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Capital values

A year before they are due to begin, the Olympic games have had a dramatic physical effect on east London. The economic effects are less tangible
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From moonscape to landscape

FROM an electronic billboard at Piccadilly Circus, David Beckham invites you, on behalf of Samsung, to “nominate your local hero to carry the Olympic flame”. Nearby, Horse Guards Parade is currently closed for a beach volleyball tournament, a trial run for the games. To some local disgruntlement, test competitions in eventing and the modern pentathlon shut chunks of Greenwich Park, a few miles to the east, over recent weeks. Though they are still a year away, the 2012 Olympics are hard for anyone in London to ignore.

In the West End and Greenwich, the Olympics should ultimately leave few traces. In the poorer East End, the hub of the games, they are meant to make a lasting mark. London’s bid for the games promised that “the most enduring legacy” would be the regeneration of its rundown eastern districts. “To do this to that part of London without the Olympics,” says Tony Travers of the London School of Economics, “would have taken 50 years.” But how valuable will the legacy really be?

When London was awarded the games six years ago, much of what is now the Olympic Park was a dirty, unsightly scar. It is still not pretty, but moonscape is becoming landscape. Five of the park’s six sporting venues, as well as the press and broadcasting centres, are already complete. The last arena, for swimming and diving, is due to be ready by July 27th, exactly a year before the games begin. 
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Much has also been done to make Stratford, on the eastern side of the park, easier to reach. The Overground, a once grubby railway that crosses the Olympic site, has new infrastructure. An extension to the Docklands Light Railway is due to open this summer. Overall, almost £9.3 billion of public money—twice the government’s first estimate—was set aside for preparations in 2007. Of that, the Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA), overseer of the main building works, expects to spend £7.25 billion. Much of the rest is for security.
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But durable economic effects, as opposed to physical ones, are so far hard to spot. Newham, the borough which overlaps most with the Olympic Park, has London’s lowest employment rate, stubbornly around a dozen percentage points below the average (see chart). According to the ODA, 25% of workers on the park live in the “host boroughs” (Barking and Dagenham, Hackney, Newham, Tower Hamlets and Waltham Forest around the site, and Greenwich, across the Thames); but no one knows how many of them have moved in only for as long as the work lasts.

Perhaps that is not surprising, given the temporary nature of jobs on building sites and the local shortage of skills. More hope for lasting work rests on Stratford City, a complex of shops, hotels, offices and homes looming above Stratford station, where Europe’s largest urban mall is due to open in September. Stratford City would probably have been built without the games, but not for another five to seven years, according to Westfield, its Australian developer. Most games-goers will walk through it. Volterra, a consultancy commissioned by Westfield, estimates that eventually 20,000 people will work there. Together with Westfield and its retailers, Newham council is screening locals for jobs in the complex. On some days it sees as many as 250 applicants.

Eventually the park is supposed to provide both jobs and homes. The Olympic Park Legacy Company (OPLC), the body due to take it over, plans 8,000 homes, including plenty for families, to add to the 2,800 flats in the Olympic village: it will seek a developer for the first of five residential areas in the autumn. A school for 3- to 19-year-olds will open in 2013. The OPLC has lined up a tenant for the stadium and has invited bids for other properties. The Wellcome Trust, a medical-research foundation, has bid to take over the whole park.
((M&C: Barcelona 1992= 2.400+200+200= +-2.800 habitatges-London 8000!!))
A marathon not a sprint
And the government envisages high-tech companies, which have already clustered in Hackney, across the park from Newham, spreading into the park and south to the Royal Docks, where a 125-hectare “enterprise zone” was created in March. New businesses in the zone will pay reduced taxes for five years—though Sir Robin Wales, Newham’s mayor, thinks ministers should have been more generous, for example by allowing firms to set capital spending against tax straight away. 

Having too few people in work is not Newham’s only problem; too many who have jobs leave as soon as they can (though the new family homes in the park may help). In Hackney, by contrast, more people are both working and staying. Its employment rate, once even lower than Newham’s, is now above the London average (see chart). Jules Pipe, Hackney’s mayor, says this has “nothing whatsoever to do with the Olympics.” Cheapish property and ample bandwidth attracted people and digital start-ups; improvement in schools, he says, has encouraged families to remain. “Parents with means to move are no longer abandoning the borough when their children turn nine or ten.”

A huge pre-games music festival in Hackney next year could make it trendier still. The games, the park and Stratford City may yet give Newham the lift its image and economy need. But it will be a long haul. 

