“A Great LEP Forward ?”
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When it comes to dealing with government - central or local - business people tend to adopt the Greta Garbo principle; they want to be left alone.

But even the most devoted free marketeer knows that in areas like Merseyside public agencies and taxpayers' money do have a role to play in supporting enterprise and growing local businesses. 

The Coalition Government is scrapping the North West Development Agency. 

In its place will be Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) including one for the Liverpool City Region. 

Business Minister Mark Prisk told MPs last month the new LEPs would be “legal, formal entities” whose job would be “to encourage strong local leadership and promote economic growth.”

LEPs will take the lead in areas such as employment, planning , infrastructure and even housing. In Manchester (first out of the blocks as usual ) the local partners already have their eyes on control of tourism, inward investment, business support and science & research. 

This is big stuff. And big sums of public money are involved. Alas, the public is not. These  changes will matter to every business and every citizen. But too few of us have been paying attention. 

Membership of LEPs, said Mr Prisk, “must be equal between business and civic leaders.” But if we're not careful, the LEP for Liverpool and its economic hinterland will end up looking like the old Merseyside County Council minus the democracy. 

Liverpool doesn't need another cosy arrangement between district councillors and self-appointed business leaders. It's vital the new body is accountable and transparent. The LEP's priorities should be topics for public debate. Its performance should be subject to proper scrutiny.  It's called “democracy” and it's powerful stuff.

Of course the LEP must be “business-driven” and strive to create a vibrant enterprise culture. But political leadership matters, too. “Partnerships” can do lots of things, but they cannot enthuse, inspire, drive or dream. 

You can't crusade by committee.  And a crusade is what we need right now to create the smarter, better-trained and better-connected Liverpool we all want. And that crusade will need a standard-bearer. 

The Government is already committed to having an Elected Mayor in Liverpool by 2012. The idea floated by, among others, City Council leader Joe Anderson of a directly-elected “Mayor for Merseyside/Greater Liverpool” to lead the LEP deserves proper consideration. 

If the Liverpool LEP is to fulfil its potential then the people it serves must be on board, ideally with someone we choose at the helm.
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