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 “Community Recovery; paying the piper/calling the tune” 
 
“We talk of Phoenix Cities 
And aiming for the moon, 
But who will pay the piper, 
Who will call the tune?” 
 
Thank you for the kind invitation to speak here today. I must confess to having been 
involved with and passionate about social and urban regeneration issues for the whole of my 
professional life, which is about 15 years if you’re short-sighted and double that if you’re 
not. 
  
I am going to talk about how communities recover from disadvantage, disaffection and 
decline. I am going to do so with reference to 2 different places to enable comparison, and 
to highlight similarities and contrasts. 
  
For me the question attributed to this session is not so much “Can social programmes 
continue?” because clearly they must if the whole notion of society is to survive. It is more 
a question of “How can social programmes continue?” and, significantly, “Who will pay for 
them?”, “How effective they have been?”, and “What could or should they be like in the 
future?” So the title of my talk is meant to focus attention on two issues – who pays and 
who calls the tune?  
 
It was a privilege to be involved last night in the launch of the book on “Phoenix Cities” and 
their recovery. But cities are made up of communities and if the communities cannot 
recover from disadvantage and decline, the city never will. I’ll talk about such recovery in 
relation to Belfast, the city I know best, but I also want to talk about a town called Vaulx-
en-Velin, which lies to the north east of the wonderful city of Lyon in France, and which 
forms part of the agglomeration of communes which make up Grand Lyon; I have been 
involved in a small way there over the past 20 years. 
 
Let me take you back to 1989. (I know that’s 21 years, rather than a neat 20, but you’ll see 
why 1989 is significant for both places.) 
 
This is a picture of Belfast over 20 years ago. In Northern Ireland, there were 77 tit-for-
tat murders in 1989- the IRA killing soldiers and vice versa, Protestant paramilitaries killing 
Catholics, Catholics killing Protestants, and sometimes each of the protagonists killing 
people from their own side, both by intent and by accident. Like the previous year (and 
perhaps the 20 years before that) it was a time of sheer madness. A song by Simple Minds 
called “Belfast Child” made no 1 in the UK charts; interestingly, the B side contained the 
songs “Mandela Day” & “Biko”, which gives an idea of what else was occurring in the world at 
that time. 
 



Northern Ireland in 1989 was again under direct rule from Westminster. I was running a 
70-strong architect/engineering team in Belfast and had the good fortune to have won, a 
few years previously, two key projects, one called Castle Court and the other called 
Laganside. 
 
Castle Court involved the development of a major retail and office scheme in Belfast City 
Centre. Belfast had been devoid of investment and renewal for at least two decades, 
certainly from the private sector, and this was to be the beginning of getting the city back 
on its feet. Laganside involved the preparation of a Masterplan for Belfast’s 140 hectares 
of neglected waterfront on both sides of the polluted River Lagan. 
 
The client for both projects was a Government Minister called Richard Needham who had 
the wisdom to see how neglected was the city, the determination to do something about it, 
and the authority to make things happen. We produced the concepts and he made sure the 
mechanisms and financing were in place to implement them. 
 
He criticised the initial design concept for Castle Court because its principal façade was a 
5-storey high brick wall with shop windows at ground level and punched windows in the red 
brick wall above – all the developer could justify or afford, given the security situation and  
the low values relative to very high risks of developing in Belfast. Richard Needham asked 
for a re-design without constraint. He received the new scheme within a week. He liked it 
and he then undertook at considerable risk to his career to give the project its glass-and-
steel façade, and some quality finishes, via Urban Development Grant of £10 million on a 
development cost of around £50 million. By 1989, this project was already under 
construction; it opened to much acclaim in 1990 and was really the foundation stone for a 
new era in Belfast’s revival. 
 
1989 was also the year in which a key recommendation of the Laganside Concept Plan was 
implemented. This was the establishment of a Development Corporation to evolve and 
implement the Concept Plan. This was again a risk by Minister Needham.  The previous year, 
he had asked me how much pump-priming would be needed from Government to give the 
Laganside scheme some real momentum. I told him that some £200 million would be needed, 
which should, over time, generate a 1 to 3 ratio of public to private investment, giving a 
total capital cost of around £800 million. He secured Treasury approval to this expenditure. 
Quite how he pulled it off, I was never sure, but the Deputy Secretary at the time, later 
the Head of the N.I. Civil Service and now Sir Gerry Loughran, had a lot to do with it. 
 
Once the barrage was put across the tidal estuary of the River Lagan to keep the water 
level constant, the river dredged, walkways started and the new cross-harbour bridge begun, 
the potential became all too apparent. The City Council did their bit and paid for a 
magnificent new concert hall on the waterfront. Commitments from Hilton Hotels and other 
investors quickly followed.  
 
Let me switch now to France and Vaulx-en-Velin. In 1989 Johnny Halliday recorded his hit 
album “Cadillac”. It was a tribute to Antoine Laumet de La Mothe, “seigneur de Cadillac”, a 
French adventurer who in 1701 founded the first significant European post west of the 



Allegheny Mountains and named it Detroit (a city about which Principal Andrews of Detroit 
will talk later, after we see the special documentary film). The Cadillac name was much later 
used for the famous brand of luxury vehicles. Some say that Antoine, who came from a 
small village in southern France, invented the suffix to his name, but if he was so 
adventurous and creative, and doing such good work for France, why not! 
 
I went to Vaulx in June of 1989 as chairman of a panel of experts on urban regeneration to 
advise the Greater Lyon Authority and the newly-elected mayor of the town how they might 
deal with problems of the town centre of this 60’s and 70’s “banlieu” or suburb. It was one 
of several such suburbs built to the east of Lyon and was similar to many others in France. 
Like these others, with their many low-cost, subsidised rental apartments in concrete 
towers, Vaulx-en-Velin had become a dumping ground for low-income families, many of them 
immigrants from the Magrheb (the North African coastal states). 
 
In the space of a week, we advised the Mayor that he was sitting on powder keg, for it was 
obvious that there was simmering discontent, a poorly functioning town centre (basically 
just a cheaply-built, covered shopping mall), a large number of young unemployed, many 
poorly-skilled people, few social facilities and unsatisfactory housing conditions. The Mayor 
and Metropolitan authority agreed immediately to start taking forward the broad strategy 
principles proposed, but there were issues as to how the funding would be syndicated at 
different Government levels and prioritised, because Vaulx-en-Velin was not the only 
commune in Lyon to be suffering. 
 
Action proved too slow in the end, because, on 6 October, 1990, the place exploded 
following the death of a young motorcyclist who tried to break through a police barrier. The 
shopping centre was burned down and there was a week of riots, looting and fire-raising, 
with sporadic outbursts of rioting in the weeks following. . 
 
The response at National Government level was dramatic and consequential. Francois 
Mitterand himself visited a specially-convened conference nearby and the announcement 
was quickly made of a new Ministerial Department and a series of Grands Projets de Ville, 
which would be done under contracts between Government and each municipality. This 
represented a step change in housing renewal that moved beyond short-term refurbishment 
to a long-term (10 to 20 year) perspective that acknowledged the obsolescence of a high 
proportion of the HLM stock. 
 
It was a seminal moment for the Mayor because he then had the authority and the resource 
which he had seen as necessary to re-plan and re-equip his town at the State’s expense. 
1,500 houses were to be demolished and a further 5,000 built over a 5 to 10 year period. 
These were to be of medium density, and well-landscaped. Public transport and road 
networks were to be improved and new cultural facilities provided. 
 
Let us now move on 20 years to 2009, because in that year I was involved in roles in both 
Belfast and Vaulx which enabled a look back at the plans compared with the realities in both 
places. 



In early 2009 I was in the final months of a role as Chairman of a Ministerial Advisory Panel 
in North Belfast charged with preparing a Masterplan for the  regeneration of a 10 hectare 
site occupied by Crumlin Road Gaol. (Some of you may remember that I talked of this at 
LSE last year.) In Vaulx, I was asked back by Mayor Charrier to review progress in his 
town’s evolution. 
 
It is clear that Central Belfast and the Riverfront have been wonderfully transformed. In 
the City Centre, a new >£100 million shopping centre has recently been completed at Arthur 
Square, lying between Castle Court and Laganside. A major new extension is in design for 
Castle Court and another shopping-led scheme planned in the north side of the City Centre 
near the Cathedral. 
 
Laganside is awash with new, prestigious buildings alongside its now-ponded river estuary – 
concert hall, courts, offices, bus and railway stations, museum, hotels, leisure attractions, 
chic apartments and landscaped walkways. Even the former gas works and its sewer of a 
tributary to the Lagan have been transformed thanks to the Belfast City Council. Near the 
site where the Titanic was built, now stands a new Innovation Centre and Museum for 
Children. Other new schemes are planned and though there is something of a recession now, 
impacting severely on over-heated land prices, the property market will come back. Twenty 
years on, the Development Corporation has been wound up, its task completed successfully 
and over a billion pounds of investment secured, 70 to 80% of it from the private sector. 
 
The Laganside project has been analysed and in large measure applauded by OECD reviewers. 
Fortunately the political context is also much more stable with devolved government 
teetering like a tight-rope walker but somehow retaining sufficient equilibrium to not fall 
over. 
 
Back to France now. In June of 2009 I was asked by Maurice Charrier to return to Vaulx to 
lead a Panel reviewing 20 years of evolution. He wished us to review progress, highlighting 
the good and the bad and pointing out the challenges of the future, before handing over to 
his newly-elected replacement. 
 
The progress made in Vaulx is staggering. This is particularly so for the housing, which is 
medium density at a humane scale, with well-landscaped internal and external spaces as good 
as I’ve seen. There is also a variety of tenures from subsidised rental, through shared 
ownership to housing for sale. Vaulx is now seen as a good place in “Grand Lyon”to find good 
value accommodation and to bring up children; at least half a dozen private 
developer/builders are involved there. The transport network is vastly improved. The 
cultural facilities are in. The 2,000 hectare park of Miribel-Jonage, alongside the River 
Rhone, is much more used for leisure as is the principal waterway which bisects the town. 
 
It is a great success, and a very good example of regeneration, though the town still faces 
issues about its structure and the emerging commercial pressures inspired by its strategic 
location. Our re-visit had a look at some of these issues and recommended: 

- improving further the north-south links between diverse parts of the commune; 



- further strengthening of the administrative centre by encouraging a broader range 
of uses, densification of housing and implantation of further social activity, such as 
a centre for modern music; 

- enhancing public transport connectivity (a particular issue being extension of the 
Metro  system, liked by “Vauxdiens” because it would bring more people to the 
centre of town, but said to be disliked by residents of Lyon because it would 
encourage ‘bad elements’, namely younger people from the banlieu, coming into the 
centre of the city in the evenings. 

  
One of Ulster’s favourite sons, the singer of “shouting blues”, Van Morrison, wrote a song 
called “What’s Wrong With this Picture?”. 
 
In Belfast and Vaulx-en-Velin we have two examples of different places which have in many 
ways “reinvented themselves”. So what is wrong with this picture? Well, in general, it’s a 
good picture in both places. You could say that these different-sized settlements, one 7 or 
8 times the size of the other, demonstrate many of the qualities that are needed for 
successful regeneration, anywhere, not the least of which is strong, dedicated leadership, 
backed with resource. 
 
But the comparison of the two places serves to highlight two things wrong with the picture 
that represent major challenges for us in the future. 
 
The first thing is to do with “capacity”: that is of the capability of people and communities 
to help themselves. Although it is said that “a rising tide lifts all ships” (and President JF 
Kennedy used that expression a few times), not all ships are seaworthy. And so there remain 
groups of people who stay disadvantaged, distressed and discontented, to the point where 
they can threaten the stability of the rest of society. 
 
Look at Belfast again. The City Centre and Laganside have each generated actual and 
committed investment of over £1 billion in the past 15 years or so. But if we look at the 
most disadvantaged communities just outside the periphery of these two zones, in the areas 
where I have been working these last five years, they have not benefited at all. In fact, in 
North Belfast, the socio-economic indicators of several electoral wards show a worsening 
picture. Here are the wards with the highest crime, highest unemployment, highest number 
of single mothers, lowest educational qualifications, worst health and least opportunity. 
 
With the benefit of hindsight, this was a serious omission. We should have concentrated 
more on these communities outside the development zones and sought to ensure that the 
investment was of benefit to them (even though they were physically peripheral) and to 
impact positively by way of social initiatives and capacity-building measures. 
 
In Vaulx, many of the right things were done from 1990 on. Aside from the positive 
endeavour to achieve a sensible mix of housing tenures, there was an effort to adopt a 
collective approach to employment creation and neighbourhood management via a 
neighbourhood management agency, ARRADEP (Association Régionale Rhône-Alpes pour le 
Développement des Emplois de Proximité). ARRADEP had the twin objectives of creating 



jobs for local people (especially ‘difficult to reach’ groups) and providing a better service to 
tenants. One initiative was to offer paid employment to unemployed residents who then 
participated in rehabilitation of housing (particularly vacant dwellings) and common spaces, 
participants being paid a salary and receiving on-the-job training. It had moderate success. 
 
This initiative apart, Vaulx also suffered from too strong an emphasis on the physical 
components of regeneration and not enough on the socio-economic. However, a successful 
feature of the communities in Vaulx as they have evolved and matured is in the aspect of 
“dealing with difference”, overcoming many of the barriers and cultural differences which 
were once all too evident. Through the strong influence of the mayor over two decades, 
there is a high level of tolerance, even though there are still social issues which require 
addressing and investment needs which continue. 
 
In summary, therefore, Point Number One is the need to consciously seed regeneration 
areas with social programmes. These can be “facility-led”, as in the case of sport, learning 
and healthcare, for example. Or, they can be people-led, with charities and voluntary groups 
complementing the work of the statutory agencies (the programmes of which must be co-
ordinated). The Third Sector bodies might be those specialising in helping ex-offenders 
back into work, or providing micro-finance, or engaging in youth work. 
 
Point Number Two, is that both these projects were helped in a very major way by brave 
and sometimes risky investment of large chunks of Government funds. Those monies aren’t 
around any more, nor are they likely to be for some time. Commentators point to the 
simultaneous and significant deterioration in the public finances of many advanced 
economies.  This is not just about Greece. It is a regime shift in advanced economies with 
consequential and long-lasting effects. We are dealing with a serious of massive disruptions 
to balance sheets and liquidity.  
 
We tend to think of the shortage of money to do public good as a Developing World problem. 
This second point is to do with the fact that society everywhere is under threat whenever 
disadvantage, distress and disaffection are not tackled at source, or appropriately or early 
enough. These problems are pervasive, affecting not just the poorest nations, but the 
richer, developed world as well. I do not question the will to act, but I do question very 
seriously the means and the ability to act. 
 
Governments do not and will not have the resource to tackle these issues. There are also 
constraints of electoral cycles which can contribute to “stop/go” implementation, and often-
prolonged decision-making processes. 
 
We must also face the fact that the private sector has neither the resource or resolve to 
comprehensively tackle these problems; it is driven by profit and shareholders’ interests 
above all else. 
 
Therefore the Third Sector must be enabled to play a much bigger part. As we know, 
however, the Third Sector is chronically under-funded relative to the scale of the problem 
and often lacking in the capacity to act.  



 
A transformational shift is needed in the capability of the Third Sector, to increase the 
contributions it makes and for it to become the engine of change in securing the welfare 
and prosperity of society.  
 
The President of the Rockefeller Foundation, Dr Judith Rodin was asked a question for an 
article in the Wall Street Journal of 1 March 2010. The question was “On what aspects of 
philanthropy would you spend 1 billion dollars?” Her response was to say that, faced with the 
scale of problems confronting society, 10 billion dollars is but a drop in the ocean and she 
would spend it by rewarding innovators capable of implementing ideas for generating many 
billions more to use for philanthropic ends. 
 
We at Entity Partnerships are working on a model to do just that i.e. to leverage billions 
more for philanthropic projects. We have identified the need for:  
 
A. More capital 
Increase dramatically the value of philanthropic donations by conjoining them with social 
investment and debt, thereby multiplying donations by a factor of 4, and recouping the 
capital deployed for later use on future projects; 
 
B. Capital deployed more effectively 
Focus on development at a community level, property-based but seeded with social 
programmes. This provides a solid asset class which in turn enables a radically higher 
application of capital resource to purpose; 
 
C. Achieving greater benefit 
Achieve better social returns on investment through rigorous project selection, oversight, 
Delivery and evaluation by experienced and trustworthy people; 
 
D. An enabling mechanism 
Creating a means of applying the capital, such as an American-style Foundation, which has 
the freedom and entrepreurial  ability to achieve complex projects quickly. 
 
I’d like to tell you more about our model, and the Swiss-based Foundation we are creating, 
but that’s for another time. All I will say is that 4 times leverage (using donations, equity 
investment and debt), multiplied by a 100% application of corpus to purpose, gives a huge 
uplift in the amount of capital that can be devoted to community-based regeneration and 
development, to transformational effect. 
 
We are open to any offers of help in developing this model and this way of thinking, so that 
all of us involved in urban and community regeneration can begin to make even greater 
impact on the problems that consume us as professionals and, I hope, caring people. 
 
 
 


