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Tenant representatives met on 27 April to discuss local jobs for local people, and
particularly the ways in which their communities have been impacted by past and
ongoing changes to London’s economy. Representatives were joined by two speakers
— Prof Mark Brearley (Vital OKR, Kaymet London Limited) and Kay Ballard (Tower
Hamlets Unite Community), who shared a historical and contemporary overview of
industry and work from Pan-London and Thames-specific perspectives, respectively.
Video (Mark) and audio (Kay) files of their presentations are linked below and can be
found in the ‘Publications’ section of the London Tenants Federation website.

Comments by tenants and the Q&A session following the presentations are detailed
below.

Tenants shared about significant changes to their respective areas and why they
were interested in learning more about changes to industry — and related
employment opportunities — in London:

- I’ve lived most of my adult life in Leytonstone. I am quite interested in the ways in
which this area has changed, certainly post the Olympics, in relation to not only
housing but jobs as well. I recall a time when I used to go to Hackney Speedway in the
70s and 80s and the whole of the Carpenters area was a massive industrial estate
with foul-smelling chemical and paintworks. The pattern of jobs has no doubt
completely changed, from people doing industrial manufacturing work to retail and
whatever else goes on down in the Olympic Park.

- I have a general interest in what kind of jobs that especially working class people
have available to them in a borough like Hackney, and how different it is to what was
even in 1977, when we still had small factories, and when there was a large directly
employed council workforce that had good working conditions and wages. How have
things deteriorated since then? I’m interested in it from a planning point of view also.

- It’s been interesting watching over the years as families develop and youngsters move
on. There’s a lot of pressure to make apprenticeships available, but from the
youngsters who are around, I get reflections that the jobs aren’t very good and
actually lead nowhere. And we know more recently that the schemes are being used
to finance very senior executive training rather than help the young people. So I’m
interested in how this is playing out and the implications on the mix of people and

https://youtu.be/c5lLYmvMdAE
https://londontenants.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Kay-Ballard_Industry-along-Thames_normalised.m4a#
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what happens to the youngsters, in particular: are the schemes actually helping them
genuinely remain in the Camden community?

Question/Comment and Answer Session:

KEY:

Q Question
C Comment

MBMark Brearley
KB Kay Ballard

(1) Q: You talk a lot about pressure on London. Is it not that our whole national
economy is too focused on London? Should we not be promoting ‘levelling up’, ‘pushing
stuff out’?

MB: That’s a big question. Quite a bit of the historic process was inspired by ideas of trying to
push economic strength to other parts of the country, to try to push businesses to other parts
of the country. I don’t know whether it works — I suppose the delicate answer should be that
I think we should focus on all of it. I don’t think London’s industrial economy is in the
category of what should be pushed to other parts of the country. It is relatively fragile in
many ways.

C: I wasn’t thinking in that direction, but was thinking about pushing some of the
financial activities out regionally rather than have it concentrated in the City and Canary
Wharf. Having a mixed city.

MB: I certainly believe that mix is important. And if you say ‘A good city has everything’ as a
guiding principle — and certainly the fear of ‘Parisification’ is very real, it’s what happens if
you let it go too far in the segregation outwards of some activities and the total city gentrifies
— that’s a big worry. At the same time, I don’t know if you can move part of the London
financial services cluster elsewhere and not suffocate it.

(2) C: I’ve lived in Hackney for 48 years, and I’ve really seen what you are saying. You
can get anything and everything, especially under the arches by the back of London
Fields. Now, what is very interesting is that you have young people doing the same kind
of craft, but it’s really very expensive.

(3) Q: I can remember a few years ago, people reporting on how the Opportunity Area
was changing the Old Kent Road area and how dangerous it was. And the small
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businesses all along the area were being driven out. And the developments that were
going to replace them were huge developments of market housing — very little housing
that actually meets the needs of ordinary Londoners — and big office blocks. From what
you’ve been saying, some of those developments are no longer going ahead. But have
these small businesses already been driven out, and is it therefore large businesses that
are going to come in and replace what was going to be big market-driven
developments?

MB: There has been a significant loss, but it’s still only a minority proportion of what we had
10 years ago that has gone. But it’s clear that certain categories of businesses go first. The
ones that are at the bottom of the hierarchy of what they can pay tend to go first — so we’ve
lost a majority of the repair economy. All the vehicle repairers, the taxi repairers — most are
gone already, the rest are departing or just giving up or retiring. That’s striking and
disturbing.

I was predicting at the start: be careful, because this is what is going to happen. The places
with the most diverse economy, as is the natural way in the places with the older stock of
buildings — the post-war ones that have gone kind of shabby and were in multiple
ownership — were the places that were easiest to for developers to target, versus places from
the 80s with more established institutional businesses with long tenancies. So instead, all
these dodgy people go around to the old industrial areas with the small businesses and they
find some owner-occupiers and they try to charm them with big figures, or they try to
threaten them — you want to sell to us quick because you’ll get Compulsory Purchased. They
come up with all these stories, and slowly the area starts falling apart. They do deals with
owners and start evicting the tenants.

If you look from the start, we’ve ended up with the places that are the most precious — and
that include the most seeds for future flourishing of the whole — the most hurt. And of
course, the people that will sort themselves out, and will pay what they need to pay, do tend
to be the biggest businesses. It’s all the more localised stuff, the businesses which can grow
from the area, which will find it harder. You have to be able to pay £30/ft2 if you’re in the Old
Kent Road now, and if you are a car repairer, you can’t stand to spend more than £5/ft2. So
you just forget it, you’re gone.

(4) Q: I wonder, is there an answer? I suppose there isn’t, is there? Because
fundamentally, what we are talking about here is what drives this development and this
historical process? I mean, what do we want? Maybe more integrated planning? Like
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everything in this country, there is no looking to the future. We do everything in five
year cycles. There is no infrastructure investment.

What do we want? Where do we see ourselves in 25, 50 years’ time?

MB: What do we want? That’s a big question. I would think we could build consensus around
a mixed and diverse accommodation. The kind of filigree-ness that takes that down to every
locality, every high street setting. And I think that there is a recognition that there are uses
that, if they wanted, you should try to find a way to satisfy that need. Of course, that’s
fundamentally what planning is supposed to be about. If there is an answer, planning is an
answer. Because the other answer just isn’t on the table as an option. The other answer
would be free market but we are so many million miles away from that, no one advocates it,
no one accepts it, it’s just preposterous. The market is so intervened in and butchered that
the only answer to make things work well is planning.

C:We used to have a system that worked. It was organic. People moved around
between tenures. The idea of making housing a market was, fundamentally, one of the
biggest mistakes this country has ever made. Housing is not a market, it’s infrastructure.
It’s a complete and utter con that’s been perpetrated on ordinary people, and it has not
served them well. We’ve now driven ourselves down a cul-de-sac of owner occupation
and the complete destruction of social and truly affordable accommodation.

MB: One thing I can say is that I don't think a city like London has ever experienced the
situation it's in now where you've got broad consensus around severely constricted land
supply — the city can't spread — and you've got very rapid growth, and that causes every
intensifying competition for space. And then you've got all kinds of other things thrown in to
distort the market, like huge incentivizing and subsidising of housing, anything to do with
education or health. We all worry about the budgets being big enough, but roughly speaking,
the government cheque book will come out if there's a need for school.

So if we’re in this constrained supply situation, and you are a business, then you're somewhat
down the pecking order of affordability and you can't compete with all that. If the council
wants to build a school, then forget about building a factory. We can't not have education.
But this is why it's not a free market. Planning has to intervene because it is better than the
free market in figuring the needs of an area.

(5) Q: What kind of policies are needed to support industry and manufacturing jobs in
London?
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MB: Planning has to get its act together. There has to be a much more subtle way of
understanding what there is and what's needed. There needs to be greater seriousness about
using planning, particularly using planning designation, to intervene in the market. When you
look at the policies, you've got nearly a third of the industrial land across London that has no
designation at all. There's no planning designation. So it is all up for grabs. And there isn’t
any idea about what kind of geography is wanted.

We want a diversity of scales. You might want a giant logistic thing with 200 trucks a day to
be somewhat segregated off from the other stuff it might have an impact on, right? But
people live at the day-to-day scale of things. We want people to be able to have all sorts of
different businesses, including ones that happen in little sheds and workshops and all of that.

You need to have an idea for all that and drive it through the policy and the designations.
And there's no sign of that happening at the moment. It's a bit the same with high streets,
where there just hasn't been enough thinking about it for decades.

KB: It’s purely an issue of political ideology. They could do a million or one things tomorrow
if they wanted to. They just choose not to.

(6) Q:What policies are needed to address the gig economy and related job insecurity?

KB: There's a million one things I could strengthen the law. They could actually enforce a lot
of the laws that we've already got. You don't need new laws. When I used to tell my children,
don't do that or you're not getting this, I could then turn around and give them another
threat or I could enforce the first one that I put down in the first place and not give them
what they wanted.

So it's purely political — it’s about ideology and political will. And while they're making money
out of it, what's the point? What's the point of strengthening workers’ rights and increasing
their compensation when they’re making money off of the ridiculous rents that people are
being forced to pay? And it’s especially bad with gas and electric — with rent, you can
theoretically go somewhere else but with gas and electric, where do you go? It doesn’t make a
difference if you go from one supplier to another. That’s ransom.


