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Summary of key points: 

The Great Places Commission visited the East Midlands on 10-11 July 2018, 

hearing from a broad range of stakeholders on important topics such as: 

 the power and impact of effective collaboration between local authorities and housing 

associations, particularly to finance regeneration 

 the impact of universities on cities and towns and how they are exploring their role as 

anchor institutions 

 the role of the private sector in driving local economic growth and collaborating with local 

public and third sector organisations.  
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1. Introduction 

Our Great Places programme is exploring what makes somewhere a great place to live and how 

housing associations can contribute to delivering thriving and resilient communities across the 

country.  

The programme is led by the Great Places Commission, a group of leaders and practitioners from 

across the housing sector with direct experience of regeneration and place making in the Midlands 

and the North.  

In this first phase of the programme, the Commission is visiting places in the Midlands and the North, 

speaking to stakeholders, community leaders and residents to understand the factors behind a great 

place. The Commission will work with our wider membership, stakeholders, community leaders, 

residents and policy makers to develop tangible recommendations for creating great places to live.    

To date the Commission has visited Liverpool City Region, Dewsbury and Hebden Bridge. We chose 

Nottingham and Derby in the East Midlands for the latest visit because they are home to world-class 

universities and large private sector employers, but continue to grapple with the challenges of 

inequality and inclusive local economic prosperity. The Commission was particularly keen to 

understand how housing-led regeneration is transforming Nottingham’s neighbourhoods and the role 

that universities and private sector companies see for themselves in specific places.   

The Commission engaged with residents, community organisations, housing associations, 

academics, private firms and council officers to discuss the priorities for each city and how 

organisations are working in partnership to deliver them. 

1.1 Key facts 

Over two days the Commission: 

 heard the views and experiences of over 40 residents through a community workshop and 

conversations with community organisations and activists 

 visited two housing-led regeneration schemes 

 met with representatives from both universities in Nottingham 

 held a roundtable discussion with representatives from the private sector in Derby. 

2. Day one – Nottingham 

2.1 Lenton Green 

The Commission started the day in Lenton in the south west of the city, a residential neighbourhood 

that has become the main location for University of Nottingham students living in private rented 

accommodation. At the heart of the area was an estate consisting of five 1960s high-rise blocks 

mainly housing single people and couples without children. In partnership with the Nottingham City 

Council, Nottingham City Homes (NCH) has successfully transformed the area by demolishing the 

blocks and replacing them with 145 homes for social rent and 57 apartments for older people.  

Colleagues from the council and NCH explained how the successful regeneration of neighbourhoods 

around the city is a core strand of the council’s growth strategy, alongside supporting investment and 

https://greatplaces.housing.org.uk/the-commission/the-commissioners
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regeneration in the city centre. The Lenton regeneration scheme specifically sought to address local 

imbalances brought about by the lack of affordable homes for families and the significant increase in 

student numbers. This was reflected in the quality, tenure and type of the homes built and the layout 

and design of the new estate. Interestingly, the Lenton Green regeneration was the catalyst for a 

wider visioning exercise for the area, with a particular focus on increasing the number of affordable 

family homes in order to improve the sustainability of the local community. 

The Commissioners had the opportunity to visit residents in their homes and discuss the impact of the 

regeneration on the local area. Residents were very positive about the quality and affordability of the 

new homes and the degree to which the remodelling and landscaping of the area had made it a far 

nicer place to live.      

2.2 Radford Mill 

Radford is to the north of Lenton and has historically suffered from poor quality housing, 

underinvestment and a negative reputation. The Commission visited Nottingham Community Housing 

Association’s (NCHA) Radford Mill site, a 150 year-old former mill which had been vacant for many 

years. NCHA were able to regenerate the site and surrounding area in a number of phases through a 

genuine partnership with the council and investment from Homes England. The combination of 

council-gifted land, grant from Homes England and NCHA’s own resources unlocked the cost/value 

barrier which often prevents successful regeneration in lower value markets.  

Since NCHA’s intervention, house prices in Radford have grown steadily and the private sector has 

subsequently begun to invest in the surrounding neighbourhood. NCHA has sought to encourage the 

development of a mixed and sustainable community by developing a local letting policy and ensuring 

a mix of families, couples, single people and those in and out of work. The result has been positive 

resident satisfaction, and a drop in anti-social behaviour and rent arrears.       

2.3 Community workshop 

Around 40 people attended our community workshop at New Art Exchange in Hyson Green, 

Nottingham. This was an opportunity to hear local residents’ thoughts on the city and visions for its 

future. The workshop was structured around three questions, with the responses summarised below.  

What makes a great place to live? 

 The most commonly cited answer was a sense of community. Responses centred around 

‘community spirit’, ‘friendliness’, ‘warmth’ and the importance of having good neighbours. 

 Pride and influence through community leadership and empowerment. 

 Safety and security in the home and the surrounding neighbourhood. 

 Access to good quality, affordable housing that offers a mix of property and tenure types. 

 The absence of poverty – a place where ‘people don’t go hungry’.  

 Good transport links, affordable leisure facilities and diverse amenities.   

What do you love about where you live? 

 The community and the people – good neighbours, local relationships, community groups and 

diverse cultures.  
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 One attendee shared his experience of moving to the UK and the help and support he 

received from housing association staff, which made an immeasurable difference to his sense 

of loneliness. 

 The range of accessible activities, amenities and free community events, often held in the 

city’s parks and green spaces. 

 The two large universities bring increased economic opportunities, greater vibrancy and 

diversity and pride in the high-profile research being undertaken.  

 The peace and quiet provided by green space, good neighbours and support from landlords.  

What should Nottingham be like in 20 years’ time?  

 Overwhelming focus on housing and the need for a varied, more diverse housing offer that 

sees more people living in urban areas but with less overcrowding. People would like to see 

more sustainable, high quality homes and an increase in the number of homes for social rent. 

 More empowered communities, with residents having a greater say in local decision making 

and local authorities committed to working in genuine partnership. 

 A growing and inclusive economy, with well-paid, secure jobs and employers investing in local 

skills and people. 

 Preventative services should be available and well-resourced, particularly around health and 

social care.  

2.4 Universities as ‘anchor institutions’  

The Commission met Dr Paula Black, Director of Nottingham Trent University’s (NTU) Civic 

Exchange, a think tank for the city and hosted by the university. Paula expanded on the concept of 

‘anchor institutions’ and explained how NTU is committed to operating as a ‘civic university.’  

In practice this means bringing the resources of the university to bear on the issues that are relevant 

to the city and its people. The Civic Exchange is working with the RSA on a project to understand the 

lived experience of people who are ‘just about managing’ in the city, focusing on the concepts of 

economic insecurity, ‘good work’ and practical measures that can be applied locally. 

The Commissioners discussed the relevance of the anchor institution concept to housing associations 

and the importance of working with and learning from organisations that are already thinking of 

themselves in this way.  

3. Day 2 – Derby 

3.1 Private sector roundtable  

Derby has an established reputation as an engineering city, with large private sector employers 

playing an important role in driving economic growth and investing in the region. The Commission 

was keen to understand how the private sector understands its role in a ‘place’ and the extent to 

which it collaborates with the public and third sectors to achieve shared objectives. Representatives 

from the city’s business community were therefore invited to a roundtable discussion.  

David Williams, Chairman of Geldards LLP and Chair of the regional Metro Growth Board and Derby 

Renaissance, opened the discussion with an overview of the city and its priorities. He noted the risk of 

complacency due to the major employers in the area, and the importance of regenerating the city 

centre, improving secondary education and continuing to attract and retain skilled people. Well-
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established networks for collaboration and cooperation supported partnership working across sectors, 

and it was clear that the Local Economic Partnership and Chamber of Commerce were proactive in 

seeking to shape and influence the local agenda. David explained that the motivation for this wider 

thinking about place was the recognition that ‘everything is interconnected and if we don’t all play our 

part, we will not benefit.’  

Chris Hobson from East Midlands Chamber and Kathryn Allen from Marketing Derby discussed the 

catalytic role of HS2 and infrastructure investment in the region, but noted that the accompanying 

housing offer remains undefined. However, Derby has set an ambition to be known as the city that 

‘bridged the gap’ in terms of local inequality, and achieving this will require coordinated action across 

education, employment, housing and health.  

The Derby-Nottingham Metro Growth Board is a prime example of place-based private and public 

sector partnership working with the aim of increasing prosperity and economic opportunities in the 

region. The initiative seeks to use the resources and expertise of the local universities and large 

businesses to address local priorities around connectivity and transport.   

3.2 Toyota and Derbyshire YMCA 

Nick Freeman from Toyota and David Finn and Kate Gillespie from Derbyshire YMCA, introduced the 

Commission to their joint Working Assets Programme (WAP). The WAP is a transformational project 

which gives young people with complex and challenging backgrounds the skills and experience to 

begin to move into employment.  

The project came about because Derby Business in the Community had an ambition to tackle long 

term ‘NEETs’ in the city, particularly those over 18. Toyota’s commitment to the place and progressive 

corporate culture meant they were well-placed to deliver something in partnership with a specialist 

local organisation like the YMCA. The outcome was a 22-week programme of work experience for 

young people referred through the YMCA, with a particular emphasis on gaining practical work 

experience and setting realistic and achievable goals. The results have been extremely positive, with 

the majority of participants moving into full time employment or training after the programme, and 

making huge strides in terms of personal development and confidence.   

4. What did we learn? 

4.1 People 

 It is important to recognise the core human needs that great places need to deliver – namely 

safety and the ability to play. These cannot be determined from afar or imposed on a 

community – they will only truly be met if we understand how residents feel about a place, 

how it works now and how they would like it to work in the future.  

 Great places are inclusive places and the Working Assets Programme is a great example of a 

transformational project that is targeted at those who have been traditionally excluded from 

local opportunities. The partnership between Toyota and the local YMCA is an example of the 

innovation needed to deliver these projects at a time of public sector austerity, and housing 

associations also play a huge role in knitting places together in this way.  

 People value local relationships and a sense of belonging, and these can be influenced by a 

range of factors, including the quality, affordability and diversity of the housing offer, the 

availability of green and/or shared spaces and the provision of quality services. 

https://news.derby.gov.uk/councils-and-business-metro-growth-meeting/
http://www.toyotauk.com/education/ymca.html
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 Places such as Derby and Nottingham are home to large private sector organisations which 

often generate pride among the local community. However, the real challenge is effectively 

linking these well-resourced and high-performing organisations with the local people and 

communities who are often excluded from properly engaging in the economy.       

4.2 Places 

 The Lenton Green regeneration was the catalyst for a wider exercise in imagining and 

developing a vision for the future of Lenton with the residents. This can be the value of 

housing-led regeneration, when done in genuine partnership with the community, and with the 

support of a confident and strategic local authority.  

 The economy, and in particular the high street, is undergoing a period of sustained structural 

change. This means that we can no longer use the ‘Marks & Spencer’ test as a proxy for a 

thriving and desirable place, because high street retail is under sustained pressure. It is 

incumbent on local anchors to recognise this and develop imaginative new models and uses 

for town centres, probably combining retail, leisure and town centre living.  

 An ‘inclusive economy’ is a powerful lens and objective for partners to work towards – an 

economy in which all can participate and contribute, where wealth is broadly held and 

resources are deployed locally and democratically. This has implications for public policy and 

interventions in the housing market, and specifically Homes England’s current focus on 

growth and net additions of new homes. We need to open up the conversation to include 

existing homes and places through local coalition building and a renewed focus on place-

based interventions.    

4.3 Partners 

 The importance of brave and long-term council support for regeneration and partnership 

working was clear in Nottingham. The council had a clear understanding of housing need in 

the city, had developed a strategy to meet the full range of need and was deploying resources 

and working in partnership in order to deliver the strategy.  

 The private sector is a powerful and well-resourced lobby and is central to the economic 

prosperity of a place. Although its priorities and long-term drivers may differ from other local 

actors, there is nonetheless ample opportunity for place-based collaboration and partnership. 

There is significant scope for housing associations to be better at targeting our offer and value 

at the private sector, collaborating with them to develop local strategies and offering to be the 

essential link between business and the community.  

4.4 Housing associations 

 The importance of planning and design expertise to delivering successful regeneration and 

placemaking cannot be overestimated and must be prioritised by the parties involved. This is 

linked to ensuring regeneration is properly resourced and delivered in genuine partnership 

with the community.  

 A big challenge for housing associations, and something that universities are working 

through, is how to shift the ‘fluffy’/‘added value’ work to the core of the organisation. In 

practice, this could mean that separate ‘community investment’ teams are no longer 

appropriate, as working with communities and maximising the value generated to them should 

run throughout the organisation. This process could be analogous to the value for money 

journey that the sector has been on, driven by external regulatory and political pressure. Such 
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pressure does not currently exist in the same way for community impact, but a proportionate 

and proactive approach would be for boards to generate it internally in order to safeguard 

delivery of the organisation’s mission and pre-empt future political intervention.  

 The private sector wants what housing associations deliver – well-designed places and mixed 

communities that people want to live in. This is central to their ambition to attract and retain a 

range of employees and increasingly, to support the development of home-grown talent.   

5. What happens next 

The Commission’s visit to the East Midlands deliberately focused on a smaller number of specific 

questions in order to begin to test solutions and recommendations to the key questions identified. To 

complement this process we will shortly be issuing a call for evidence, seeking input from 

organisations and individuals with expertise and experience relating to the themes we are exploring.  

We will continue to publish blogs, updates, videos and other content as the Commission’s work 

progresses. 

The next stop for the Commission is the North East on 30-31 October. 

6. Further information  

6.1 The Great Places Commission 

The Great Places Commission consists of leaders and practitioners from across the sector with 

experience of regeneration and place making in the Midlands and the North:  

 Graham Burgess, Chair of Torus Housing Group Common Purpose Board 

 Sinéad Butters, Group Chief Executive of Aspire Housing and Chair of PlaceShapers 

 Steve Coffey, Chief Executive of Liverpool Mutual Homes 

 Ruth Davison, Executive Director of Public Impact, National Housing Federation 

 Mark Henderson, Chief Executive of Home Group  

 Helen Lennon, Chief Executive of Connect Housing 

 Angela Lockwood, Chief Executive of North Star Housing Group  

 Mary Parsons, Group Director of Placemaking and Regeneration at Places for People 

 David Procter, Chair of Together Housing Group  

 Kevin Rodgers, Chief Executive of WM Housing 

 Sonia Thompson, Board Member of Tuntum Housing Association 

 Ian Wardle, Chief Executive of Thirteen Group  

 Dr David Walker, Bishop of Manchester and Chair of Wythenshawe Community Housing Group  

For more information on the Great Places Commission, visit www.housing.org.uk/greatplaces.  

Get in touch with the Great Places team at greatplaces@housing.org.uk  

http://www.housing.org.uk/greatplaces
mailto:greatplaces@housing.org.uk

