Southeast pilot press release: 6 April 2009
A pilot study for the Academy of Urbanism’s key learning concept UniverCities, has received grant funding from SEEDA for a year-long action research project in the southeast. The research project is now underway, with three places being supported to develop collaborative cross-sector links and projects: Brighton & Hove, Medway and Portsmouth. Each of these places has experienced a considerable amount of regeneration activity and has ambitions to build upon their experience to date, in order to achieve more in the way of joined-up thinking, and to deepen links between the people who are living, working and studying in each of these waterfront cities. This follows moves made by regional development agency Yorkshire Forward to support a cluster of UniverCities across Yorkshire, beginning with Sheffield itself, under the guise of the Sheffield Urban Think Tank. The two initiatives in Yorkshire and the South East are taking different approaches, which will enable the Academy to maintain a critical overview of the most effective techniques and methodologies for developing a UniverCity. An anticipated outcome of the current programme of activities is a StarterPack for others to use in developing UniverCities in the UK and Ireland. The Academy of Urbanism sought a delivery agent for the SEEDA-funded project through invitation to tender in December 2008, and the Urban Renaissance Institute (URI), an organisation based at the University of Greenwich, was successful in being awarded the commission. URI have previously carried out research, training and consultancy work for TfL, CABE, SEEDA and South East Excellence, Kent CC, Essex CC, Bucks CC and other public sector bodies, and have a strong track record of working in the South East region and of facilitating groups of public and private sector participants. A launch meeting has been held between SEEDA, the Academy of Urbanism, the delivery partner URI, and representatives from each of the three pilots in London, followed by set-up meetings in the three places. The project is guided by a Steering Group, chaired by the Academy’s Director of Learning, Professor John Worthington, which meets monthly with the URI’s project coordinator, Sarah Chaplin. The delivery team is now working with the three pilot places to develop a series of workshops and meetings designed to bring the various stakeholders together and commence work on a range of projects and themes that have now been identified. The partnerships and projects themselves will run for a further two years after the SEEDA funding period finishes, and the intention is that after the third year the relationships will be fully operational and properly formalised. Other places in the South East that submitted Expressions of Interest to the Academy’s UniverCities programme will also remain involved throughout the process. The upcoming NewcastleGateshead congress, 13-15 May, will be the first opportunity to showcase some of the preliminary experiences and thinking emerging from the pilots, and to capture other progress by nascent UniverCity teams elsewhere in the UK and Ireland. Following this, there is a UniverCities conference taking place in Portsmouth from 23-24th July 2009. 

