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The Development of City Cultural Economies and Quarters

Manchester is now recognised as one of the UK’s most creative, innovative and enterprising cities, but as recently as 1990 this could not have been said. Since that time, Manchester’s success has been built on strong strategic planning, both for the city’s new economy, its cultural life and for the overall regeneration of decaying urban areas. Without ‘new work’
 in the creative industries and a distinctive cultural economy, Manchester would not now be recognized as a leading dynamic urban economy. 

In the 1980s Manchester’s economy was in decline, the professionals and middle classes were leaving, the city itself was relatively inert and uninteresting - there was even a policy of closing down licensed premises in the city centre. However, several interesting things were happening: 

· The rise of the Madchester scene, dating from the late 1970s, led by Mr. Tony Wilson, the Happy Mondays, Joy Division, the Hacienda and Factory Records. 

· The beginnings of regeneration in Castlefield led by the local developer Mr. Jim Ramsbottom. 

· The setting up of the Manchester Institute for Popular Culture (MIPC) to explore the connections between city identity, popular culture and the new economy.  

· The work of the Central Manchester Development Corporation along the Whitworth Street Corridor, and the emergence of the gay village around Canal Street.

· The slow beginnings of revitalisation along Oldham Street led by Afflecks Palace , Urban Splash and Mr. Tom Bloxham. 

· The emergence of a network of young design professionals and architects such as Nick Johnson and the architect Ian Simpson.

All of these events were of crucial importance in what was to follow. By the late 1980s, local and national economic development agencies recognised the importance of the creative and media industries (film, television, photography, video and related sectors) as an important and developing  sector of the city-regional economy. A study of these industries – perhaps the first of its type in the UK - was published in 1988 by the consultancy Comedia
. This set off a train of interest in the creative industries, and later notions of the cultural economy and the creative city. Even so, by 1990, as Manchester was gearing up to bid for the 2000 Olympics, it was evident that there was no bigger picture in place, no strategy for developing Manchester’s economy and cultural life. 

In 1991 Urban Cultures Ltd, together with ppartnerships, was appointed to prepare Manchester’s Arts and Cultural Strategy. The original brief was for a fairly standard arts plan. We decided to challenge and develop this brief to include the cultural industries (production), the cultural economy (consumption and cultural tourism), café culture, the 24 Hour City, cultural quarters, the public realm, good urban design and architecture. This seemed quite natural at the time, for we were also working on the creation of Temple Bar as Dublin’s Cultural Quarter
.

The strategy took a year to develop, and was a big investment for Manchester at that time. The strategy was entitled ‘Manchester First’, because it was the first urban cultural strategy of its type in England and Wales, but also because Manchester has always been a pioneering city in theatre, literature, invention and innovation. The document
 set a framework for much of Manchester’s revitalization ever since. Other factors were important – the Olympic Bid in 1992, City of Drama in 1994, the IRA bombing of and the subsequent redevelopment of the Arndale Centre, the 24 Hour City initiative led by the MIPC and Urban Cultures. But the Cultural Strategy formed the basis of Manchester’s City Pride Bid, several arts lottery projects, the relaxation of licensing laws, the explosion of café culture and the overall drive towards mixed use and the creation of distinctive urban quarters. 

Taking the example of new cultural buildings, between 1994 and 2002 Manchester developed the Nyrex Arena (1995), the Bridgewater Concert Hall (1996), the Lowry Centre (2000), extended the City Gallery (2002), opened the Manchester Museum, rebuilt the Royal Exchange Theatre and developed “Urbis”, a museum of cities. It also made key investments in developing the capacity of existing and nascent arts companies such as the Chinese Arts Centre and Cornerhouse. In addition, the Manchester Creative Industries Development Agency was established in 1998 to encourage and promote the development of businesses in new media and other creative industries. The strategy also recommended the creation of four cultural quarters: Castlefield as Manchester's Museums Galleries and Attractions Quarter; Oxford Road as Manchester's Theatreland and stepping out strip', with a vibrant evening life; Oldham Street as Manchester's alternative nightlife and retail area - since promoted as the Manchester Northern Quarter; and Ancoats as a Cultural Production Quarter. All of these have been followed through in the context of mixed used residential areas, close to the city centre.

This discussion of Manchester’s cultural strategy and cultural revitalisation suggests some possible wider lessons that may apply to or otherwise be helpful for other cities, cities who similarly are recovering from economic restructuring, are looking to develop their cultural economy and profile, or are keen to grow new wealth creating sectors. 

Manchester endured a long period of economic decline culminating in a slump, but followed by a unique burst of creativity. The turnaround was only made possible by a strong city leadership operating within a clear and directed cultural policy. Reservoirs of creative talent based on traditional skills, cultural innovation and the presence of three major universities in the city were essential to the early growth of the creative economy, as was the emergence of a new breed of locally-based entrepreneurs. This was in essence a fusion of popular music and fashion in Manchester in the 1980s, and later in television production, pop videos and commercials. Thus the convergence of popular music, fashion, film and television productions (and eventually digital art) was made possible. In addition, historical traditions of live music (the Halle Orchestra and the Northern Conservatorium) and theatre (a pool of actors, stage directors and technicians) and literature (scriptwriters) played their part, as did a steady supply of fine art students, photographers and commercial artists. The availability of inexpensive property, brought about by sub-urbanization and disinvestment, as the middle classes fled the city, allowed new businesses to co-locate in previously unfashionable areas. This in itself helped in the emergence of a network of local design professionals. Clearly all of this could not be known and predicted in advance, contingent as much of it was on the right people being in the right place at the right time. And yet, Manchester’s cultural strategy itself turned out to have been unique and innovative, in that it enabled the city to move into a new economy based on the convergence of new technology and the arts.
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URBAN CULTURES LTD: PROJECT EXAMPLES 





Blue Circle Properties Ltd (1995-98)


cultural development strategy for North West Kent


		


Bristol City Council (1992)


City arts strategy, with Boyden Southwood





Gateshead Metropolitan Borough (1996)


East Gateshead Development Strategy, with EDAW. Culture and Urban Regeneration Strategy. 





Government of the Republic of Ireland  (1992)


Temple Bar as Dublin’s cultural quarter, development strategy





Laganside Development Corporation (1997/98 and 2002)


area regeneration strategy and master plan for the Cathedral Quarter, Belfast, with EDAW. Cultural Development Input, Urban Design and Evening Economy. 





London Borough of Hackney (1992)


Made in Hackney – an arts and cultural strategy





Honeysuckle Development Corporation (2003)


Proposals for a combined waterfront and cultural precinct and animation agency 





City of Manchester (1991-94)


Manchester First – city cultural development strategy


Manchester Northern Quarter – urban cultural quarter development framework





City of Melbourne  (2003)


Drafting of Melbourne’s arts and culture plan





Newcastle City Council (1996)


Grainger Town Area Development Strategy, with EDAW, cultural development, evening economy, street life.





City of Parramatta  (2005)


Developing Parramatta as a cultural city





City of Perth  (2005)


Redesigning Perth Cultural Centre as an urban cultural quarter, with HASSELL 





Sheffield City Council (from 1995)


Area development and management framework for Sheffield Science and Cultural Industries Quarter (1997/98) with EDAW
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