
Home games 
A study of the housing and regeneration legacies 
of recent Olympic and Paralympic Games and the 
implications for residents of East London.
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1. East Thames Group 
    – who we are

  Mission Statement

‘To make a positive and lasting contribution to the 
neighbourhoods in which we work’

Formed in 1979, East Thames Group is based in Stratford, 
the centre point for the 2012 Olympics. We own and manage 
14,400 homes on a not-for-profi t basis, and employ over 
1,000 staff.

Fuelled by our commitment to provide good quality housing 
and services and work with partners to develop sustainable 
neighbourhoods where people want to live and work, we 
have an immediate interest in the legacy of the Games.

3. The research
 
Our research looked at the impact of previous Olympic and 

Paralympic Games on both the quantity and quality of social 
housing. We also investigated whether the economic and 
social activity of residents had improved as a result of the 
event. As well as carrying out desk research and studying 
published literature about the impact of previous Games, 
we also made two short study visits to the hosts of previous 
Games – Barcelona and Athens. 

2. East London: an overview
East London is among the most culturally and ethnically 

diverse places in the world and has the youngest population 
in Europe. The fi ve London boroughs most directly 
concerned with the Games are Newham, Tower Hamlets, 
Waltham Forest, Hackney and Greenwich. 
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  Host Boroughs – the facts

1. General statistics
Population ...............................................1.11m
Average age ............................................ 33.46
Not born in UK ........................................... 30%

2. Housing
Type of housing ............................................. %
Council owned...................................22.6 (15)*
Registered social landlords ..................15 (10)*
Private landlord ...............................22.15 (16)*
Owner occupier ....................................41 (59)*
  * Figures for all of London in brackets
  
3. Employment
Employment .................................................. %
No trade skills .......................................... 22.18
Economically inactive ................................ 32.9
Unemployment .......................................... 10.4
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a:  Barcelona - 1992
  Background

The bid was won in 1986. It was the vision of the 
organising committee to seize the opportunity for the 
wholesale transformation and regeneration of the city. 

The creation of social housing was not a primary objective 
in the planning of the 1992 Olympics. There was no serious 
housing shortage and a long established tradition of home 
ownership. 80% of the Spanish population owned their own 
homes in 1992. 

Before 1986 the population of Barcelona - 1.8 million - 
had been declining. The new democratic government was 
keen to reverse this trend and demonstrated commitment to 
change by designating 40% of the nascent Olympic Village 
as affordable housing, mainly for young people.

The Olympic Village was to be built in a highly degraded, 
largely uninhabited area adjacent to the old city but cut off 
from the coast by major road and rail networks. The choice 
of site was the most ambitious and expensive of all the 
options considered and required a massive investment to 
lay road, rail and sewage systems underground.

Following diffi culties in attracting private sector 
developers, tax incentives were introduced and the 
essentially new and well-serviced land became more 
commercially attractive. Changes in the economic 
environment caused the social housing element of the 
Olympic Village to be reduced from 40% to 5%.

  Pros

The Olympic Village created a major new resource for the 
residents of Barcelona, a huge area of public open space, 
50% of it green in the form of avenues, parks and seaside 
beaches. A positive tangible legacy for the city was achieved 
through a project named Façade, which provided grants 
for the restoration of the facades of some of the buildings. 
The transport infrastructure was improved and an excellent 
hospitality sector and fi rst class conference venues were 
created. Catalonia now accounts for 25% of Spain’s GDP.

  Cons

The Olympic Village had an absence of local shops and 
other services needed for social and economic viability. 
There was a high volume of under-street car parking 
and little street level community activity, making the area 
unattractive to local retailers. 

A small number of families who had owned homes on the 
site before demolition and reconstruction were properly re-
housed. Other illegal occupiers were less fortunate. Within 
the city centre there were reports of homeless people being 
forcibly removed to outlying towns and villages in the cause 
of “beautifi cation”.

The increase in population has, with other factors, put 
the housing sector under great pressure. There is serious 
overcrowding and growing homelessness, though few 
citizens attribute the current housing crisis to the Olympics 
without accepting the positive transformation the Games had 
on the city. 

b:  Athens - 2004
  Background

Athens and Greece will be carrying the burden of debt for 
the Games for many years. The cost of hosting certainly 
exceeded the initial budget of €3 billion and may have 
reached €9 billion. 

The entire Olympic Village was to be allocated to social 
housing through assigning responsibility for its delivery to 
OEK (the Workers Housing Association), the only social 
housing agency in Greece. The Olympic Village would be by 
far the largest social housing development in Greek history 
and well beyond the experience of any of those involved in 
the management of the venture.

The site of the Olympic Village continues to be 
controversial. Chosen was an area of degraded, polluted, 
minimally inhabited wasteland on the city’s far northern 
outskirts. New legislation permitted rapid compulsory 
purchase of the land but the Village was built using old, 
environmentally unfriendly technology.

The fi rst three years after the successful bid to host 
the 2004 Olympic Games were wasted by disputes, 
indecision and mismanagement. After three years’ delay the 
Government assumed full control of all public works related 
to the Games. While this eased anxieties about the misuse 
of funds it caused further delays due to the inevitably slow 
process of decision-making. 



  Pros

There has been a major improvement in the transport 
infrastructure, particularly the metros with new stations 
and a high standard of disabled access. The whole of the 
Olympic Village has been allocated for social housing. Many 
city centre facades have been redecorated; tourism has 
increased by 25%. GDP has grown by 4.2%; hospitals and 
hotels have been upgraded; the city centre streets around 
the Acropolis made into an attractive new pedestrian area. 
The Games were perceived internationally to be a success. 
There is greater awareness of the potential merits of public, 
private partnerships and a determination to learn the 
expensive lessons of defective decision making and poor 
planning for the future.

  Cons

Two years after the Games the Olympic Village is far from 
complete and certainly not yet a vibrant neighbourhood. 
According to OEK the Olympic Village will be 90% occupied 
by the end of 2006. 

25% of properties in the Olympic Village have been 
allocated to immigrants, which has become a source of 
tension as it tends to be Greeks working outside the formal 
economy who are unable to demonstrate evidence of 
qualifi cation for the very small volume of social housing 
which is built. 

There was no adequate plan or fi nancial provision for 
the local authority, which inherited the Olympic Village and 
experienced a population expansion from 5,000 to 30,000, to 

Evidence of the impact of the Paralympic Games on 
disabled people is more positive. An increase in local 
participation in sports has been observed following recent 
Games. Further, the specifi cation of both venues and villages 
as being fi t for both the Olympic and Paralympic athletes has 
driven forward accessibility for people with disabilities and 
improved the standards of transport and other services.

  Key recommendations:

• Substantial increases in land and property prices must be 
anticipated and measures introduced to prevent profi teering 
and injury to local residents.

• Provision must be made to accommodate many thousands 
of additional construction workers for fi ve years from 2007 
without unreasonable strain on local residents.

• Lobby to maintain the maximum percentage of Olympic 
Games related housing to be allocated for social housing 
use and anticipate economic and commercial pressures for 
this element to be reduced by events before the hand over 
in 2013.

• Encourage and facilitate the training and employment of 
local workers on all public and Olympic Games related 
contracts for construction and other services.

• Conduct local research to identify those groups most 
at risk of displacement by Olympic related activities and 
developments before and during the Games and devise 
means to protect them.

maintain and manage the estate properly and there are early 
signs of neglect.

The housing market is complex in Greece and therefore 
diffi cult to analyse. From a British perspective the practice 
of “counter donation” has distorted the housing market in 
Athens. Home ownership is thus not a reliable indicator 
of wealth. There is a relative weakness of regulation and 
enforcement. The offi cial account indicates that in 2004 there 
was no homelessness in Athens yet recently, and for the fi rst 
time, the new National Plan acknowledged the existence of 
homelessness.

4. Conclusions 
The legacy of past Olympic Games does not offer much 

cause for optimism. Job creation tends to be temporary and 
positions are often fi lled by migrant and transient workers. 
Overall employment rates have shown little or no long term 
change. House prices and other costs of living can rise 
dramatically and stay permanently elevated. There can also 
be an adverse impact on the most vulnerable sections of 
society. There are reports of homelessness. 

The adverse effects of hosting the Olympic Games can be 
suffered most by low income families and particularly those 
who do not own their homes. It is poor quality and cheap 
housing which is most likely to be removed by the Games 
and this housing has a higher percentage of ethnic minority 
tenants and owners than the general market.
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The full report can be downloaded at www.east-thames.co.uk/olympics


