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It was 6am. Above loomed the turrets of King's College chapel. On the ground, the orange chunks of diced carrot stared back at me. They lay in the centre of a lurid pool of pink, sticky vomit. Littering the surrounding pavement were half-eaten hamburgers, shredded cabbage and discarded packaging. Along the deserted street, the early morning light reflected off broken glass. We began to clear up the debris deposited after closing time the night before. 

10am. Break time. We sat in the cafe. Opposite me, Paul tucked in to his poached eggs. His son had woken in the night and he was tired. Their one-bedroom flat is the size of some people's living rooms. With a failed business start-up behind them, they are now stuck - as owner-occupiers not eligible for social housing and unable to afford anything larger. What will happen when Tom is a teenager? 

We'd left the city centre spotless, a stage prepared for another day of shoppers, tourists and revellers. With 3m visitors a year, it is one of the most sought-after high street locations in the UK. Now it boasts the largest pub in the country, capable of holding 2,000 customers on a Saturday night, all of whom appear to make a beeline for the nearest takeaway once they are ejected on to the street. 

It was different when I started as a sweeper 20 years ago. The pub used to be a cinema, there was one chip shop in a back street, and hamburgers were only eaten in America. Cambridge was just a university town, with low wages and low costs. Jobs were plentiful at Chivers, making jam from soft fruit. Now Microsoft is here, recruiting staff on starting salaries of £35,000. It joins biotechnology firms promising a brave new world. 

Cambridge has been transformed in front of our eyes. The government sees it as "its champion in a cut-throat new world economy". Nick Raynsford states that it is "the leading edge of the new technology", and the same theme is echoed by journalists: "The e-volcano at the end of the M11 that's about to erupt", or "the British version of the American dream". 

It's a welcome transformation if it brings prosperity for all. But it is a threat if local people who provide the basic services that sustain the city, like we do, can no longer afford to live here. To many of my colleagues, the hi-tech recruits commanding London salaries are part of the problem, pushing up house prices to London levels. Local wages have not kept pace and local people are being forced out. 

We are lucky. Since we bought our home 20 years ago, the cost of housing has risen tenfold while a road sweeper's wages have only risen fourfold. There's little "luck" for others starting afresh today. A mortgage for the cheapest house requires an annual income of £30,000. Nor is renting property an option. Social housing is scarce and landlords are asking £1,000 a month for a Victorian terrace. 

A regular headline on the local news is "A14 chaos". Maybe the problem is not traffic but the fact that too many people have been forced to live too far from jobs and facilities. Projects such as Cambridge Futures, an initiative to investigate the consequences of rapid growth, have begun to look at this issue. But it needs addressing soon if Cambridge is not to become a city of the very rich, the very poor and students serviced from distant fenland ghettos. 

10.30am. Paul wipes the egg yolk off his plate and we leave the cafe. The rest of the day is spent cleaning residential streets. A review of the green belt that surrounds the city is promised. More a mud belt than a green belt. But an emotive subject. Yet most of these streets we are cleaning were fields only 50 years ago. "Belts" are important, but boundaries can change without destroying the city. If the review can help to provide decent and affordable housing for those who want to live here then it is to be welcomed. 

What is really important is how a sustainable and diverse urban environment can be created for those who live in this champion of the new world economy. It is a challenge for the 21st century - not a threat. 

...........................................................
Postscript: March 2009
I was asked to write this piece by The Guardian nine years ago.

I still believe that Cambridge needs to grow to provide decent and affordable housing for all the city’s service sector workers. Not just for those like nurses and teachers defined as ‘key workers’, but for the dustmen and the shop staff on far lower wages who keep the city running but are excluded from living here by high housing costs and the lack of social housing.

And I still believe that this housing should be of high quality, with plenty of shared open spaces and easy access into the city centre.

But I worry that the number of houses and the housing densities are too high. I worry that existing residential areas are threatened, and that those who can afford to will walk with their feet ( or car) and leave Cambridge.
 And  I worry that the multiple demands on the proposed open spaces are too high  for what is being provided – football pitches, allotments, wildlife corridors, parks all compete but all are needed. 
When I first heard plans for a new, growing Cambridge it was sold as a quality vision. The model was the Cambridge Colleges, with high density accommodation set amongst well maintained formal lawns and  the informal landscaping of the fellows gardens, with tight social controls to stop unruly neighbours disturbing others. 

But what I see nine years later is Orchard Park. Whoever thought that people would want to live next to the noise of the A14 ? 
Or I see Cromwell Road, monumental blocks of flats looking  like a 19th century workhouse. 
Or I see ‘Toys are Us’, ‘ScS sofas’ and Homebase on the Newmarket Road retail park.  
There is nothing to remind anyone of Cambridge colleges in these developments. Nor is there anything distinctive. They could be in any city in the UK. There is nothing that says ‘Cambridge’.
The Grand Arcade is better than the Lion Yard, and Accordia is great. Yet too much has been built that fails to match the ‘vision’. The City Council has raised the standards recently, and their aspirations give hope.  But I remain unsure how we will deal with the mistakes of the last decade, and nervous for the future. 
Cambridge grew dramatically in the 19th century too. Much of that growth was what would now be called ‘high density housing’. And much of this was demolished in the 20th century because people wanted more space in their home, they wanted gardens and they didn’t want to hear their neighbours shouting all the time. Those that could moved away, those that were left found themselves in ever-deteriorating conditions. 
Are we in danger of recreating the same conditions, ghettos around the city with all the implications that they have for social cohesion ?
The Cambridge Cycling Campaign have always impressed with their lobbying, their ability to talk in the language of planners, and their newsletters which spreads the message to a far wider group of ‘just interested’ people. 

Something similar championing quality design, embracing the professionals and the concerned residents would be helpful. The City Council has taken vast strides forward, but it needs support, and it needs pressing to raise those standards as high as is possible. It is no good just moaning!

We have inherited one of the most beautiful cities in Western Europe. We owe it to future generations to leave one just as beautiful, and one that is not just a home for the rich, the very poor, and students passing through.
Allan Brigham

 July 2009

