kirkby and Rochdale (Fig. 4). The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD)
is a composite index measuring deprivation for small areas and ranks all neighbourhoods (LSOA) in England from most to least deprived.1 It is important to stress that
it is a measure of deprivation and is unsuitable to indicate prosperity. Deprivation in
1

The Index of Multiple Deprivation measures deprivation across seven domains (weightings in
brackets): Income Deprivation (22.5 percent), Employment Deprivation (22.5 percent), Education, Skills and Training Deprivation (13.5 percent), Health Deprivation and Disability (13.5 percent), Crime (9.3 percent), Barriers to Housing and Services (9.3 percent), and Living Environment Deprivation (9.3 percent). A detailed technical report is available (DCLG 2015).

Fig. 3:

Workplace population with routine and manual occupations in the Mersey Belt, 2011 (in %)
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Fig. 4:

Index of Multiple Deprivation 2015, Mersey Belt
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this part of England tends to be concentrated in urban – as opposed to rural – areas.
Large parts of the cities and towns in the Mersey Belt are amongst the 20 percent
of the most deprived areas in England. While structural deprivation is traditionally
concentrated in the core cities, some of the most deprived neighbourhoods of England are also located in smaller towns in the urban fringe (e.g. Rochdale). While the
Index of Multiple Deprivation is not designed to compare absolute levels of deprivation, it allows us to compare the relative position of areas between different editions
(DCLG 2015).
Comparing deprivation between 2004 and 2015 underlines the narrative of reurbanisation. The Liverpool and Manchester city regions have more areas that comparatively improved their position. While the city centres have never been the most
deprived areas anyway, they have clearly improved their relative position through
the advent of city-centre living and more up-market residential units (Allen 2007).
Again, the effect of Manchester’s city centre regeneration radiates further than Liverpool’s, reflecting the head start of urban regeneration in Manchester (Harding
et al. 2004). Nevertheless, both cities continue to have large areas with persistent
deprivation, particularly to the north, which have seen only marginal improvements,
if at all, despite being targeted repeatedly through various area-based regeneration
initiatives (Batey/Brown 2007). Again, we can notice a considerably higher number
of areas that have stagnated or lost ground in the fringes of the city regions, particularly east of Greater Manchester (e.g. Rochdale, Oldham and Stockport), but
also places like Ellesmere Port and St. Helens near Liverpool. The real “losers” of
the urban renaissance in the North West, however, can be found in places like Blackpool, Blackburn and Burnley, which are just off the map. While the Index of Multiple
Deprivation provides no conclusive evidence – there is also the theoretical possibility that all neighbourhoods have improved, albeit at different degrees – suburban
towns seem to face increasing challenges. Having said this, despite all the reports
on its buoyant economy, Manchester is currently the local authority with the highest
levels of deprivation.
Our brief analysis of key indicators confirms the wider trend of a renaissance
of the inner cities, but also points at emerging evidence that it might come at a
cost of concentrating a new “problem zone” in working-class suburbs in the innerurban fringe of city-regions. It is here that we find the unfavourable mix of population
decline, loss of industrial employment and increasing deprivation. With few exceptions, the small and medium towns in the spatial in-between, i.e. neither city nor
countryside, seem to suffer. This is not only a problem for the local authorities and
neighbourhoods in question, but increasingly proves to be a national problem, as the
recent vote to leave the European Union has demonstrated: the vote for remain was
generally stronger in the core cities and the prosperous hinterlands of London than
in the suburbs and peripheral regions (Los et al. 2017). We will now look closer into
one of them: the metropolitan borough of St Helens, 15 kilometres east of Liverpool.

Relative change of position of areas for the Index of Multiple Deprivation in the Mersey Belt, 2004-2015

Note: Only showing areas that belonged to the 50 percent of the most deprived areas in 2004 or 2015. Where areas have been split, the change in
position is based on the original base value; where areas have been merged, the change is based on the arithmetic mean of the areas that have been
merged. Although not completely accurate, there were few merged areas with substantially different rankings, and where this was the case these
belonged to the least deprived areas in England.

Fig. 5:
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St Helens: Finding its place in the periphery

St Helens, a local authority district located in the northern part of the Mersey Belt
with a population of about 175,000, represents a typical case of a town on the urban
periphery of a large conurbation. The district is named after its largest town, St.
Helens, but includes a number of smaller independent settlements. The borough’s
area covers about 135 km2, of which more than half is open space, protected by
greenbelt designation. St Helens’ population grew rapidly following the industrial
revolution in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (A Vision of Britain through
Time 2017) owing to its location in the South Lancashire Coalfield, which enabled
other heavy industries to thrive, most notably glass manufacturing. The decline of
major industries, in particular manufacturing and coal mining, has created longlasting structural problems for the borough, facing high unemployment and population decline in the 1980s and 1990s. While the borough has successfully overcome
the trend of population decline – since 2007 the population has been growing at a
modest rate – it is still struggling with the aftermath of deindustrialisation. It is now
facing the typical challenge of an industrial town in a major metropolitan area: how
to regenerate and grow the borough with neither the major assets of a thriving city
centre economy nor the attraction of the English countryside. The example of St
Helens illustrates how the problems are perceived and discusses the responses of
the borough to these trends.
The key challenge for St Helens is to grow the economy and the population.
While population decline was brought to a halt by 2007 (St Helens Council 2016),
growth has been only very modest and primarily driven by a few large suburbanstyle housing developments following on from the designation of the area as MidMersey Growth Point in 2008, a government-funded regeneration initiative. From
a city-regional perspective, one could see this as reurbanisation, although considering the form and density of the new housing, it could also be described as an
example of suburbanisation within the conurbation. In England’s major cities including Liverpool and Manchester, reurbanisation mainly took the form of high-density,
compact developments in the form of blocks of flats in and around the city centres, complemented by in-fill developments on previously developed land (Schulze
Bäing/Wong 2012). Towns like St Helens also saw some development of flats in the
centre in the early 2000s. But unlike in nearby Liverpool or Manchester, these blocks
of flats are fairly low-priced, and being occupied by many short-term renters facing
a big churn of population. In terms of demographic developments, ageing population and young people leaving have been identified as a key challenge. Hence, a particular concern for the borough is the cost of housing an elderly population. The loss
of many manufacturing jobs also contributed to a growth of areas characterised by
multiple deprivation, particularly in the neighbourhoods adjacent to the former industries. St Helens is the 36th most deprived local authority district in England (total
326) and its relative position has deteriorated compared to previous editions of the
Index (St Helens Council 2016). Some areas are among the worst 1 percent in the
country and 24 percent of the population live within the 10 percent of the most deprived LSOAs according to the IMD 2015 (Fig. 4). Unlike some of the deprived areas
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in larger cities with a high share of transient populations, the more deprived areas in
St Helens are fairly stable, and it is therefore going to take a long time to change the
patterns of deprivation. There is a legacy of derelict land which is unsuitable for the
location preferences of new businesses and costly to redevelop for housing. The
unemployment rate is above the regional and national average (St Helens Council
2016) and St Helens is the local authority with the highest share of routine and
manual occupations in the North West (2011 Census). A key challenge is to connect
employment sites with deprived areas, where car ownership rates are low.
These problems are long recognised and St Helens was targeted by several regeneration initiatives from the EU under the Merseyside Objective 1 programmes
and under New Labour’s drive for an urban renaissance in the 1990s and 2000s,
but most of these initiatives focussed on the deprived inner neighbourhoods of
England’s major cities as part of the so-called Sustainable Communities Agenda
(ODPM 2003). This has led to a temporary improvement in deprivation levels, both
for the whole borough and in some of the most deprived neighbourhoods between
2004 and 2007 (St Helens Council 2008). However, St Helens was not included in
the multi-million pound schemes of the Housing Market Renewal (HMR) initiative
addressing failed housing markets, as it did not face the same level of challenges
of poor quality housing stock and dereliction to be found in some other cities and
towns of Northern England.
A particular problem for St Helens results from the increasing emphasis on city
regions and its central, yet peripheral geographical location. This seemingly paradoxical situation stems from the fact that St Helens is located at the interface of
Manchester and Liverpool. St Helens is part of the Liverpool City Region Combined
Authority, while its eastern neighbour Wigan is part of the Greater Manchester
Combined Authority. Before 2010, the regional spatial strategy for the North West
of England provided a structure for local development, including housing designations. Since the abolition of regional institutions following a change in government
in 2010, intra-regional cooperation on planning matters has been a challenge. The
revocation of the Regional Strategy means that there is no regional guidance, for
instance regarding housing development. This was meant to be provided as part
of the Localism Act 2011, which introduced the legal duty to cooperate in planning matters between planning authorities, but this only implies engagement in
a constructive dialogue, not necessarily reaching agreement. St Helens leads the
housing theme within Liverpool City Region, but the relationship with the Greater
Manchester area, including neighbouring Wigan, has hardened since the start of the
new city-regional combined authority for Greater Manchester. Apart from bi-annual
meetings as part of the legal duty to cooperate, there is little contact. Warrington is
not part of these new regional bodies.
Many of the local policy responses are quite conventional, aiming to drive
growth. The borough is currently developing a new Local Plan, which proposes the
release of greenbelt land for new residential and employment development. Most
neighbouring districts have undertaken their own greenbelt reviews, or are in the
process of doing so, with a similar outcome. Warrington, one of the third-generation
new towns to the south, is one of the key competitors for inhabitants and invest-
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ments with large sites under development. New residential development is seen as
the primary driver of population growth in St Helens, with a planned net completion rate of 570 dwellings per annum. The current Core Strategy, the key strategic
local planning document, aims to focus on locations in the core settlement area of
St Helens, with particular focus on the more deprived neighbourhoods (St Helens
Council 2012). In terms of future housing growth executive housing is seen as an
option to attract more affluent residents. These types of development are likely to
be in the outer parts of the borough, increasing pressure on greenbelt land. On the
one hand, St Helens offers an affordable alternative for those looking for suburban
housing locations in the middle of the Mersey belt. On the other hand, many of
those new residents may have jobs elsewhere and may prefer to use retail destinations in neighbouring towns or in suburban shopping centres. Most of the new
employment sites are located near the major motorways, focussing on so-called
“big shed” developments such as warehouses for logistics. While there seems to
be demand for these sites, the employment effects of such developments tend to
be modest and at the lower end of the labour market. Many of the brownfield sites
that were relatively easy to develop have already been reused or converted, while
others are regarded as unsuitable for the type of large-scale uses that are currently
in demand (St Helens Council 2016). The ambition remains, however, to continue
the pre-2010 national policy to deliver locally 60 percent of housing on previously
developed land.
One initiative which demonstrates the effort of places in the urban periphery
like St Helens to define a new role within wider regional territories is the EU Interreg IVb Project PURE Hubs. This project aimed to capitalise on what is distinctive
about the borough’s geographic context, in particular the fact that unlike the core
urban areas of Manchester and Liverpool, large parts of urban St Helens are in close
proximity to open countryside. The project aimed at enhancing the social and economic relationships between urban communities and adjacent rural areas. Within
the PURE Hubs project St Helens Council worked with the University of Liverpool to
transform a rural-urban fringe area of open spaces, agricultural land, woodland and
former industrial sites in the south of the town, into a community-supported leisure
destination. This was branded as Bold Forest Park, within the wider regional Mersey
Forest initiative. The aim was for the area to be attractive to locals, but also tourists
given its accessibility by rail and road from Liverpool and Manchester. An Area Action Plan for the area referred to options including developing mountain bike tracks
and horse riding trails (St Helens Council 2015). Large parts of the area have been
converted from former industrial use into open countryside as an investment in St
Helens’ natural capital, but the hope was also that developing a leisure destination
would have additional positive social, economic and health effects for the relatively
deprived southern neighbourhoods of St Helens.
Initiatives such as the “path to employment” scheme by the environmental charity Groundwork try to encourage households with a history of multiple generation
unemployment in deprived areas to get out every day and work on a regular basis,
by helping to develop and maintain the park. This also responds to health, another
key concern in St Helens, partly due to its past of heavy industries. Another interest-
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ing scheme in St Helens mentioned by the local planners is that a member of the
borough’s planning team is a travel trainer who goes to areas working with unemployed people, showing them how to use public transport, cycling and walking to
link to jobs, particularly in the growing Omega development south of the Borough
in Warrington. In this context, there are also plans for new cycle links through the
area of Bold Forest Park to this area of employment in Warrington located south of
St Helens.
The case study of St Helens is emblematic for the challenges faced by numerous
towns during the urban renaissance and an increasingly city-centric policy focus. It
is a balancing act between the needs of communities experiencing long-term deprivation and raising the socio-economic profile. Like many other towns, St Helens
has severe pockets of deprivation, which could potentially benefit from the new employment opportunities in logistics and similar sectors arising in the borough. At the
same time, these developments reinforce an economic structure centred on routine
and manual employment. Attracting more affluent households to the borough is
clearly the intention of local planners, even if this might turn parts of the borough
into dormitory settlements and not benefit the wider local economy as jobs and retail destinations for these new residents might be outside of the borough. The Bold
Forest Park initiative in the south of the Borough is one attempt to broaden the appeal of St Helens, both for its existing and potential new residents, while potentially
also providing the base for a new visitor economy.

6

What futures for the urban periphery?

This article started with an appreciation of the urban renaissance of second-tier cities, in particular those in economically less prosperous regions that followed in the
shadow of world cities such as London, and reflected how the urban renaissance
unfolds on the scale of the wider urban region. We have carried out a simple geospatial analysis using demographic, social and economic indicators to map changes
in the Mersey Belt since the beginning of the millennium, which was marked by
strong urban policies focussing on the regeneration of English cities, and explored
the consequences for St Helens, a typical town in the fringe of an urban region.
There is strong evidence of reurbanisation in the Mersey Belt, but not if we
apply the exact definition of spatial-cycle models such as by Van den Berg et al.
(1982). Both core cities experience higher growth rates than surrounding local authorities and within cities the highest growth rates are usually found in the centre.
Notwithstanding all definitional issues of core and ring based on relatively arbitrary
municipal boundaries, reurbanisation manifests itself as a relative concentration
of population in a context of growing functional urban regions in the Mersey Belt,
which would concur with the idea of urbanisation. Population data suggests that
the reurbanisation phase was either very short or has been passed over. Reurbanisation in this sense might simply denote that a new stage in the spatial cycle has
begun, highlighting the social, cultural and economic importance of cities fuelling
demographic growth.
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Yet, the analysis of the Manchester and Liverpool city-regions warns us that despite a general context of sustained population growth in the UK and a general climate of an urban renaissance, urban shrinkage and further socio-economic decline
pose a serious risk for a large number of places in the urban periphery. This is not
to say that deprivation is to disappear from cities, nor that all places in the urban
periphery are affected in the same way. Both core cities still rank amongst the most
deprived local authorities in the country. Similarly, the exclusiveness of certain rural communities in the vicinities of cities is protected by green belt, keeping urban
development at bay and house prices high (Sturzaker/Mell 2016). Many dormitory
and industrial towns, however, are struggling as they lack the character and attractiveness of affluent villages and the vibrancy of big cities. Are these becoming
the potential overspill locations for the “victims” of the gentrification of inner cities
(Hochstenbach/Musterd 2017)? What we have observed so far, is a process of levelling out the difference between core and ring, but with very marked socio-spatial
differentiation within both the cities and the urban fringe.
This article highlights the potential issues arising in the urban fringe as a downside of reurbanisation It corroborates findings in other studies suggesting changes
in the demographic composition of cities and their hinterland (e.g. Hochstenbach/
Musterd 2017; Van Gent/Musterd 2016). It requires further and more detailed research on the effects of reurbanisation, for instance using census flow data to investigate the migration patterns of population according to their socio-economic and
demographic properties. It also urges us to critically examine the policy options for
places in the periphery like St Helens and to investigate the institutional conditions
under which policies are being pursued. The current trend of suburban housing
estates and warehouse developments offering mainly routine jobs may exacerbate
the already existing divide between cities and their hinterland, or between urban
and non-urban lifestyles, potentially giving rise to new political conflicts.
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