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SUMMARY
The Jewellery Quarter of Birmingham is a very strong contender for the Great Neighbourhood Award, as it meets many of the criteria, and has been continually striving for, and securing improvement, over the last couple of decades. 

In some respects it is more like a foreign mixed-use neighbourhood – as it has few direct comparators in the UK, mainly because economic activity remains such a strong component. Within the 107 hectare area, there are 3,500 residents and some 1,500 businesses, many in the jewellery business which has been there for 250 years (and makes 40% of UK output).

It has great strengths based upon its conservation-based approach to mixed-use inner city regeneration in what is a very fine-grained area, with few big landowners or employers. This approach has enabled retention of form and many distinctive building typologies. 

This approach of very considered custodianship has been a carefully planned and managed one of partnership, and has had to resist a market based ‘let rip’ approach. This has retained not only form, and smaller scale development, but has enabled retention and adaption of a finer grain of uses, such as SMEs to locate in the quarter and contribute to the city’s economy (it contains 40% of the city’s architects).

Perhaps one of its strengths lies in the strategy and governance mechanisms, which allow for resident and business input to policy and other future outcomes. With a small core team of five, it seems better managed and run than many neighbourhoods of comparable scale and character. There is a community partnership that meets twice a year – and a series of sub-groups.

There is a strong promotional dimension, with Trade Directories, a website, tourism guide, and annual festival. There has even been radio and television advertising to draw visitors into the area.

Although conservation has been a strong theme, there is undoubtedly scope to take aspects of sustainability and energy and carbon management further in future. Parking is clearly an issue of tension that will require ongoing and intensive management, and perhaps other modes such as cycling could be actively promoted.

The Jewellery Quarter may not be quite as classically attractive in townscape terms as Stockbridge in Edinburgh, nor as convivial for family living, but it is rich in its diversity and very real in its living economy – firmly based on traditional uses. By contrast Nottingham’s Lacemarket has saved the physical place – but not the industry to anything like the extent of the Jewellery Quarter. The strong promotion of new workspace and affordable business growth space is an important dimension of medium term sustainability.

The key lessons the Quarter provides are in its long term view, the imaginative and sustained use of conservation and land use policy, and the engagement and enthusiasm of a range of local business, landowners, contractors and developers, sometimes with grant or policy assistance. This human component – the local personalities – is perhaps as crucial to success as the physical fabric that has been inherited, and simply cannot be underestimated as an ingredient of success. Many of the developers, businesses and landowners have been around for years, sometimes generations. That provides a distinctive dimension of sustainability in what might be termed ‘slow-burn regeneration’.
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SUMMARY

The Lace Market area of Nottingham is a strong contender for Neighbourhood of the Year, with a very distinctive character, and unique story of renewal, having almost been lost with the decline of its core industry in the last century.

A major strength lies in the story of its survival – this cannot be understood simply by looking at the outcomes today, with the cappuccino culture, media businesses and swish new trams.

The area is located on a sandstone escarpment, once an Iron Age settlement, which provided a defensive settlement that subsequently grew to become the administrative centre of the county.

With a street plan that is Danish in origin, the area became a commercial centre as Huguenots brought over ‘needle trades’ and fine merchant houses were introduced.

The country house feel disappeared with the industrial revolution inventions (by Arkwright and Heathcote for instance), as the area grew over 40 years into a high density industrial quarter, effectively the world centre of lace with every building devoted to that activity.

As the lace industry declined from the 1st World War the area fell into ‘suspended animation’, with a growth in derelict sites and buildings.

The major strength of the neighbourhood is derived from the conservation based regeneration, begun in the early 1970s after threats from comprehensive development, and continued through a series of plans, Town Scheme programmes and key projects. This included modest grants for restoration at a time when there was still industrial activity and no prospect of residential or commercial investment.

A step change was secured in the 1980s with grants for urban development and enterprise, as well as recognition and support from English Heritage, leading to a series of distinct and effective improvements and the formation of the public private Lace Market Development Company in 1990.

The last two decades have seen new uses for the landmark Adams Building as the New College, the re-use of the High Pavement Unitarian Chapel as a bar and Shire Halls as a museum, as well as a new Lacemarket Hotel. But the property market interest came quite slowly initially.

The gradual introductions of new residential (2,000 units), retail and business space (for advertising, media and cultural industries) include Benson and Forsyth’s Bottle Lane development and a new Centre for Contemporary Art. Interestingly because of the historic lace factory buildings there is a challenge in providing active frontages and a strong sense of surveillance of the public realm. 

The once monocultural industrial area has become a truly mixed-use quarter for living, studying, culture and leisure, as well as employment for 4,500 people. Nottingham’s Lacemarket is an excellent example of seeing the place-based potential of a location, including its inherited architecture, and nurturing that through a series of plans and investment cycles to create a whole new quarter that is a unique part of the city’s identity. The accumulated action of people and organisations, through shared municipal enterprise, has created something richer than any purely commercial or narrow ‘silver bullet’ approach could ever have achieved.
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SUMMARY

The Stockbridge neighbourhood is a very credible and strong candidate for Neighbourhood of the Year.

It has a very distinctive sense of place with an attractive human scale and strong network of streets on either side of the Water of Leith, and just to the northern edge of the Georgian New Town, of which it is a more intimate, less rigid neighbour.

Unlike the other candidates it is very strongly residential with a population of over 7,000 supported by mixed community facilities – but with less major commercial employment than the other Nominations (and therefore perhaps more like the previous finalist of Clifton, Bristol). The 25-44 age group is strongly represented.

Its strengths lie in the diversity of house types and community facilities. Homes range from millionaire properties to artisan dwellings and Scottish tenements, although some of the poorer occupiers may have been squeezed out. There are lots of small specialist shops and services, the opposite of a ‘clone town’ feel.

Also very strong is the sense of community, which has enabled it to secure the retention of key local facilities like the library and swimming baths, as well as hold a range of community capacity building events.

Weaknesses might lie in its limited capacity to adapt and change with any new development – although there has been some. There is also the perception of a well-heeled gentrified ghetto, although the reality is that around one third of homes are rented (the rest owner occupied), and this has allowed for phased improvement and renewal over a long period.

Also it does not have a great range of employment – but with the nearby city centre it does not really need to.

All in all Stockbridge is perhaps the very image of an idealised ‘urban village’ – the kind of comfortable, convivial place with a good range of facilities, that many would aspire to live in.

