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Summary of key points: 

The Great Places Commission visited the North East on 30-31 October 2018, 
hearing from a broad range of stakeholders on important topics including: 

• The significant challenges facing some neighbourhoods where economic and social 
outcomes are poor and the situation has remained unchanged for decades. 

• The potential for economic renewal when local geographical and natural assets are 
recognised and utilised.  

• The vital role of brave, long-term civic leadership in supporting genuine regeneration.   
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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 in West 
Yorkshire, and Nottingham and Derby in the East Midlands. For the North East part of the 
programme, the Commission decided to visit Middlesbrough, Seaham and Gateshead.  

In the North East, the Commissioners explored: 

• the extent to which devolution in the Tees Valley is having an impact on some of the most deprived 
neighbourhoods in the country 

• the regeneration challenges facing former mining communities 
• models for creating new and diverse housing markets in partnership with the public and private 

sectors.    

The Commission engaged with residents, community organisations, housing associations, academics 
and council officers to discuss the challenges and opportunities in each place and the role that 
housing associations and partners can play in addressing them. 

1.1 Key facts 

Over two days, the Commission: 

• visited five neighbourhoods across the three locations and met with residents, local councillors, 
community organisations and housing association staff 

• discussed housing, regeneration and economic development with representatives from three local 
authorities and a combined authority 

• toured homes ranging from pre-war terraces to brand new developments. 

2. Day 1 – Middlesbrough, Tees Valley 

2.1 Gresham 

Gresham is a neighbourhood in the centre of Middlesbrough characterised by badly maintained and 
unsuitable housing, a large and poor quality private rented sector, a large percentage of empty 
properties, and considerable levels of social deprivation. 

https://greatplaces.housing.org.uk/
https://greatplaces.housing.org.uk/the-commission/the-commissioners
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Kevin Parkes, Executive Director of Growth and Place at Middlesbrough Council, described the 
challenges facing the community, and explained how the lack of properly resourced and sustainable 
interventions means the area is in many ways worse now than it was 10 or 15 years ago.  

A large programme of demolition and rebuild was planned under the Housing Market Renewal 
Pathfinder initiative, but the removal of central government funding in 2010/11 brought this to a halt. 
The council has since been using local resources to continue this work on a smaller scale, with 3,000 
homes demolished to date. However, at a cost of approximately £100,000 per dwelling, it lacks the 
resources to decisively reshape the failed market in the area. 

Paul Crawshaw, Dean of the School of Social Sciences, Humanities and Law at Teeside University, 
which is located next to Gresham, discussed the university’s role as an anchor institution and its plans 
for investment and regeneration. While the socio-economic profile of places like Gresham might be 
worsening, elsewhere in the city new jobs and industries are being created. The university also has 
ambitious plans for a university quarter and further expansion. A fundamental challenge for 
Middlesbrough is linking the city’s wider economic vision and opportunities to struggling 
neighbourhoods in the immediate vicinity of the city centre, like Gresham.  

Martin Walker, Programme Director for Housing at Local Partnerships, said combined authorities are 
still exploring what their role in housing and regeneration could and should be. There have been many 
funding pots and initiatives launched by central government over the last decade, but these have not 
necessarily supported the strategic and long-term partnerships needed at a local level. Successfully 
navigating this complex environment will be essential for the survival of places like Gresham. 

Tracy Harrison, Deputy Chief Executive at the Northern Housing Consortium, presented the findings 
of new research on the quality of housing in the North. It found that the number of non-decent homes 
in the North is increasing, and that this is a particular issue among privately-owned homes – either 
owner-occupied or in the private rented sector. Low values and limited incomes mean owners and 
landlords are either unable or unwilling to invest in existing stock, thus contributing to blighted 
neighbourhoods, empty properties and further decline.  

During the tour of Gresham with members of the community and grassroots organisations, the 
Commission heard how local organisers and activists are seeking to change the narrative and 
perception in Gresham by improving the appearance of the neighbourhood and working with partners 
such as North Star Housing Group and the council to deliver local community-led projects. This 
partnership between community, council and housing association was seen as a crucial way of 
maintaining some degree of investment and agency in the area, and demonstrating to the community 
that there are organisations that care and remain committed to the place.  

2.2 North Ormesby 

The Commission visited North Ormesby, another inner-city neighbourhood in Middlesbrough, and 
formerly an established working class area. North Ormesby is also facing problems of poor quality 
and empty homes, absent private sector landlords and severe economic pressures on residents and 
local businesses.  

However, the council is intervening in the area, in partnership with Thirteen Group and North 
Ormesby Community Land Trust, to invest in the existing housing stock and bring homes back into 
use. There are now 27 properties being renovated to a high standard and re-let to people with a local 

https://www.northern-consortium.org.uk/hidden-cost-of-poor-quality-housing/
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connection and commitment to investing in the community. The ambition is that this significant 
investment will generate a ripple effect in the neighbourhood, encouraging other landlords to invest in 
their own stock, while also creating employment and training opportunities for local people.  

The Commissioners met a number of residents in North Ormesby’s Trinity Centre to discuss the area 
and their hopes for its future. It was clear from these discussions that a resilient and determined 
network of local people and organisations is doing its best to keep the area going in the face of 
structural economic decline and public sector austerity. The Trinity Centre and the The Hub were 
frequently described as ‘keeping the place going’ – providing support and services to people who 
would otherwise have access to neither.  

There was however a palpable sense of abandonment – a feeling that places like North Ormesby had 
been forgotten and left behind. Residents also described a lack of hope and aspiration, particularly 
among younger people in the area. Crime and anti-social behaviour are also issues, with people 
reluctant to go out after dark and decrying the area’s negative appearance and reputation.  

Nonetheless, residents the Commission spoke to are proud of the remaining sense of community and 
fighting spirit, with people supporting each other in times of need and crisis.  

3. Day 2 – County Durham and Gateshead 

3.1 Seaham 

Seaham is a former mining town, with a harbour formerly focused on the export of coal. The town’s 
three pits closed between 1987 and 1992, leaving a legacy of severe economic, social and 
environmental problems. Concerted regeneration efforts have done much to revive Seaham’s 
fortunes: the town is now noted for its award-winning marina on the rejuvenated Durham coast, while 
new business parks, major housing investment and public realm improvements have greatly 
increased its attractiveness as a place to work and live. 

Colleagues from Durham County Council, County Durham Housing Group (CDHG) and Business 
Durham led a discussion on Seaham’s journey since the early 1990s, outlining the key factors that 
have contributed towards its rejuvenation. The number of job losses brought about by the closure of 
the mines meant that the area was a priority for the council and other regional agencies. Historic 
investment through the Single Regeneration Fund, Enterprise Zones and the National Coalfields 
Programme was instrumental in laying the foundations for longer term growth.  

There was a powerful sense of renewed purpose and optimism in the town, exemplified by business 
and job creation, a healthy housing market and increasing numbers of tourists and visitors. The 
council and local stakeholders have skilfully utilised local assets, such as the coast and the marina, to 
encourage investment and develop a more positive local narrative. 

Similarly, CDHG has identified that poverty and poor health remain key challenges for people in the 
town, and is committed to working with local groups and networks to contribute to solutions. It has 
carried out a community audit, allowing resources to be properly targeted at priority areas and with 
maximum impact. This includes the creation of a successful apprenticeship programme.  

Dawdon is an area to the south of Seaham that had experienced historic issues of poor quality 
housing, high turnover of residents, and a large number of absentee landlords. Through council 

http://www.trinitycentre.org/
https://www.middlesbrough.gov.uk/leisure-events-libraries-and-hubs/community-hubs-and-libraries/find-librarycommunity-hub/north-ormesby-community-hub-and-library
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investment, a number of homes were demolished and the area remodelled, as well as external 
improvements made to privately owned and rented homes in the area. This has improved the 
reputation and appearance of the area, reduced turnover and contributed to a slight shift in the tenure 
balance from the private rented sector to owner-occupation.   

3.2 Gateshead 

Gateshead’s Saltwell area was previously noted for physical and economic decline, with poor quality 
housing unattractive to families. Its regeneration is an early phase of Gateshead BIG, an initiative to 
provide 2,400 new homes across 19 sites in Gateshead over the next 15 years.  
 
The programme is being delivered by Home Group and Galliford Try, under joint collaboration 
Evolution Gateshead (part of the Gateshead Regeneration Partnership). The ‘Trilogy 1’ scheme on 
Saltwell Road West comprises 99 new terraced three and four-bedroom family homes with gardens – 
of which 61 are for outright sale, 20 for shared ownership and 18 for affordable rent. The development 
is ‘tenure blind’. 
 
The Commission discussed the ambitious programme with representatives from Gateshead Council, 
the Local Enterprise Partnership and the regeneration partnership. The regeneration of the Saltwell 
sites was made possible by demolitions funded by Housing Market Renewal over a decade ago, and 
the subsequent vision and creativity of the council and its partners. 
 
This ambitious approach to regeneration recognises the challenges presented by costs and values in 
many markets in the Midlands and the North, and unlocks high quality investment in lower value 
areas by working in partnership with like-minded partners. Home Group and Galliford Try bring their 
development and management expertise and the council invests in a range of sites – high and low 
value – in order to generate cross-subsidy and ensure quality across the piece.  
 
The Commission visited the new homes delivered in Saltwell and met residents. The high 
specification homes are built to Code for Sustainable Homes Level 4, Lifetime Homes standards, 
secured by design, and exceed minimum space standards by 10%. The internal specifications are 
comparable to high-end private sale homes, yet the prices are comfortably affordable for local people. 
Two thirds of the people who have moved into the new homes previously lived within two miles of the 
site. The development is supporting a thriving, local and mixed-tenure market in an area that has 
historically suffered from poor quality and unsuitable homes and a poor reputation.  
 
The scheme has had a wider economic impact on the area, with employment and apprenticeship 
opportunities made available to local people, 25% of contract values spent in Gateshead, and a 
noticeable increase in local business activity due to the new residents.   

4. What did we learn? 

4.1 People 

• Access to good quality employment is fundamental, and this is particularly striking in 
communities that were previously organised around secure and relatively well-paid manual 
industries that no longer exist. In Middlesbrough and Seaham, the Commissioners visited 
places whose economic foundations have completely shifted, and saw first-hand the 
personal, economic and social impact this can have. Where new jobs are being created and 
new industries attracted, the critical challenge is ensuring local people in deprived 
neighbourhoods are able to access these. 
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• The Commissioners were overwhelmed by the number of people who were keen to meet and 
discuss the opportunities and challenges in their places, sharing their time, expertise and 
experiences. This is testament to the passion, pride and commitment of people across the 
region to keep plugging away, often in the face of adversity, in order to make a real and 
lasting difference.        

4.2 Places 

• The multitude of different local housing crises requires local, long-term integrated plans, with 
dedicated and committed partners willing to collaborate, pool resources and agree priorities. 
Honest and open conversations must be held locally about areas where intervention can 
prevent further decline and serve as a catalyst for improvement, and those areas that have 
gone too far and cannot be turned around. 

• These conversations and decisions will be difficult and at times controversial, hence the 
importance of them being open and inclusive. They must seek to identify local assets and 
opportunities, in conjunction with residents, and think creatively about how they can be used 
as a basis for renewal. Seaham is a great example of a place that has used its natural assets 
to support a new economic narrative and foundation.  

• The private rented sector was a consistent theme throughout the visit. Poor quality homes let 
out by absentee landlords contribute to neighbourhood blight, transient communities and long 
-term void properties. These factors can then serve to drive down the reputation and lived 
experience of a place, encouraging further outward migration of existing residents, and the 
cycle continues. Landlord licensing schemes have been successful in some areas and should 
be supported nationally, however there is a more fundamental question about whether 
someone who owns a property for investment purposes but refuses to invest in it or cooperate 
with local partners, should be allowed to retain that ownership.    

4.3 Partners 

• Brave and creative civic leadership is essential and can achieve incredible things in the long 
term. The solutions to the challenges we see in places across the Midlands and the North 
cannot be left to Whitehall. Local leaders must have a clear plan for their place and harness 
local relationships and resources in order to deliver it.  

• However, the crucial and transformational impact of previous national programmes and 
investment must not be underestimated or forgotten. Regeneration and economic 
development is long-term, and in all three of the places visited the Commission saw the 
legacy – good and bad – of policy decisions made many years ago. The Single Regeneration 
Budget (1995-2001), Housing Market Renewal (2002-2011) and the National Coalfields 
Programme (1996-?) all recognised the structural problems facing parts of the country and 
the importance of public investment to catalyse renewal and regeneration. There is a moral, 
social, political and economic imperative to recapture this spirit and for national government to 
recognise its obligation to people in all parts of the country.  

• In the first instance, the Government should consolidate the current proliferation of housing 
and place-related funds and initiatives and encourage accountable local organisations to bid 
for investment based on local need rather than centrally defined criteria.     
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4.4 Housing associations 

• The role of housing associations as anchor institutions is inconsistent, varying by organisation 
and location. While this is to be expected to a degree, given the diversity of organisations 
within the sector, it nonetheless raises questions about what the sector’s role should be in 
places and how this should look and feel to local people and partners. Stock disposals without 
robust local engagement and collaboration was a particularly emotive and persistent issue 
during this visit.    

5. What happens next 

The Commission has published its interim report, describing the evidence and insight gathered to 
date and presenting a number of ideas and discussion points to be developed further with the housing 
association sector and partners. The lessons from the visit to the North East, responses to the call for 
evidence and discussions about the interim report will be combined to inform the Commission’s final 
report in spring 2019. 

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

The Commission’s final visit took place in the West Midlands on 4-5 December.  

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 
• 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  

https://greatplaces.housing.org.uk/take-part/interim-report
http://www.housing.org.uk/greatplaces
mailto:greatplaces@housing.org.uk
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