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Matter 3C:  Casinos

Is Policy W8 consistent with guidance contained in PPS11?

1 Some of the points raised during the consultation process have been to suggest that, as currently worded, Policy W8 does not follow the guidance contained in PPS 11 and in particular, paragraph 1.17

2 Considering the guidance contained in PPS11 it is clear that it is intended that RSS is the appropriate vehicle for identifying the “broad location” of regionally significant development such as a regional casino and that broad location may be as specific as a “town or city centre’.  The guidance does not specify that several locations may be required.  Indeed Policy W8 has indicated that three locations were considered suitable but that Blackpool was considered to be the first priority because it has a “less buoyant and diverse economy “ than the other options.  The Regional Assembly has considered the advantages and possible regenerative effects of a very particular type of regionally significant development and applied the guidance appropriately.

3 The remaining issue regarding PPS guidance is that Policy W8 as written, is not criteria-based.  The guidance suggests that locational criteria should be set out in the policy.  It does not specify that these criteria should be based on any particular aspects, such as viability, regeneration and tourism benefits, accessibility and contribution to wider sustainable development principles as suggested by some objectors.  It also does not suggest that criteria to facilitate the identification of specific sites through the LDF/planning application process would be required.  In order to introduce a criteria-based wording, as requested, the policy should specify that Blackpool should be the first priority with Manchester and then Liverpool as subsequent locations providing that :

· such development is allowed only where it will, individually or collectively, not undermine the vitality and viability of casino based, resort regeneration in Blackpool.  

4 RSS for the north-west as currently drafted, takes into consideration the possibility of casino development in the context of its overall economic strategy, having regard to its tourism policies and the NW Tourism Strategy, and has concluded that despite three locations having been considered suitable for regional casino development, Blackpool is the priority location.  This is entirely appropriate within the scope of PPS11.

Does Policy W8 pre-empt the findings of the Casino Advisory Panel?

5 Some objectors have argued that the identification process for regional casinos is outside the RSS approval process and it is not appropriate to pre-empt the available options for future Regional casinos in the NW through policy requirements.  Furthermore it has been suggested that Policy W8 is too inflexible to respond should the Casino Advisory Panel decide that an alternative location to Blackpool in the NW is more appropriate for a regional casino and could place an artificial embargo on the implementation of such permission.

6 Since RSS is a strategy that takes the North West to the year 2021 it seems appropriate for tit to give proper consideration to the location of any casino development tat might be proposed within the region.  The Casino Advisory Panel is due to report to government by the end of 2006.  There can, however, be no certainty of the outcome, or the form of it, and it would represent a lost opportunity and a derogation of responsibility for RSS to have avoided the issue.  The final outcome of the government’s consideration of the casino issue it is only likely to be at odds with Policy W8 if Manchester is chosen but not Blackpool.  Since the initial scorings of the Casino Advisory panel placed Glasgow in last position, this is an unlikely outcome. 

Should Blackpool be given “priority” status over other suitable locations?

7 The issue of whether Blackpool should be given “priority” status over other locations is at the heart of the objections to Policy W8.  This priority designation was based on research undertaken by Pion Economics in 2004 for NWDA, NWRA and GONW to examine both market capacity for regional casinos in the North West, the potential variation in impacts for a ‘standard’ development at different locations in the North West and to assess different casino configuration ‘scenarios’.  Policy W8 has been amended since the original draft following representations with the effect of reinforcing the preference for Blackpool as the location most likely to benefit from regional casino development.

8 ReBlackpool does not disagree that Manchester, or Liverpool, would be suitable locations for regional casino development.  Indeed certain casino operators would prefer such a city location with a large ready market of doorstep gamblers and business visitors.  It would be a more certain proposition for them.  New East Manchester has stated that it considers viability to be crucial to the success of any casino location.  This is exactly the point.  ReBlackpool is impressed by the resurgence that is taking place in Manchester and the positive benefits that agencies such as New East Manchester have helped to promote.  In its response to questions posed by the Casino Advisory Panel, Manchester refers throughout to how the benefits of a casino would be additional to and building on the successful regeneration that is already taking place. East Manchester Resident’s Forum, in its letter to the Casino Advisory Panel, looks forward to the benefits that a regional casino would bring to New East Manchester, in particular “we are impressed by the additional facilities that will…add to what is already available at Sportcity.”

9 Blackpool’s case is that it has been unable to diversify its economy in recent years and that it has come to the conclusion that its future lies in tourism as it always has.  Numbers of visitors are declining year on year, the number of nights stayed has declined to the extent that average small hotel occupancy rates hare now at an all time low of about 22%.  Average weekly wage in Blackpool is £100 less than the national figure, the 4th lowest gross annual wages of anywhere in the Uk, with 41% of jobs part-time compared to the national average of 32% and 22,00 in economically-active age groups who are workless and some wards with over half of households having no one in work.
10 The decline of Blackpool as the nation’s favourite seaside destination is not just a local issue, the repercussions extend over the Fylde coast and into the whole region and is justifiably a matter for consideration by the regional agencies tasked with spatial and economic planning.
11 Blackpool Council, together with NWDA, ODPM and DTI have concluded that trend of Blackpool’s decline has reached an almost critical point from which there can be no return unless there is drastic and urgent action.  To this end Urban Regeneration Company, ReBlackpool has been established to deliver a Masterplan at the heart of which is a cluster of regional casinos that will provide the catalyst to kick-start a regeneration process across the resort core, spreading benefit into local businesses, bringing about social improvements. . Incremental change will not reposition Blackpool in the market place and will not therefore halt the process of decline.

12 New East Manchester has referred for the need for casino locations to fulfil sustainable planning objectives.  It is ReBlackpool’s case that nothing could better meet sustainable development than providing local jobs for local people with the prospect of a sustained economic viability, in a location where there is already substantial investment in public services and a an existing sustainable transport system in the form of a tram.  

13 Mention has also been made of the need for proximity to an airport.  Blackpool airport’s passenger numbers have risen from 43,000 in 2003 to 500,000 currently and are expected to exceed an annual total of 1m during 2007. Ryanair, Jet 2, and BNWA have connected Belfast, Dublin, London Stanstead, Girona, Alicante, Palma, and Murcia to Blackpool and have confirmed additional routes from Amsterdam, Prague, Faro, Malaga, and Tenerife for Winter 2006/2007.  Blackpool Airport is implementing a development plan that has the potential to accommodate 2.3m passengers by 2010 and 3.1by 2015. The new owners are examining the commercial potential of casino development and are engaging with potential casino operators to exploit this important gateway to international tourism. Ryanair has stated that it will fly 3 flights per day from Dublin if Blackpool succeeds in winning the regional casino licence. The airport’s owners have also succeeded in securing capital funding commitment for airport/route development from the NWRDA. The NWDA and Lancashire and Blackpool Tourism Board are jointly funding marketing campaigns aimed at bringing people into this part of the UK.

14 The decision to direct private investment to Blackpool in preference to other locations and regions where there are already energetic private investment programmes will ensure that the value of the complementary public investment in infrastructure renewal and premium site preparation, committed through the URC, is maximised and the overall potential burden on public finances is substantially reduced over both the short and long term.

15 The creation of a self-sustaining resort economy in Blackpool is dependent entirely upon the creation of market conditions that will generate private investment interest and sustained high levels of private investment.  The decision to pilot regional casino development in the UK provided Government with an opportunity to direct private investment to an area where private investment levels are too low to sustain the economy and decline is establishing a dependency culture and growing burden on the public purse.  Regional casino development will provide a substantial and unprecedented injection of private finance and much more. It will change private investor perceptions of the place, bring additional private inward investment and, crucially, transform the resort’s own view of its future prospects. This will remove the short-term, often seasonal, perspective which local businesses apply to investment decisions and which is feeding a self-fulfilling decline spiral.

16 Alternative options to bring this about were considered, costed and validated by Regeneris and Amion on behalf of both Blackpool and the Regional Development Agency as a precursor to setting up the URC.  The next best option to the accepted, casino-led regeneration proposal results in considerably poorer outcomes with significantly fewer jobs, and less economic impact at a significantly higher cost to the public purse.
17 There are simply no alternative drivers within the leisure sector, at this critical time in Blackpool’s history, that have the catalytic power and potential to transform by establishing entirely new attractions and encouraging existing owners to invest at the level necessary to refresh and secure the long term future of existing iconic attractions such as Blackpool Tower.  The possibility of regional casino development presents an opportunity that Blackpool must simply seize if decline is not to reach a position from which resort regeneration is not practicable. 

18 A decision not to award priority for regional casino development in Blackpool would rob the town of a unique opportunity for renaissance and would require Blackpool to recast its regeneration programmes, focus on the needs of the resident population and the actions and measures associated with a strategy of managed decline.  The simple truth is that, although Manchester and Liverpool may be equally suitable locations for regional casino development in the eyes of the development world, these towns are already emerging from the economic challenges of the past and they have other options for growth.  Casino development would be no more than an added extra for them that would not affect their rightfully earned resurgence.  The loss for Blackpool would be to require a complete rethinking of regional and central government strategy and will bear heavily on the public purse in capital and revenue terms, in the short and long term and would completely undermine URC status for inner Blackpool.

19 Conversely, as many of the respondents in support of Policy W8 have stated, the emergence of Blackpool as a viable and prosperous international resort would be of benefit to the Fylde coast and the whole North-West region.  Manchester and Liverpool have nothing to fear from such a renaissance.
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