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Expunged from history –
London Docklands - ‘a
forgotten wasteland’
Stuart Innes tells the story of the life and times of the LDDC

Stuart Innes was with
LDDC from beginning
to end.
Docklands photos ©
Canary Wharf Limited

48

Planning in London

“The place was a tip: 6,000 acres of
forgotten wasteland”. This was how
Margaret Thatcher’s new Secretary
of State, Michael Heseltine, described
London’s Docklands when the new
Tory Government came to power in
1979.
For well over a century London’s
Docklands had been a focal point of
London’s economy, indeed of the
country as a whole. As a centre of
trade the area soon attracted industry and the area took on an
economic vibrancy all of its own.

But from the 1960’s onwards the
area sank into decline. The docks
simply could not cope with
containerisation or the larger bulk
carrying ships and mega oil tankers.
There were also shifts in the balance
of trade and changes in industry and
where it was best located
According to a Government
study all this had produced a
catastrophic loss of jobs and,
moreover, the local blue collar job
skills did not match the growth areas
of the London economy. There was a

very high proportion of public sector
land and more than 95% of homes
were social housing. Many development sites were poorly served by the
local infrastructure and severe
dereliction made development costs
very high and uncertain. There were
poor strategic links with the rest of
London, the country and internationally. The area had no track
record – a lack of development over
many years made the prospects for
development very uncertain.
Attempts by the previous admin-

istration and the local authorities to
provide remedies to some of these
problems were working only slowly.
Clearly more direct Government
intervention was required to cover
the extraordinary costs of land reclamation, infrastructure and essential
amenities. According to Nicholas
Ridley, one of Michael Heseltine’s
successors, “conventional local
government solutions failed to halt
the accelerating decline. A new
approach was needed.”
Enter the LDDC
Dusting off an old idea in the

Tory policy locker, the new
Government asked Parliament for
powers to set up urban development
corporations (UDCs). Modelled on
the new towns the new UDCs,
appointed by central Government,
would have the power to trade in
land, give planning permission,
renew/revitalise the infrastructure
and provide a channel for central
government resources. So it was
that the London Docklands
Development Corporation (LDDC)
opened for business on 2nd July
1981. Using new land vesting
powers the LDDC started life with

nearly 800 acres of land previously
owned by a variety of public sector
agencies. The new Corporation was
to be funded by grants from central
Government and the proceeds from
its sales of land.
Bearing in mind the persistent
criticism of the LDDC that it did little
or nothing to improve the lives of
local people it is important to keep in
mind that the new Corporation was
not a local authority, a housing
authority, an education authority or
a health authority. In fact it spent a
sizeable proportion of its resources in
support of those responsible for

these services – but that was not
why the Corporation was set up.
How LDDC Worked
Working to the visionary
guidance of its first chief executive,
Reg Ward, the LDDC soon got down
to work. Its work was characterised
by its huge energy and flexible
staffing. It didn’t waste time
drawing-up new town style master
plans but rather it worked to flexible
development frameworks. It aimed
to respond to unexpected opportunities (e.g. Canary Wharf) and to offer
a positive development control
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regime – it tried to say “yes”. There
was a very effective project management team and year after year it
managed to soak up the underspends in other DoE programmes.
And, of course its marketing and PR
programmes were second to none.
The LDDC’s early work was
marked by a key decision not to fillin docks and to focus initially on the
Isle of Dogs. Other key initiatives
included opening up the area by
building the Docklands Light Railway
(DLR), starting the infrastructure
programme, establishing the private
housing market and selling the area.
Starting in 1987 the community
budget was boosted to £100m per
year and there was heavily increased
spending on social housing, health,
education and training and increased
support for community organisations. Gradually the LDDC’s poor
initial relationships with the
Boroughs were improved. By 1994
its work in many areas was nearing
completion and it began a phased
programme of withdrawal ending in
1998 when it finally took its leave
from the Royal Docks.

16 colleges and 9 vocational training
centres
• The LDDC received 94 awards for
architecture, conservation and
landscaping
• At the end of its life 2,700
businesses were trading and 85,000
people were at work in London
Docklands

What was achieved?
According
to
another
Government study:
• £1.86 billion was invested by public
sector generating £7.7 billion of
investment by private sector
• 1,884 acres of derelict land was
reclaimed, 1,066 acres of land was
sold for development and 25 million
sq feet of commercial /industrial
floors-space was built
• the Docklands Light Railway was
constructed and extended to Beckton
and Lewisham and 144 km of new
and improved roads were provided
• 24,046 new homes were built and
the LDDC made contributions to 5
new health centres, and the
redevelopment of 6 more, with
funding towards 11 new primary
schools, 2 secondary schools, 3 post-

Coping with Recession
The LDDC was born in a recession
and this undoubtedly added to its
start-up difficulties. Then in 1990
there was a severe downturn in
national economic activity and high
interest rates brought about a severe
slowing in commercial development.
The impact was serious. No new
homes were built for owner
occupiers for 4 years, developers
collapsed, there was negative equity
for thousands and the value of
LDDC’s land was sharply reduced.
The Corporation’s 1990/91 Annual
Report noted that the year had been
the “most challenging in the
Corporation's history”. Worse was
to come - in May 1992 Canary
Wharf’s developer O&Y went into
administration and had to be
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Reg Ward – the LDDC’s
first Chief Executive
1981-87

bought-out by its creditor banks.
To cope with the crisis the LDDC
sold more land for social purposes –
schools and social housing – and
infrastructure projects were brought
forward in preparation for better
times. The Corporation also built up
closer links with City of London and
this led to the setting up of London
First.
Since the LDDC left
Until the present recession the
development momentum was
maintained in the private sector, e.g.
Canary Wharf has grown apace since
the LDDC left the scene. But apart
from the DLR, which has mounted a
number of projects to time and
budget, the public sector agencies
have been very slow. The perceived
reasons for this are that there has
been:
• too much re-inventing the wheel
• too many competing interests
• a lack of clear leadership
• too few skills, too little experience
To address these difficulties the
Government in due course fell back
on the idea of setting up a UDC! The
Thames Gateway Development

Corporation was set up in 2004 and
now we have an Olympic Delivery
Authority (ODA) too. It’s maybe a
little early to say whether these new
arrangements will bear fruit. We’re
now again in deep recession and it
may be some long time before the
development process starts up again.
Meanwhile, it’s now 10 years since
the LDDC left the Royal Docks and
while there’s been a lot of talk very
little has actually been achieved that
wasn’t launched by the LDDC before
it made its exit.
And the LDDC? The privately run
website dedicated to the history of
the Corporation, has never been
busier with nearly 10,000 visits a
month from across the world. But
the bodies now responsible for
regeneration don’t talk about it!
Witness the booklet published to
celebrate the DLR’s 20th birthday
which fails even to mention to the
LDDC – never mind that the
Corporation inspired, and helped pay
for, the DLR’s early projects and
indeed it was the railway’s owner for
many years! It is said that this
blanking of the LDDC was on orders
from “on high”. What, I wonder,
were they afraid of?
Sad, though, that in spite of the
best efforts of many well wishers,
the LDDC’s first visionary leader, Reg
Ward, now living happily in retirement, the architect of so much of
what you see in Docklands today,
hasn’t been awarded so much as an
MBE! Of course, he upset the
powers that be. That perhaps was
the key to his success! But the
establishment has a very long
memory! Never mind, those who
worked for the Corporation at the
time remember him with awe. And
among the staff generally there is a
huge feeling that the experience was
life enriching and memorable.
And so it was.
1 http://www.lddc-history.org.uk/

