Interview: Mersey People: Michael Heseltine 


MH
I’d been involved in Liverpool for some 18 months when the riots of 1981 took place. And I felt a personal responsibility and I felt that we had to take a very serious interest in the problems and the causes. I asked Mrs Thatcher if I could take time off from the responsibilities of cabinet to literally walk the streets and talk and listen and investigate, so I spent those three weeks there and I devised a programme, it had some 30 odd action points I think. One of them was to clean the Mersey from the source to the sea. 


I love the people of Merseyside, I love the children, it was like being a Pied Piper, they would come out in their fives, tens, fifties, hundreds and they had a wonderful waspish sense of humour. They used to get me to sign my autograph which they would then go off and sell for 50p to their mates in school. But of course there is a characteristic on Merseyside that they’ve got such a sharp wit that whatever happens, they have the funniest explanation, quickest. Of course the press love it. This gives off an image of Merseyside, or Liverpool that doesn’t always do them a lot of good. 


The Mersey got to me, I was there for three weeks and my hotel room overlooked the Mersey and late at night after what was a long and arduous day, I used to look out of my hotel window, when I was alone and everyone else had gone and I saw this huge, majestic river, flowing through this great British city and I just felt ashamed that we’d… this was the river that had given life to that part of England, it was the source of the wealth, without it there would have been no Liverpool and yet we had treated it with total and utter contempt and disinterest. It was an open sewer. And I just felt deeply sad that we hadn’t realised what an enormous, valuable source it was. And that’s where the idea came, we must make good the degradation of decades, centuries. 


I suppose I love rivers, I love birdlife, I love the natural habitats, I love fishing and I get enormous satisfaction just looking at the flow of it all. But as a politician and I suppose as a businessman, I know the wealth that that river has created, I know the history, or I know something of the history for which it’s been responsible, it opened up the New World. It had some pretty less happy experiences as well. But this, in the history of our country was a contributor of enormous significance and I felt a debt to that river. 


I think that the Conservative Government in 1979 was a pace setter in environmental policy. But I don’t distinguish between job creation and environmental standards, I think the two go together. If I take the obvious example of the Mersey, if you’ve got a stinking sewer running through large urban areas, no-one will take the opportunity to develop alongside it or to create jobs alongside it or to live close to it but if you can clean it and give it back its life, then it becomes a huge beneficial ((horse?)) for good. 

When we decided to clean the Mersey, the obvious set of problems were first of all that it was in a terrible state, secondly that it crossed many authority boundaries so no one person was in charge. It was obvious that if you were going to just clean bits of it, then you wouldn’t have any real effect because the other remaining bits would continue the pollution. So it was necessary to set up an organisation that embraced the whole of the source and the flow of the Mersey. In the Northwest the other day they were telling me about the seals and about the numbers of species of fish and the birdlife, well its only a start, there’s a long way still to go. But of course, it’s going in the right direction now. 

I think for me in the end it will always be the Albert Dock, I got there just in time to stop them knocking it down, it was the first symbol of renaissance and it is a breathtaking building. 

The Mersey’s on the mend, it is now a generator of wealth, of happiness, of opportunity, it’s got a long way to go but I will always take pride that perhaps I took the initial decision to reverse the downward trend. 
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