Olympic hurdle
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By Charles Williams 

London's Olympic bid requires 500 acres in the Lower Lea Valley east of the capital, but assembling it isn't going to be easy.

London's bid to host the 2012 Olympics may not be tripped up by arguments over transport infrastructure or the relative merits of arch-rival Paris, but by the more basic hurdle of land assembly.

The London Development Agency has unveiled its masterplan, but only owns about 15% of the 500 acres (202 ha) it requires in the Lower Lea Valley.

It is estimated that 300 businesses could have to relocate and 250 landowners may have to sell up – and not all are happy to go quietly. Hermes has locked horns with the LDA and is refusing to sell its successful Bow Industrial Park which lies near the proposed site of the main 80,000-seat stadium. It owns a total of 250,000 sq ft (23,225 sq m) within the Olympic bid zone.

This comes at a time when the LDA is courting the private sector to deliver the comprehensive post-Olympic legacy plan and regeneration potential the International Olympic Committee will be looking for when London's bid is formally presented at the end of next year.

Advised by a CB Richard Ellis team headed by Chris Lacey, the LDA is buying up the predominantly industrial land in the area as quickly as possible. Its first significant move was the £10m purchase of the 12 acre (5ha) Hackney Dog Stadium site on Waterden Road in January. More recently it has bought about 18 acres (7.3ha) on Carpenters Road from industrial developer the io Group, which had earmarked the land for a small-unit centre.

The masterplanning consortium is led by consultant EDAW and includes architects HOK Sport, Foreign Office Architects and Allies & Morrison. Jason Prior, regional vice-president of EDAW and head of the team, says: 'We are trying to do this by open negotiation and discussion, but if we have to use compulsory purchase orders (CPO), we will. But this isn't necessarily about acquisition, it's about partnership building. Why acquire it if you can find another way of doing it?' Once the land has been acquired, private development partners and institutional investors must still be sought. 

'We don't think it will be difficult to get partners,' says LDA head of property and development Gareth Blacker. 

'If we do the site assembly we're proposing to do, we're creating a prime opportunity for the property industry.' 

It is unlikely, however, that Hermes will want to play ball. A spokesman for the company said: 'We will be strongly resisting any approaches of this type.'

Deal structures and joint venture proposals have yet to be developed, but will follow the precedent of the LDA's Royal Docks development, where it is working in partnership with Development Securities and Standard Life. The LDA will buy the sites and take the schemes through the planning phases and then turn them over to private partners for development and construction.

Chelsfield and Stanhope are better placed than most developers for involvement in the bid. Their 180 acre (73 ha) mixed-use Stratford City development lies on the eastern side of the Olympic zone. The proposed site for the Olympic village, which would have to accommodate 17,000 athletes, is the Clays Lane Estate on Stratford City's north-west border.

The LDA has been in talks with the Stratford City developers to build the accommodation needed for the Games. Keith Redshaw, Chelsfield's project director for Stratford City, believes it will prove a relatively simple deal. The Stratford City partners would build the flats and charge rent or a fee for their use during the Olympics. Initially the flats would not require full bathrooms or kitchen facilities, so five or six athletes could live in what would normally be a two-bedroom unit. After the Games the flats could be retrofitted for commercial use.

'There's a precedent for this,' Redshaw says. 'It's what happened in Sydney. If there are no Olympics, Clays Lane is not included in the Stratford City plans, so this is a very positive and constructive approach with a big regeneration legacy.'

The Olympic plan has naturally been prioritised; details of the non-Olympic and Olympic legacy plans are sketchy. 'We're still working on the non-Olympic plan,' Prior says. 'Ultimately it should be largely the same as the legacy plan, but with differences based around the types of uses you'd want to cluster around a stadium.'

He wants the right balance between residential and employment space: 'It will be a while before we settle on the final mix, due to the changing nature of employment. We are concerned not to go too rigid in a plan stretching 20 years ahead. But we will have firmer decisions before the Olympic bid – we'll need them to get our planning applications in before January.'

Prior believes the long-term regeneration elements and development opportunities will happen with or without the Olympics. What may differ is the pace of change. In the event of a successful bid, developers in partnerships might have to play a longer-term game – the land would not be freed for its end use until after the 2012 event.

However, without the Olympic catalyst, investors may not be as keen to get involved. The planners' priorities may shift to the wider Lea Valley regeneration plan which could please unwilling sellers such as Hermes.

Indoor arenas
- 

The 11.85 acre (4.8 ha) Hackney greyhound stadium site, bought by the LDA in January and widely tipped as the location of the main Olympic stadium, was in the end seen as being too far from transport facilities. It will instead be used for three indoor arenas for sports including handball, volleyball, basketball and Paralympic events. One of the arenas would be retained in the legacy plans.

Public Zone
- 

The central, public zone of the Olympic area, which according to LDA director Tony Winterbottom will have ‘a bit of a Disney feel to it’. It will be transformed in both the non-Olympic and legacy plans into part of a vast extension of the Lea Valley Regional Park stretching south to the Thames, becoming the largest urban park in Europe.

Olympic Stadium
- 

The main 80,000-seat Olympic stadium will be built in the Marshgate Lane area, near the site of Hermes’ Bow Industrial Park. After the Games, it could be reduced to 50,000-60,000 seats to accommodate one of London’s football clubs.

Media centre
- 

The area in between the Pudding Mill Docklands Light Railway station and the A11 is earmarked for a two-building, 1m sq ft (92,902 sq m) media centre. One building will be an international broadcast centre containing technical facilities while the other will be offices and studios. The planners believe this use could be retained after the Games, linking up with the Three Mills film studios to create a media village.

Aquatic centre
- 

A 20,000-seat aquatic centre will be built on Carpenters Road, including a 50 metre pool. The 18 acres (7.3 ha) acquired from the Io Group will form part of this development. In the legacy plan the pool would be retained as a community facility.

Stratford city
- 

The 180 acre (78 ha) Stratford City development, with the Stratford International rail link at the centre of it. The planning application submitted by Chelsfield and Stanhope, the largest single application received by a London council, envisages 5m sq ft (465,000 sq m) of office accommodation, 1.5m sq ft (140,000 sq m) of retail space, 2,000 hotel rooms, 4,500 houses and two new schools.

Olympic village
- 

Clays Lane Estate will be transformed into the 17,000-bed Olympic village, slated for development by Chelsfield and Stanhope. In the legacy plan, it will form the basis of a sustainable community.
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