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day motion and the Pathfinder was born, Nevin was
seconded to work with the civil service to develop its
framework. Nine sub-regional partnerships were
established (later becoming 10) and were allocated
£2.2 billion up to 2011. 

Many critics of HMR argue that the community
woes can be traced back to longstanding local
authority neglect, combined with anti-social
behaviour from a minority of residents and poor
management by housing associations and absentee

private landlords.  
Nevin’s theory was that for several decades,

housing markets had been affected by social and
economic changes taking place at city and regional
level – issues such as industrial decline and racial
segregation. He felt that some urban areas needed to
be “strategically reshaped” in order to create
sustainable neighbourhoods.     

“We mapped all the areas at risk and showed there
was a substantial number that were very vulnerable.
That showed quite a large hole in the government’s
housing and urban regeneration strategy,” he says.

“If you take somewhere like Seedley and
Langworthy in Salford as an example, you went from
the early 1990s when there were relatively low
vacancy rates and reasonable asset values to 1997,
when people’s homes were worth maybe £5,000 and
there were 30 per cent vacancy rates. There were
properties in north Manchester which had undergone
an £80,000 refurbishment yet were unlettable, and
which have subsequently been demolished.

“The population of east Manchester had fallen from
200,000 to 30,000. If we were going to regenerate and
give it a sustainable population base, we had to get
people moving in.

“In Liverpool too, people were going out faster than
they came in. It wasn’t about the condition of the
stock, but more about what was on offer. Even in the
poorest communities, people who wanted something
different from a terrace with a yard were having to
move. These were the kinds of issues we were
grappling with.”

To get developers interested in these areas,
subsidies had to be given. And while a handful of
innovative refurbishment schemes were attempted –
notably Urban Splash’s “upside down” terraced
houses in Salford – the level of grant needed meant
the economics were unrepeatable in his view.

Nevin readily admits that the Pathfinder scheme is
“far from perfect” and that some areas have been
better than others at consultation, planning and
delivery. He acknowledges that there are concerns
about affordability for some displaced owners and
admits that compulsory purchase orders (CPO) public
inquiries “probably are” loaded in favour of the state.
He would like to see challengers being given legal aid
to pay for barristers to make the process fairer.

Nevertheless, he is convinced that the majority of
people affected by clearance will end up better off as
a result. “I’ve been to public inquiries to argue in

favour of CPOs and I always have a lot of respect for
those residents,” he says. “People feel they are being
treated unfairly, and that it’s their fundamental
human right to live in the home they’ve paid for. The
elderly often have worry about equity and about
taking on new financial products.

“I wouldn’t start to pretend that there haven’t been
consequences for those people but my view would be
that they were in danger of being left with nothing at
all if we hadn’t intervened. This is not about
gentrification or social cleansing. Really, it comes
down to a fundamental question. Should we leave the
market to sort problems out in a rather haphazard and
sometimes damaging way or do we think intervention
is acceptable to enforce minimum standards?”

Nevin feels that the HMR scheme has been
misrepresented by critics both within academia and
the media, and says he has yet to hear a credible
alternative. He rejects the view that the markets
would have recovered organically. 

“These areas were beyond organic regeneration –
these markets had failed. People who wanted to move
out often couldn’t sell or give their properties away.
The people I met when I first went around Seedley
and Langworthy were really quite desperate but these
voices have been lost in the debate.”

That notwithstanding, it is inevitable that some of
the Pathfinders will see their budgets slashed, but
financial insecurity has actually beset the programme
from the start. Long-term funding was never set aside
for HMR – with none agreed at all after 2011.

It is highly unusual for a 15-year scheme of this
kind not to be given indicative budgets to work
through but Pathfinder bosses get their renegotiated
funding allocated in three-year tranches. 

The effect of this has been an undermining of the
ability of regional partnerships to work quickly and
efficiently. The result has been staggered and
sometimes badly managed acquisitions programmes,
slow progress and frustration for many residents. 

Nevin says: “I really can’t explain why this has
happened but it has caused many people to question
what the commitment to HMR is. Actually the
commitment has been unswerving, even in this
financial disaster and with these public sector cuts on
the horizon. 

“There is really strong commitment from the civil
servants who I talk to and the MPs affected by this –
Jack Straw in Blackburn, Hazel Blears in Salford, John
Prescott in East Hull, all very senior ministers –
would not still be onside if they felt the programme
undermined their constituency support. 

“But this lack of a funding envelope has added to a
sense of uncertainty and an inability to do proper
financial planning. Without that certainty and
urgency from government these things drag out for a
very long time. This was never the plan when we
started. The idea was to have learned from the past
and not engage with long drawn-out processes again,
but unfortunately that’s where we’ve ended up.”

Long-term funding was never set
aside – with none agreed at all
after 2011

Nevin’s roots
Brendan Nevin experienced
housing clearance as a child,
when his family was moved
from Bootle in Merseyside to
Skelmersdale during the 1960s
regeneration frenzy. They
moved to Stoke-on-Trent when
his father found work in the
Michelin tyre factory and later
settled on a council estate in
King’s Norton, Birmingham,
now undergoing regeneration.
“Wherever we went, they
boarded up the windows
afterwards,” he says. “Friends
sometimes unkindly suggest
the two are related.” In 1985
he started work in a housing
and homelessness agency, later
moving into local authority
housing, consultancy and HMR.

“This was never the plan when
we started. The idea was to have
learned from the past.”

BITN 815_19,20 (nevin):BITN 772_20,21 (orbit)  11/3/10  16:19  Page 20


