                                    SELLING OUT ‘THE SINGING CITY’

Like so many one-size-fits-all pronouncements, the BBC’s cost-cutting plans for local radio will turn out to be damagingly disproportionate in their proposed presentation – taking little or no account of the social and cultural needs of the most vulnerable members of our dynamic multi-cultural community – the old, the lonely, the blind, the infirm, the jobless and low earners etc.  The very heart of the disinherited 99%.   Not forgetting of course the house bound, who depend profoundly on their local BBC station to keep in touch with their local community, backed up by the ‘A’ team call centre. In total, an all-round dependable neighbourly ‘friend’ and lifeline. 

Polls have established that substantially more people listen to Radio Merseyside than any other radio station outside London.  Local listening far supersedes that of commercial and other BBC stations.    It goes without saying that, for many, Radio Merseyside is their one, and often only station of choice.   

A comparable line of reasoning can be formulated in favour of maintaining rather than terminating an important social and cultural interface with listeners, in which local radio is supremely effective because it is local – essentially the continuance and development of what is misleadingly classed as ‘specialist’ music, with all its elitist undertones. What we are really talking about is diversity and choice -  reflecting and meeting the diverse needs of a diverse listening public many of whom are  physically and economically incapacitated from visiting the innumerable venues on the Merseyside music scene and thereby dependent on local radio for their musical needs – but local, certainly not regional.    

Correspondingly they are as loyal to their local music as they are averse to a daily routine of commercial pop music.  Furthermore, live music, as experienced on the Liverpool scene and Merseyside in general, is internationally recognised as being quite distinctive.  Reflecting Liverpool’s longstanding struggle against adversity during which the music has flourished with its own characteristics of resistance, reminiscent of other longsuffering and beleaguered musical cultures - The Gypsies, The Jews and Cajuns - mentioning but  a few.  Just imagine the riotous upshot there would be if some higher authority forbade local radio stations in New Orleans to play blues, jazz and its like.

For it is in times of economic downturn, that music to the Scouser, far from being a mere leisure pursuit, is pure sustenance – the food of the soul.    As a Facebook contributor neatly puts it, music is not specialist - it’s essential.  In fact it is the illustrious BBC Archives that have given us the historical evidence for this claim.   A documentary film – The Singing City – which describes how in 1965 urban regeneration tore the heart out of the City of Liverpool- emphasises in no uncertain terms the importance of music in raising the City’s resolve and determination in times of crisis.    Google – BBC Archive – Singing City.

This was the very era in which displaced families, dispatched to Kirkby and Speke in the days of slum clearance, would on a Friday and Saturday night return to their old pubs in   Scotland Road or Park Road for a spirited, and no doubt spiritual, uplifting sing-along.  These family and neighbourhood gatherings subsequently became a ‘nursery’ for many of the budding musicians and comics at the time, whose success we revere today. 

One can see why Liverpool won the hearts of those who awarded it the 2008 European Capital of Culture. With of course the help and co-operation of Radio Merseyside and its listeners and contributors. But long before 2008 the stage was set for the current vibrant and inventive music scene we know today – covering all aspects of performance – from the Philharmonic to the Zanzibar. And not least of all, the inspiring multicultural bottom-up leaderless social enterprises – from the Casa to the Kazimier. Supported by endless Festivals - music, poetry, dance, theatre, fine arts, etc. etc.  

The key word in this current cultural upsurge is collaboration – and Scousers are good at that.   Harking back to the days of sail, when the sailors sang with much passion and enthusiasm their work songs - the sea shanties – during which a culture of collaboration developed between sailors that kept the ship afloat during storms and gales. A life saver.   The Liverpool repertoire of sea songs now sung worldwide at Sea Festivals, were very much influenced by immigrants from Ireland and the Caribbean.  Similarly the singing Welsh and the jokey Irish shaped Merseyside’s cultural distinctiveness.  

This very day Merseyside and Liverpool is brimming in all the arts – often coming together to produce spectacular multi-cultural events seldom seen outside London or Paris.  Something which BBC Radio Merseyside and its music, has an essential, rather than specialist, role.  Let’s keep it that way.   
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