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The physical development and renewal of east London, and in particular its myriad redundant 
industrial areas and massive swathes of brownfield land, have been at the heart of  its 
regeneration ambitions for decades. These ambitions have not been short of big compelling 
concepts - Thames Gateway, Arc of Opportunity, Water City, Digital peninsula. Now ‘Central 
London is moving east’. These have all rolled off the tongue and (briefly) quickened the pulse. 
But while striking major development has happened, notably Canary Wharf, the developments 
tend to be isolated and separate. As yet they have not seen the emergence of the more 
comprehensive ‘new quarters for London’ which planners and developers  promised.  
 
This is quite a challenge for London in two ways. The creation of a new quarter around 
Stratford, and the acceleration of renewal more generally in the Lower Lea Valley and more 
widely across east London, is central to London’s Olympic legacy promise of transformation. 
And the successful creation of an attractive and  liveable east London is central to the Mayor’s 
growth strategy in the London Plan, where a large proportion of London’s population growth 
over the next 15 (yes, 15) years, is centred on parts of east London in which currently very few 
people with a choice really want to live. 
 
To explore this, the seminar brought together two people with deep experience of the planning 
and development of east London over several decades: Martin Crookston, who as head of 
Llewellyn Davies planners led the team that drafted the original East Thames Corridor report in 
the early 90’s, and has worked on numerous studies and projects for a wide range of clients, 
most recently advising LBTower Hamlets on the Olympic site legacy; and Eric Sorensen, Chief 
Exec of LDDC, and then the London Thames Gateway Partnership, being only two of his 
extensive contribution to regeneration policy and practice 
 
They took a lively audience through a history of both the different strategies which have been 
adopted over the years to attract and direct new investment into the area, and the various 
structures which have been used to give some drive to the process. Between them several 
themes came across clearly: 
 
This is difficult and it is going to take time. The ten year target of the LDDC, set up, almost 35 
years ago, now looks absurd 
 
Perhaps as a result, big plans needed to be treated with caution, particularly at the level of 
detail they often try to express. Eric wondered what had happened to the Thames Gateway. No 



one could offer an answer. Big plans are not a solution but perhaps a platform for iterative 
piecemeal evolution 
 
At the same time they need to be grounded in realistic market expectations and an 
understanding of their relation to their surrounding areas and to central London. Martin 
pondered the realism of planning what was actually a very differentiated area stretching from 
inner to outer London, as a single ‘arc of  opportunity’ 
 
There was little discernable ordering of the opportunities at a strategic level, or sense of where 
to focus competing investment in the best interests of east London’s future. There is no 
apparent development strategy accompanying the arrival of Crossrail. The potential strategic 
roll out of Tech City was not being addressed. 
 
Overall there was a strong sense of a strategic deficit, less in terms of plans - given the 
nervousness about big plans - but about strategic urban management. This creates an 
interesting and challenging context for the LLDC. Ownership by the Mayor and a concern that it 
should integrate successfully with its surroundings, offers something new and different. But it 
needs also to work out the future role and contribution of the Park to the reshaping of east 
London as a whole. This is not something the LLDC should be expected to resolve itself. It needs 
to start asking hard questions from its neighbours and the GLA about what the big picture 
should look like. At this point, the Mayors Olympic Opportunity Area Framework came in for a 
lot of stick.  
 
Eric finally provided some thoughts about Docklands successes and failures and how these 
might help steer some of the decisions of the LLDC.  Think about the people. Learning the 
lesson of the Docklands Highway through Poplar, the isolation of the site remains its biggest 
challenge, and the severance of the roads that surround it.  
 
And regardless of strategic challenge, the complexities LLDC faces in managing its immediate 
agenda was reflected in much of the discussion from the floor, with arguments about local 
access to employment, and the redevelopment of Carpenters Estate, generating most of the 
heat. 
 
 


