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This was the first of a series of seminars sponsored jointly by University of East London and the 
London Legacy Development Corporation. Their purpose is to generate an informed debate 
about the actions and policy that might help to take forward the Olympic ambitions to 
‘transform east London.’ 
 
We began by looking first at what long term legacy means, and where better than Barcelona, 
whose legacy is widely regarded as the most (the only?) successful Olympic legacy model. Prof 
Francesc Munuoz of the autonomous University of Barcelona spoke about what he called 
‘tangible legacy’- the physical works and infrastructural investment reshaping the physical and 
economic structure of the city, which continue today 20 years after the Games.  His colleague 
Berthe Cerezula, spoke of the ‘intangible legacies’ –the motivation, inspiration and confidence 
which the Olympic moment brought to Barcelona, how they have kept this alive, and how it 
continues to be of relevance today. What Barcelona appear to have pulled off is the integration 
of the ‘tangible’ and the ‘intangible’, whereby the urban transformation which Barcelona 
continues to pursue today is still seen as part of the project which the Olympics spawned.    
 
Prof Munuoz himself asked the key question: ‘but what value can a world city like London draw 
from the (albeit successful) experiences of a modest European regional centre like Barcelona 
whose Olympic moment was over twenty years ago?’ 
 
The answer turns out to be – ‘actually quite a lot’. The Olympics marked a turning point both in 
how Barcelona saw itself and its future, and how it organised itself to realise these aims. The 
‘tangible’ programme began with strategic infrastructure fundamental to the modern operation 
of the city – expanding the airport and building a ring road, followed through with its famous 
parks and open spaces programme, further transformations of other neglected or redundant 
parts of the city, and transport renewal, where the current focus is on a new high speed rail 
station. The ‘intangible’ programme began at the same time focussing on education in 
particular, helping Barcelona resident’s to develop a better understanding and knowledge of 
how their city works, and how they can engage with the processes and direction of change. 
Thus the Olympic turning point continues to motivate and shape the process of change in the 
city. 
 
The resonance of this for east London is very strong. East London, particularly beyond the Lea, 
has always been metaphorically (and literally), detached from metropolitan London, lying 
beyond the administrative boundary of London as recently as 1962 and the advent of the GLC, 
and separated from it by the profound physical boundaries of the Lea floodplain and the 



Thames. Since the closure of the docks and the decline of its massive industrial base, its 
economic role has been unclear and its regeneration elusive and piecemeal.  
 
Like Barcelona, the Olympics has offered a potential watershed in its aspiration to reshape its 
own future. While the impact of the tangible investment in east London, being focused on one 
relatively small part, will inevitably be less strategically influential than was Barcelona’s, there is 
no doubt that the creation of a new world class market real development site at Stratford, 
alongside the advanced delivery of Stratford City and the commitment to Crossrail, all of which 
can be laid directly or indirectly at the Olympics door, opens wholly new opportunities for the 
region. And like Barcelona, east London, with its demand for ‘Convergence’ has begun to 
articulate its own aspiration and intent, alongside a greater self confidence and even sense of 
destiny, all prompted by the Olympic moment.  
 
Barcelona was able to grasp this opportunity. It had the political will, the institutional capacity, 
and, as is now clear, a clear headed long term view of what the process entailed. 
 
This is where the east London context departs from Barcelona’s. We don’t have the institutions 
to plan and implement the kind of programme equivalent to Barcelona created. The Mayor has 
voluntarily abandoned his implementation body, the LDA, and anyway, the willingness of City 
Hall to favour one part of London over another, in more than rhetorical flourishes, is actually 
very limited. We have created a Legacy Corporation to manage the future of the Olympic site, 
but while this is necessary, it is not sufficient for the wider task.  The Host Borough Unit is a 
thinking rather than doing venture, and inter borough cooperation remains tricky. 
 
And we don’t really do ‘strategy’. When we do get our ducks in a row – Jubilee Line, Channel 
Tunnel Rail Link, Stratford City, Olympic Park,  Crossrail, this tends to be more by luck than 
judgement, particularly now that the relatively little known figures who orchestrated this have 
now departed the scene.  If or when Eurostar will ever stop at Stratford ‘International’, or that 
essential Thames road crossing is finally built, is a mystery even to the Mayor.  
 
So if east London wants a legacy that begins to deliver its ambitions, the questions stand out 
very starkly:  

 How to develop a capacity and institutions to take this ambition forward?  

 What to do next in terms of a strategic programme?  

 And how to keep the Olympic inspiration alive and continuing to crackle as it did in the 
summer of 2012 

 
The challenge for east London is greater still, as the discussion which followed the 
presentations illustrated. Not only are we trying to modernise, or re-tool, east London for the 
21 century, we also have fundamental equity ambitions to address the social deficit which 
exists between the east and the rest of London. The Barcelona speakers were frank about the 
limited tangible equity outcomes arising directly from the Barcelona Olympics, and about the 
wealth which is required to access some of the famous waterside apartments which the Games 
helped to generate. But they were confident that the prospects and opportunities for the city 
and its residents were far greater now than they had been in 1992. 


