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Outcomes Paper from a SURF Open From on:
Establishing Urban Regeneration Companies - Reflections and Lessons

SURF Open Forum - Thursday 3rd July 2008. The Tolbooth, Stirling
Plenary speakers:
Robbie McGhee, Policy Manager, Scottish

                                              
Government’s Housing and Regeneration Team

                                              
Liz Sheil, Director Economic and Development Team, Tribal Consulting

Additional Panel Guests:  
John Quinn, PARC General Manager, The EDI Group Ltd
                      
Graeme Palmer, Associate, Burness LLP

Chair:                                     Edward Harkins, SURF Networking Initiatives Manager
Participants: There were sixty participants from a cross-sector range of public, private and third sector backgrounds including; RTPI, the private sector, Urban Regeneration Companies, Local Authorities, Housing Associations, Higher and Further Education Institutions, Scottish Government and other partnership bodies and funding agencies. 

Purpose: The aim of this Forum was to enable participants to hear about experiences and lessons from the setting up of Urban Regeneration Companies (URCs), and to consequently help inform general practice and policy on structures and organisations for regeneration. Some background material was provided in Best Practice in Establishing Urban Regeneration Companies in Scotland published by the Scottish Government in November 2007.
Significant issues arising included:
· Some Policy Background: The Government’s URC policy emerged from the Cities Review, and subsequent consultation exercise, in 2002/03 and it was further entrenched in the 2006 regeneration policy statement, ‘People and Place’.  Despite the change of administration, and the resultant changes to some aspects of regeneration policy, the Scottish Government remains committed to supporting the URC model in Scotland, and has committed £87 million in support of the existing URCs over the next 3 years. 
However, the URC model is one of a number of ways in which the public and private sector can work together to deliver regeneration projects.  The Scottish Government view is that structure should always follow purpose and that regeneration is about outcomes and not a set of activities. 
· There is a need to be realistic and proportionate about the policy and practice terrain in which URCs are set to operate and the strategic outcomes expected of them. This was acknowledged following an assertion that in the history of regeneration in Scotland, there is no enduring and significant example of a significant area of deprivation that had been comprehensively and enduringly ‘turned around’. 
· Well defined roles in their organisational structures is one area in which URCs have demonstrated effectiveness. For example, responsibility for the social aspect of place-making is clearly assigned to individual officers. 
· Design quality was described as a key differentiation for URCs, with several awards already won for their designs and design-making process. 

· Governance is another area in which URCs have offered good examples. The best examples are those where there is a strong group of senior board members and a chief executive supported by a dedicated delivery team.  
· Masterplanning has been a strong factor in the early stage success of URCs. Good working relationships with external stakeholders at the planning stage, local authorities in particular, have proven invaluable. A co-operative and efficient role on the part of the local authority planning authority is a decisive factor in how well the early setting up and implementation stages turn out.
· Risks were perceived by many participants to be associated with strategies that rely on receipts from house sales to fund later stages of development. 

· Other Vehicles are perhaps better for smaller housing developments. This perspective was raised alongside discussion of current concerns that the housing association movement was raising about the possible impact lower grant levels and larger scale development programmes might have on the scale and quality of affordable housing. 

The Scottish Government sees URCs as having an important co-ordination role, galvanising key players in their areas. The Government is also keen to see the URCs develop their own models of best practice and innovate, whether by moving away from traditional public sector gap funding models or promoting the use of community benefit clauses.  

· Community regeneration and engagement as a topic of contention. For some participants the URC case on community engagement was at best ‘not proven’ and there were assertions of style and presentation being more in evidence than shared decision-making or devolved power. However, it was pointed out that the URC evaluation had not identified this as an issue, and had instanced some examples of excellence in community engagement. 
The Scottish Government regard meaningful community engagement as being an intrinsic part of a URC’s overall approach and this was one of the criteria used when assessing individual URC business plans.

· Evidence or examples of innovation in the financial field were asked for as these had been referred to earlier; there was little that could be immediately instanced, partly, it was said, because of the current difficult development climate. As noted earlier, the Government is also keen to see the URCs develop their own models of best practice and innovate, possibly by moving away from traditional public sector gap funding models.
· The role of the private sector. There was support for the view that the private sector, working with URCs can deliver in important regeneration activities with help from the public sector. For some participants, past experience showed that the public sector had a naive belief in private sector capabilities. Sustainable employment was seen to be crucial and the private sector was seen as having the crucial role in this.
· Institutional change in the Scottish regeneration sector was raised and particular reference was made to the transfer of regeneration responsibilities and funding from Scottish Enterprise to local authorities. It was agreed that the delivery landscape was evolving and that this might lead to some transitional issues for URCs and other bodies.
· Sustainable Development as a core and essential requirement was strongly supported by participants. One participant pointed out the reality of how difficult, if not impossible, it was to get individuals to make voluntary cuts in energy use and other environmentally impacting activities. Therefore the role of URCs has to include an important contribution towards maximising the sustainability element of development.  

· More transparent and accessible means of sharing and learning from the experiences of URCs were asked for. This was expressed in the context of ‘having to do better’ in learning in regeneration through robust and, above all, open evaluation. Such learning was something that many delegates strongly felt there needed to be more extensive, long-term and iterative commitment to. 

A more detailed version of this Outcomes Paper is available on the SURF website; >Knowledge Centre>Event Reports>Open Forums
Background to the Open Forum: SURF delivers a rolling national programme of Open Forums with the aim of offering its networking service to all regeneration practitioners and interested parties across Scotland. This networking activity is funded by Scottish Government. SURF acts as the independent facilitator for the network, bringing together key players, and producing constructive Outcome Papers to help inform policy decision-making and practice.
For any clarification or additional information please contact:

Edward Harkins, Networking Initiatives Manager, SURF

Tel: 0141 585 6850   Mobile: 07754 045 552   Email: edward(at)scotregen.co.uk
