Development of the East of England:

How can we avoid throttling the goose?

Collecting our thoughts

This was a thought provoking, balanced and positive day, and it was pertinent that the key organiser of the event had recently re-launched itself from being a preservation society to becoming Cambridge Past, Present and Future, since today’s success of Cambridge and its sub region reflects its rich legacy of the past, which is the potential driver for the city and the regional economy’s success in the future.

Rather than attempting to summarise each of the excellent papers I will draw on a selection of their insights to focus on the agenda set out by Steve Cox (EEDA) as challenges as the region looks to the future. These I have summarised as:

1. Establishing a low carbon economic vision towards a sustainable future

2. Maintaining, creating and shaping enjoyable, high quality places

3. Thinking laterally to create innovative solutions to delivery

4. Harnessing wider opportunities through innovative thinking.

Steve implored us to ”lead and feed, but not throttle the goose”

So what defines the goose? 

What makes Cambridge and its sub region so special? The Cambridge “phenomenon” is well documented. From today’s discussion I gained two insights which may help to understand the goose. Matthew Bullock (Norwich and Peterborough Building Society) gave us a riveting insight from a financier close to the coal face of how the region’s economic network might be visualized, to show its strengths and opportunities. Matthew warned of the dangers of concentrating on the footloose multi-nationals, and identified a class of enterprises he described as regional clusters. Between local and national firms the regional cluster is made up of firms managed and usually owned from within the region, providing intermediate, business-to-business, goods and services of a specialist nature initially within the region but having the ability to rapidly internationalise sales to a customer base that is predominantly national or multi-national. These enterprises co-locate, and cluster around sources of supply or, less frequently, demand. The Cambridge cluster is around the supply of University research, and Yarmouth/Lowestoft has an emerging cluster around oil and gas. Across the region there is an emerging pattern of clusters, composed of a bio-science corridor from Norwich, through Cambridge to Welwyn/Stevenage, and a west/east axis around food and water in the fens to ICT at Ipswich/Martelsham in the East, with Cambridge at the intersection. Clusters traditionally have developed, such as the wool industry in West Yorkshire, and prospered, and the unable-to-adapt have declined. Cambridge uniquely has shown resilience, shifting from ICT, through the dot com businesses to the bio-sciences. This class of enterprises is a valuable asset for the region’s future. They are robust, have a commitment to the area, contribute to the local economy, and create wealth by providing services outside the region.

The second special attribute which came across strongly from the day was the quality of place, values and lifestyles. The enthusiastic response to Sir Richard MacCormac’s presentation on density recognised the quality of neighbourhoods created by ”compact” communities. The response was not defensive but a celebration of good design and quality, as part of a wider agenda of place making and shaping.

How did the day respond to Steve’s four challenges?

1. A Low Carbon Economic Vision

Thankfully, sustainability and climate change were not singled out as special but permeated across all discussions. Gareth Dalglish (Natural England) reinforced the need for integrated and holistic thinking.  Sir David Rowlands (former Permanent SecretaryDfT) looking ahead was clear that budgets for new work would be limited. The pressure would be on thinking “smarter” and using existing resources more effectively. We will have no option but to think sustainably, by exploring innovative new structures that integrate local, sub regional and national thinking through informal partnerships inspired by relevance and a recognition of the benefits of collaboration rather than statutory processes.

Could we espouse a new paradigm around using more effectively what already exists, and developing a new vision and set of values? The north and east of the region, with its focus on food, the arts and the”slow” movement, is creating an alternative economy focused on lifestyle whilst connected globally electronically.

2. High Quality Places

ChrisTunnell (Arup) explored alternative urban forms, and recognised the emerging phenomenon of the city region as a network of distinctive places well connected by both public and personal transport. I would argue that our perception of the city is made up of distinctive geographical areas, walkable and with a strong identity of place, which are networked across a sub-region for economic success. The twenty-first century city could be re-envisioned as a low-density city in a high-density landscape, with high-density nodes (1). To meet the population growth predicted for the region, I would argue for a combination of approaches including:

· The intensification of the use of existing resources by overlapping functions, sharing and time tabling activities over wider periods of time.

· Adding space to existing buildings and sites as well as infilling and adding larger developments on under-used or disused sites. Richard MacCormac showed how when new infill was appropriate densities could be increased and the quality of place improved. The approach presented and the tools he had developed for the HCA allowed communities to rapidly visualize opportunities, options and outcomes, and speed up the planning process.

· New stand-alone settlements are attractive in that they shift the potential concerns about change away from existing communities; once planning is agreed they can be built quickly and they are “new”, reflecting our latest thinking. However they have a high upfront capital cost to provide the infrastructure and need at least 40 years to become a diverse social community.

              Redefining our definitions of how, when and where we work, learn, and spend our leisure 

              could allow us to reframe the challenge of growth (2).

3. Innovative Solutions to Delivery

David Rowlands made a strong case as we look to the immediate future to see the big picture but “think small and think smart”. Professor Colin Lizieri (Dept of Land Economy University of Cambridge) showed the potential opportunity of local community infrastructure levies (TIFS) to reinforce local commitment and pride of place through local investment in bonds and savings. The banking crisis has triggered a willingness to question perceived wisdom and rethink developers’, investors’ and consumers’ expectations. Looking to continental Europe shows the outcome of a society less concerned with home ownership and better in capturing increased land values directly for their local communities and the subsequent quality of place.

Perhaps we need to engender a culture that celebrates the taking of responsible risk, and embraces “upside down thinking” to innovate both new physical forms and operating and governance processes.

4. Innovative Thinking

My short presentation describes StrUD (Strategic sub regional Urban Design), a CABE advisory group which I contributed to, set up to look at how design could be used to envision planning policy and manage the process of continuous change.
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