Not All is Lost on Liverpool Maritime Mercantile City WHS Yet
Gerry Proctor, Engage Liverpool
The expected World Heritage Committee meeting1 in 2020 suffered the same delays as most
other programmed events and meetings since the Covid-pandemic erupted in the world. This
meant that in Liverpool we continued to hope that our city will not be deleted from the list of
UNESCO World Heritage Sites. To a civil society organisation such as Engage it is obvious
that the global pandemic has dramatically affected one of the most important areas of our
economy tourism and the visitor economy. It has virtually ceased, and it looks very much
like nothing will be restored for many months and possibly even years. And add to that the
unknown impact of Brexit upon tourists from Europe and the city is facing a serious and
potentially devastating crisis.
Losing such a prestigious status as a UNESCO WHS at this time would be a disaster a real
loss for the city but also a loss for humanity were that to happen. Our status sets us apart
from almost every other city in the UK and places us alongside some of the most significant
and most visited sites in the whole world. And the world gains an insight into a unique
moment in global history at the height of the British Empire, in the design and build of an
exceptional dock system that was a world-first which led to extraordinary prosperity for the
citizens of Liverpool. The problem now is that our Outstanding Universal Value is under
threat from development proposals, specifically the Everton FC stadium plans within the
Bramle Moore Dock in Li erpool s a erfron World Heri age Si e.
At the time of writing this piece for the World Heritage Watch Report 2021 the planning
application for the stadium has yet to be presented to the Liverpool City Council Planning
Committee and so to some extent we are all awaiting the decision of the Planning
Department on whether they will recommend the application for approval. However, it has to
be said that no one expects anything other than a positive recommendation to be presented
to the elected representatives. And no one expects them to do anything other than approve
it. The nature of politics in the city has for some time been determined by the impact on the
city council of the elected Mayor Joe Anderson, whose influence is widely felt across the city
on many levels. However, in December 2020 he was arrested2 by the police for questioning
in connection with offences concerning bribery and witness intimidation as part of an ongoing
investigation into building and development contracts.
His arrest followed a year of extraordinary turmoil3 within the City Council and in particular in
the Regeneration Department which includes Planning. In December 2019 the Ma or s
appointed Director of Regeneration Nick Kavanagh was arrested4 by police and questioned
over conspiracy to defraud and misconduct in a public office along with a developer from the
city. He was re-arrested5 in September on suspicion of conspiracy to commit bribery along
with a number of other individuals. It is hard to know what if any impact this will have on the
World Heritage Site and specifically on the Bramley Moore Dock proposals. By the end of the
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year the UK Government6 had decided to send in inspectors to review the city and its
governance arrangements7.
During this year with the health crisis and significant local political turmoil the City Council
found time to publish the long-awaited North Shore Vision, that had been taken to Paris for a
preview with UNESCO officials at the start of 2020, and whose virtual launch in September
was attended on-line by Isabelle Anatole-Gabriel (Chief of the North America and Europe
Unit at the World Heritage Centre in Paris) and other heritage officials from ICOMOS and
Historic England. As we described in our report last year there is much to be admired in this
Vision and i is a reall elcome addi ion o he ci s a emp o bela edl recognise he al e
of its UNESCO designation. It received very positive reports in the local and national media8.
The crux of the argument now with UNESCO is really about the decision to start a process
that has deliberately led us to a place where the city, Everton FC and the landowner Peel are
in the strongest position having invested millions in the project and brought most of the city
on board with the public consultation processes. It needs to be said that during these
consultations it was never explained that building inside the largest dock structure in the
WHS Stanley Dock group of docks was not possible within the mutually approved guidelines
and agreement signed by the government and UNESCO. So, it is not about whether or not
we like the design of the proposed stadium or the concept of it being on the waterfront, but it
is the very idea of it being compatible with the nature of the WHS and the decision everyone
made to protect its OUV (Outstanding Universal Value).
And the answer was known to all those who started this process, which does include Mayor
Anderson (who is a strong supporter of the team), the landowner as well as the football club.
There are no innocents here and during the years when this process was allowed to run
unchecked the prevailing narrative coming from the Town Hall was that progress and
development trumped everything and that UNESCO must not be allowed to stand in the way
of this project. It is only at the last minute that some have begun to realise that there is after
all some value in the designation that we are threatened with losing. And the North Shore
Vision is part of that new effort to try and bring UNESCO and other heritage bodies to allow
this development because everything else we will do in the future will be compatible with our
being a World Heritage Site.
It is also a sad reality to note that most people think ha if he proposed s adi m doesn go
ahead the dock will remain abandoned and desolate for ever
hich of co rse isn r e. It
will take some time for land values to rise and the setting itself improve (it has a rather
unsightly northern border with a working dock) in order to bring forward proposals acceptable
to the landowner and also economically feasible for any potential developer. But it will be
developed in due course. However, the city is now in a position where it has already
prepared people for he loss of o r s a s and he Ma or s s ppor ers are in he press
regularly making the case for the stadium and agains he heri age lobb 9, so should that
happen the blue half of the city (Everton FC s colo rs are bl e and Li erpool FC s red) ill
jubilantly welcome the stadium and most people will agree that development is what is
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needed right now. Few sadly will mourn the loss. The UNESCO narrative that values our
being part of a global humanity by making a unique contribution to it no longer plays well in a
society driven by nationalist populism.
Engage is not the first or the only civil society actor to point out that had the city and
landowner wanted to invite Everton to build a new stadium on the waterfront they actually
had land available that would not have caused any fuss at all with the WHS status. But they
chose to offer the football club the water-filled largest dock in the complex which in itself
would have no monetary value for the landowner should it remain an open-water dock space.
And he ci s Ma or lo ed o poin o he r h ha his oricall Li erpool al a s infilled i s
redundant docks and built upon them (the famous Three Graces at the Pier Head being a
case in point).
Having personally attended the World Heritage Committee meetings in Krakow (41st session
2017) and Bahrain (42nd session 2018) I have seen for myself the political nature of the
Committee meetings and noticed how blocks will form to support certain countries no matter
what they have done to damage the OUV of their World Heritage Sites. I suspect Liverpool
will become a victim of any geo-political anti-UK or anti-western feelings that might be around
when our case is brought to a vote. We should think about what I also picked up at the
sessions, that the west is held to standards that other countries are not expected to follow.
The decision on Liverpool might now be made at the postponed 44th session which should
take place in June/July 2021 in Fuzhou, Fujian province, China.
Engage would understand a negative decision from the World Heritage Committee, but we
kindly request the World Heritage Committee not to delete Liverpool from the World Heritage
List on its 44th Session but rather postpone such a decision to a later point in time after the
decision-making process in the UK has been finalized. There is a strong possibility now that
should the Planning Department recommend approval to the Planning Committee, the UK
Government will be asked to call it in10 for a full report from an inspector before they make a
decision. It is one of those things that the body that has the final say in our planning process
isn Li erpool Ci Co ncil b HM Go ernmen in Wes minster.
Everton FC have now submitted their final plans11 o he Ci s planning depar men and he
revised drawings show some changes12, notably the removal of a car park from the eastern
edge of the site facing the River Mersey (figure 1) and its replacement with a much better
stepped piazza overlooking the river which will be both a fitting start and end of an extensive
walkway along the full length of the river13; this has meant that fans will now have a covered
entrance to the turn-styles along the river entrance to the ground (figure 2); and the height of
the roof has been reduced14 and the area around the ground has been decluttered with
energy-efficient power sources being moved to the roof of the stadium (figure 3). And Mayor
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Anderson has announced that he will withdraw15 from the forthcoming postponed elections in
May. That might make a difference too! Engage seriously hopes that both the Government of
the UK and UNESCO ambassadors will consider the ordinary citizens of Liverpool who
desperately want to hold onto our status and who have always valued the decision made to
inscribe our city as a World Heritage Site in 2004. The people remain but the politicians and
developers move on.

Figure 1: View of the central west stand. Source:
https://www.business-live.co.uk/economic-development/top-everton-official-speaks-out18918733
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Fig. 2: A view from the southwest. Source:
https://royalbluemersey.sbnation.com/2020/8/26/21402765/everton-new-stadium-delaylatest-bramley-moore-designs-planning-application-unesco-world-heritage

Fig. 3: A drone view of the planned Everton Stadium from the south. Source:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-merseyside-53999295
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