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_____________________________________________________________________
Summary – The “Credit Crunch” has obviously had an effect on the Thames Gateway (TG). As has happened across the country, house building in the TG has ground to a virtual halt, with buildings under construction being slowly finished but few new starts planned for 2009. However with the slowdown also comes opportunity. Those who are in for the long term have always seen it as a 25-30 year project, although 30-40 years are now being mentioned. Sensible developers have built a couple of recessions into their business models. The current recession gives the opportunity for some more careful planning and also the chance to aquire assets and for land assembly, at a reasonable cost, so that better development could be possible in the medium term.
Whilst house building has slowed, there has been no reason to slow down any developments that were not due for completion for at least 2-3 years as long as the expectation is that the recession will not last longer than that. Developments that are linked to the 2012 Olympics, like Basildon Sporting Village, continue apace as do medium term developments such as the London Gateway Port (starting building in 2009), the new Southend United development (scheduled completion 2010) and the redevelopment of Southend Airport. The Regional Strategy Review of Lakeside is not due for completion until 2010 and so that continues. The test may come later in 2009 if the recession shows no sign of ending. 
Of more concern may be questions about sustainable living. All house building is supposed to be virtually carbon neutral by 2016 but there are issues as to whether this is achievable. Is that standard technically achievable and, even if it is, can we build to it at the volumes planned and at a viable cost?
The Main Events of 2008 – The year started one month after the TG Delivery Plan was launched by the Prime Minister at the Thames Gateway Forum 2007. In the intervening month the CEO of the TG Unit at DCLG, who had been in post only a year, resigned! Issues concerning leadership have continued all year. The TG is now the responsibility of the new Homes & Community Agency (HCA) but the announcement that there would also be a 14 strong TG team at DCLG, prompted press speculation of a continuing tension, denied by both HCA and DCLG.
During the year the final approvals were given for the London Gateway Port and the final East of England Regional Spacial Strategy (RSS) was produced. The final RSS contained no surprises for TG South Essex. The one major issue concerning Lakeside Development was deferred for a seperate review. The RSS should have been finalised in the summer but there has been a legal challenge, which does not effect the TG aspects of the RSS, but this now has to run its course.

Projects that are now well under way include the implimentation of the TG Parklands Vision, the Royal Opera House Production Campus at Purfleet, site preparation at London Gateway Port and a number of educational initiatives.
The Credit Crunch (Economic and housing) – Ebbsfleet Valley has been officially opened but you will be hard pressed to find many residents. In one South Essex development area the house completions rate was less than 60% the required rate and in the same area there are 15 house sellers to every buyer. The Regeneration Agencies foresee no improvement in 2009 and little chance of the required rate being reached for some time. 
Three particular issues relate to housing:
· One Regeneration Agency estimates that the money that can be obtained from developers for infrastructure and community facilities (Section 106 Agreements) is currently running about 65% down and that developers who already have agreements are seeking to renegotiate. Who will fill the gap or do we develop vast new housing areas with no facilities?

· It is also reported that “brown field” developments are currently uneconomic. Developers are only willing to build on “green field” sites in the present climate. This is particularly serious as the majority of TG development are planned to be on the many redundant industrial sites that cover the area.
· The move to sustainable development becomes even harder in the current climate. All housing is supposed to be developed to the carbon neutral Level 6 standard by 2016 but at each level the costs increase and the technology is harder to find. (There is a particularly large jump from Level 5 to Level 6) It is unlikely that any developments above Level 3 are economic at present. There are also issues about the definitions of the various levels – would they ever be commercially viable or technically possible? There is some review work going on at present and the result will be interesting to see – will they be made more viable or just watered down?

However, as mentioned, the current slow down does give an opportunity for more careful planning and preparation. The long term result could be better although the short term is painful.
Meanwhile on the commercial side the current recession has not yet made major inroads. South Essex Local Authorities report businesses surviving and the retail side holding up with few unoccupied units. Their feeling is that the back office functions and the more middle market retail offerings which predominate in this area may survive better than the more high profile London businesses.

The 4 Major Projects – The most visible largescale projects across the Gateway that we are likely to see in the next few years of development are:

1. The Olympics/Stratford City. The Wesfield development of a new shopping centre which sits between the new International Cross Channel Rail Station and the Olympic site is rapidly taking shape. It is still scheduled for completion in 2010 and with it’s proximity to the Olympics looks to be fairly recession proof. There is also massive progress on the Olympic facilities with the main stadium already taking shape. Questions do arise about whether the current economic crisis will lead to some of the planned legacy facilities being built as tempory structures instead and whether more of the assets will have to be sold commercially to repay public funding.
2. Barking Riverside. Development of the first phase of almost 2,000 houses is due to begin in 2009 and and it looks as if this will happen but with few of these houses sold in the private sector. However the longer term development of a further 9,000 houses was thrown into confusion with the Mayor of London’s announcement that the development of the DLR extension through this area would not go ahead. This area does not have any reasonable public transport at present.
3. 
London Gateway Port. The final, overall, permissions were given during the year and the planning authority expect to start to receive planning applications in the first half of 2009. Providing the capital is available (and it is funded out of Dubai) then they should be able to work to the original schedule and start to come on line in 2010/11 when the UK, hopefully, starts to come out of the current recession. However cargo ships are now being laid up so this may cause a slow down in development.
4. Ebbsfleet Valley – This is a 20 - 30 year project and the developer, Land Securities, business plan always assumed a couple of recessions in that period. (I suspect they would have preferred not to have one at the very beginning of the project) The planned housing is 10-11,000 units and although the site is now open very little is currently being built.
South Essex – The local authourities and the regeneration agencies are still fairly upbeat about the long term prospects although they accept that things will proceed at a slower pace for the duration of the recession. Each of the areas has at least one major project to celebrate while another of the Local Authorities, CastlePoint, has been confirmed as an Olympics site with the transfer of the Mountain Biking to Hadleigh. 
The Parklands Vision – This was announced in 2007 and the Vision documents were published in 2008. “The vision for Parklands is holistic. Water landscapes and urban areas are included as well as green areas that are more conventionally seen as landscapes. A countinuous Parkland landscape what reaches into each Thames Gateway community is envisaged, and is about making green and open spaces part of people’s everyday lives. The Parklands vision acknowledges the Estuary’s industrial and funcional past, and its strategic importance as the engine room of the regional economy, now and in the future.”
The approach of providing a vision but accepting the reality and the need to work from where we are and in many directions with a number of different approaches is probably realistic and achievable. The motto is “One vision, a thousand projects”. Already in excess of £10m has been announced for 5 significant South Essex projects ranging from wetlands to green entrances to towns. The documents look impressive, let’s hope the delivery can live up to them.
The “Eco” Agenda – Eco issues are part of a worldwide agenda and the idea that TG should lead the way among developed nations is admirable. In 2008 the Government published a prospectus called “Thames Gateway Eco-region”. This document comes with the signatures of the Ministers from DCLG, Housing, Environment and Energy & Climate Change. An eco-region is defined as a place where:
· local communities shape, lead, own and benefit from sustainable development

· economic, social and environmental ambitions and actions are integrated and mutually supporting

· high environmental and ecological standards are sought for existining and new development and in making best use of natural resources

· innovation in response to environmental challenges is fostered and spread, as an exemplar for others to follow, and

· a wide range of partners – local, regional, national, international and private, public, academic, third and community sectors – collaborate ambitiously to support and embed sustainability.

The prospectus is said to be an invitation to all stakeholders to:

· engage with us [government] and the new HCA in further refining and enhancing the eco-region vision and developing it into a deliverable programme
· work together to implement the actions we propose for starting to make the eco-region a reality
· explore opportunities in your own policies and programmes for making further contributions to realising the vision
The prospectus then paints a picture of what would be the stucture of an eco-region covering environmentla economic opportunities, community involvement, environment, flood risk, energy usage, sustainable infrastructure, waste management, transport and sustainable development. It ends by bringing it down to the local level by painting a picture of an eco-quarter – a small local community and what it might look like.

The prospectus is very comprehensive and certainly covers the ground and sets the challenge. Have we the will to implement it? And that must mean all of us looking at how we live and the resources we consume! Do we consider it our problem or other people’s?
New Government Structures – In 2007 it was announced that English Partnerships, The Housing Corporation and the regeneration delivery functions of DCLG would be merged into a new organisation the Homes & Communities Agency. As this required legislation the launch was planned for spring 2009 but in the event this was accelerated and the new agency came into being on 1st December 2008. A 14 strong team remains in the DCLG with the stated brief of coordinating Government Depts. to ensure that TG requirements remain a priority.
Sir Bob Kerslake (the HCA CEO) and his team have been very active over the last few months and general opinion seems to be that they will be an effective and dynamic team. However questions arise with regard to the TG. The new structure has a TG Strategy Director in the Head Office Structure but all delivery is through the Regional Directors who are not in the same reporting line. This means that TG delivery will be through three different Regional Directors! For South Essex this will be the East of England Director who, we assume, will be based around Cambridge and South Essex has has always been a long way from Cambridge in all sorts of ways. We wait to see how it all works out.
(For more details about the Thames Gateway, up to date news and links to other sources, please visit my web site – www.thamesgatewaychurchofengland.com)
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