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Inside the Olympic village

By Ed Cumming, 05 Aug 2011

(Ed Cumming has a sneak preview of the Olympic flats and town houses that will be at the heart of a vibrant new east London when the sporting spectacular is over . )

The drumroll of optimism being sounded for next summer’s Olympics gets louder every day. At the official 'one year to go’ party in the aquatics centre, teenage world champion diver Tom Daley took the first leap into the pool, and International Olympic Committee (IOC) chairman Jacques Rogge praised architect Zaha Hadid’s building as a “masterpiece”. 

“We must offer the greatest-ever Games in the world’s greatest country,” gushed the Prime Minister, David Cameron. The Mayor of London, Boris Johnson, went one step further. “The Olympic venues are already so ready,” he said. “We might as well call a snap Olympics tomorrow and catch the rest of the world napping.” 

But the real challenge is not actually delivering the Games. All that running, jumping and splashing is quite predictable. There will be tears, fights, heartbreak, low comedy and high glory, as the country puffs proudly for its two weeks in the spotlight in August 2012. 

The bigger issue is whether the £9.3 billion of public money invested in the Olympic showcase can inspire lasting regeneration in east London. Stratford has long been a neglected and unloved corner of the capital, with poor transport links, bad architecture and the kind of rough-and-ready feel that puts off developers and purchasers alike. When Britain won its bid to host the Games, an important selling point was the opportunity to reinvigorate the whole area. 

Key to this is the Olympic Village, which sits on the eastern side of the Olympic Park, roughly a kilometre from the main stadium. During the Games, part of it will house 17,000 athletes and officials from more than 200 countries. Once the closing ceremony has finished, however, these sporting dormitories will be turned into 2,818 new flats and houses, with the aim of populating a buzzing new part of London. It is only the start of the biggest urban regeneration scheme in Britain since the war, with a further 8,000 homes scheduled to be built in five new neighbourhoods around the park over the next decade. 
As with the Olympic Park, the main buildings in the Village are all but finished. Sixty three new blocks stretch into the sky, surrounded by a sea of diggers, dirt and temporary road. They are grouped into 11 plots, most of which have a central courtyard with trees, lawns and winding paths. 

The towers are not strikingly beautiful. They are neat and functional, in shades from white to creamy, via off-grey. “They all have the same chassis,” explains spokesman Stuart Buss, “and different exteriors.” A number of different architects have been appointed, with the aim of giving each block its own feel. 

Most of this expression is in the cladding. Some have bold colours and geometric patterns. One of the most striking, by Irish architect Niall McLaughlin, features reliefs of the Elgin Marbles. Never one to miss a joke with a classical flavour, on seeing the design Boris Johnson suggested that the block should house the Greek squad. 

Ralph Luck, the director of property for the Olympic Delivery Agency (ODA), is polite about the architecture. “I’ve never called any building beautiful,” he says. “I’d say they’re attractive. And you have to look at how they function on the inside, too.” 

Ah yes, function. As with the aquatics centre, which has had its gorgeous curved roof obstructed by banks of temporary seating, practicality reigns. The IOC has some peculiar requirements. Athletes and officials will mostly sleep two to a room, and each has a space allocation meaning the bedrooms are slightly bigger than you’d expect in a London new-build. The strangest rule is that none of them have kitchens – athletes must instead eat in the huge central canteen. No wonder the Jamaican sprinter, Usain Bolt, headed to McDonald’s for some chicken nuggets before his record-breaking runs in Beijing. 

The most challenging part of the development, however, was getting the funding for the construction. Originally the plan was for the property to be built using mostly private money, in partnership with the construction firm Lend Lease. The site chosen was part of the land surrounding the gargantuan new Westfield East shopping centre, Europe’s largest, which already had planning permission for houses. 

Then the Olympic Delivery Authority ran straight into the credit crunch of 2008 and 2009. Even with the media glitz and Government involvement, it was impossible to get a loan. “Banks individually were a nightmare,” says Luck. “Collectively they were prepared to lend a bit, but not nearly enough to cover the whole cost.” The ODA took the opportunity to dip into the enormous contingency fund set out for the Games, and built the properties themselves. 

“There were some benefits,” he adds, “in that construction costs were low, but it was just the worst possible time to get funding.” In the end the total cost was just over £1 billion, of which £827 million was put up by the Government. 

The remaining £258 million has been supplied by Triathlon Homes, the company that won the contract for the 1,379 affordable homes that were one of the stipulations of the bid. “Each of the blocks will have a mix of tenures,” Luck explains, “there aren’t any ghettos.” It’s unclear the extent to which the more expensive homes will be grouped together. 

The ODA will be responsible for converting the rest of the athletes’ living quarters into commercially viable properties, which will range from one bedroom apartments to a few five bedroom town houses. 

The rooms are clean and white, with high ceilings and a light, airy feel. When they are fitted out, they will each have a different spec according to their target market, but all will be up to the standard of other high-end new-builds. Though the windows are on the small side, the landscaping of the few finished courtyards (as with the Olympic park) is very impressive. 

It is easy to see the properties making comfortable housing for professionals looking for great transport links to central London and an array of amenities. The facilities are second to none. Once Victoria Pendleton and Sir Chris Hoy have finished pedalling around it, the velodrome will open to the public, as will the aquatics centre. West Ham and Tottenham Hotspur continue to lock horns over which team will get the athletics stadium. 

In addition, there is a futuristic-looking new academy school focusing on English and performing arts, with space for 1,800 pupils. Next door is a new medical centre, which will provide treatment to athletes during the Games and become a polyclinic afterwards. Given the Games’ concern with sustainability, it is not a surprise to learn that the Village will be powered by two new eco-friendly biomass generators. 

“Often creating a new community takes 20 years,” says Luck. “We’re hoping to have the opposite problem, of moving people into 2,800 homes all at the same time.” 

The ODA is now finalising which company will be responsible for selling the property after the Games. As well as the refitted homes the package comes with more land earmarked for development. They are hoping that this incentive will allow the government to recoup most of the extra money it paid out. 

Much of their pricing will depend on the market next year, and whether affluent Londoners can be tempted to move east from their more traditional haunts. Historically Stratford has been cheap, but it is hoped that – the affordable housing aside – the Village is more like Canary Wharf. 

Not everyone is optimistic. A recent ICM poll for the Telegraph found that nearly two thirds of people weren’t excited about the Games, while half thought they were poor value for money. 

Olympic history is also full of cautionary tales. The Beijing site, so impressive on television in 2008, is now a monumental wasteland. 

The ODA has tried to minimise the risk of creating a similar white elephant. As well as the homes, shops and office-space, transport links are as good as anywhere in Britain. There are new high-speed trains, three tube lines and the Docklands light railway. 

Elliot Lipton, a Managing Director at Triathlon Homes, is clear about what sets London apart. “There’s a philosophical difference,” he says. “Other cities built for the Games and then worried about what will happen afterwards. This was designed for the long-term. The foundation of a new Stratford, that mixes with the old Stratford.” 

There’s no faulting the ambition. If they can pull it off, those involved will have delivered something worth more than any gold medal. 
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