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It is thought that Croydon's name is taken from the Anglo Saxon words ‘Croh-Denu’ - meaning ‘valley of the crocus’

Introduction
Welcome to the first in Bare’s insight series –The Croydon Comeback. Our new
white paper explores what recovery might look like for our borough, as we
emerge from lockdown in Spring 2021. We would like to warmly thank everyone
who generously gave their time to share their views, aspirations, and at times
apprehensions, for the future of Croydon. This town is spilling over with energy,
pride and a spirit of determined resilience which is both reflected in our past
and will, without doubt, play a key role in our future.
It is also important to say that this is not a formal consultation, but an
opportunity to explore, discuss and reflect upon some of the issues facing
Croydon and its communities. As part of our insight series, it delves into areas
that are particularly relevant to Bare PR’s expertise spanning stakeholder
engagement and communication, consumer behaviours and place marketing.
In the course of this white paper we contacted Croydon Council, Croydon Town
Centre BID, StartUp Croydon, Sussex Innovation, Boxpark Croydon, Hammerson,
Croydon College, Sarah Jones MP, East Croydon Cool, The Croydonist, Whitgift
School, Royal Russell School, Sunrise Homes, Croydon Minister, Volunteer
Centre Croydon, London Mozart Players, Stanley Arts, Turf Projects, Matthews
Yard, Nexus Creative Hub, TMRW hub, Bianca Miller-Cole, Entrepreneur, Mayor
of Croydon Councillor Henson, Youth Mayor of Croydon, William Awomoyi, Loyle
Carner, Musician, Croydon’s Poet Laureate, Shaniqua Benjamin, Croydonites
Festival, Evolve Housing, Lohana Complex, Faiths Together in Croydon, House of
Reeves, Croydon FM and Legacy Youth Zone. We also published an open
invitation for people to contribute across our social media channels - Twitter,
Linkedin and Instagram.

We grouped thoughts and views shared into the following themes:
Change must be driven by the people
Inclusion that encompasses ‘hidden’ audiences
Not a cookie cutter town centre
Connectivity between Croydon’s spaces
Creativity as the language of community
From grey to green

So, what is recovery?

So firstly, what exactly is recovery and what will recovery look
like for Croydon? The world has changed and shifted beyond
measure these past 12 months. Our habits, behaviours, and day
to day lifestyles are different. Is it possible, or even desirable to
go back to the way things were?
There’s been an seismic impact on our global and local
economy. A significant acceleration of online consumerism,
business insolvency and catastrophic disruption to sectors such
as leisure, hospitality and the arts. Society ‘shutting down’ has
also left many socially isolated and local health and social care
services have experienced significant and prolonged pressures.
COVID-19 has left an indelible mark on families, from
bereavement, redundancy, long term illness and uncertainty
about the future.
Our young people in particular have been disproportionately
affected by this pandemic, both socially and economically. As
Croydon Council states: ‘there has been a huge increase in
unemployment for 18-24 years olds in Croydon’ with youth
unemployment overall 13 per cent higher than pre-pandemic
levels.’
This will have huge implications for Croydon which has the
largest youth population in London and high levels of preexisting employment deprivation.
There are some very real challenges ahead.

Looking forward
However, with change brings huge
opportunity and no person, or community, can
stand still and resist influences around them.
Change is a constant and what lies ahead will
be different, not necessarily worse.
For Croydon sits on the cusp of real
transformation, that is happening both behind
the scenes and in plain sight as the skyline
parts way to new developments. As
BOXPARK's Head of Development Matthew
McMillan states: “Research shows that under
lockdown, Croydon was the most searchedfor location for Londoners looking to move
house…We need to continue to do everything
we can to attract homebuyers to Croydon to
help with our social and economic recovery.“
East Croydon Cool’s Maddy Duxbury also
reflected: “Talking about recovery often gives
the impression of getting back to where we
were. In Croydon's case, because it was (and
still is) in a state of change due to multiple
regeneration projects, it's less about how we
go back, and more about how we keep
moving forward.”

Change must be driven by the people
Perhaps the most powerful and overriding message that
emerged in the development of this white paper is that local
people want to be actively and meaningfully involved in
what comes next. As Turf Projects described so succinctly
‘No decision about us without us’.

The desire for Croydon to regain and build its identity is
universally shared, but at the forefront there is a consensus
that this work must be done through co-creation and
engagement; led and designed by the people themselves.
The many and the diverse people living and working here in
Croydon, the marginalised and perhaps previously unheard.
People want a clear understanding of how their views are
weaved into the planning and delivery of solutions in a
visible and demonstrable way. “Where does my voice go?”
said one.

This could be the vital next step in bringing people together
to build trust and respect. Many expressed a resistance to
‘top down’ authority-led consultations – “not another
survey” said one and a move away from Council centric
initiatives. Perhaps giving community leaders a bigger role.
Genuine co-creation could take place ‘where people are’
whether physically or digitally, in a way that slots naturally
into their day-to-day lives. Shaniqua Benjamin, Croydon’s
Poet Laureate remarked: “We need to take time to ask what
they (younger people) want, what they're interested in,
bring new opportunities and ideas to them so they feel
that they matter and have options. We need to stop
consistently asking them to come to us.”

Inclusion that encompasses
‘hidden’ audiences
The theme of inclusion flowed through
a number of reflections that were
shared with Bare. Whether that was
inclusion via access to amenities and
public space, participation in events
and culture, a role in urban planning
and design, inclusion in democracy and
indeed inclusion simply through a
sense of belonging. As one said “It is
important we recognise the cultural
diversity of Croydon and embrace and
respect that by having clear objectives
for regeneration for all from the
outset.”
Croydon, like any village, town and city,
is far from homogenous, and Croydon
itself has some very distinct
demographic characterstics. For
example, we have the highest number
of people between 0 and 17 years of
any borough in London and the third
highest population of people above 65
years. In Croydon, there are an
estimated 9,860 older people who are
lonely and 17,227 people aged 18-64
who are socially isolated.
There is a strong sense that people
want to advocate for those in their
community who are perhaps
overlooked or don’t have the strongest
voice, from refugees, to asylum seekers,
single parents and those that live alone
and as Croydonist said “by
foregrounding young voices from
outside the mainstream, whether that
is young trans, queer, refugee or black
voices.”

There is a desire, not for
compartmentalisation, but for togetherness
and inter-generational living. Croydon should
feel welcoming for everyone, should
accurately reflect the people of Croydon and
be somewhere where everyone feels safe and
a sense of belonging. A number of people
highlighted our older people population and
making sure they feel safe and included even
though they may not always be visible as
others in our public spaces.
As Tegan Eldridge Outreach & Development
Manager at the London Mozart Players said
“We must continue to support vulnerable
elderly communities by finding ways to bring
culture to them, with music, dance and other
activity, as well as re-engaging and inspiring
young people across the borough with widereaching cultural programmes.”
Inclusion and access was also felt deeply and
strongly as a key solution to rebuilding
Croydon and its communities in a cohesive
and collective way.
As one contributor said “Croydon is such a
diverse place and has all the ingredients to
rise from the pandemic to become a thriving
borough but we must give our people access
to the incredible opportunities that exist
whether it be food & drink, retail, arts &
culture, education, sports or entertainment.”

Not a cookie cutter town centre
There has been considerable capital development in central Croydon over recent years,
significantly driven by private sector investment. However, the spectre of the delayed
Unibail-Rodamco-Westfield project has loomed large over the town, and the high street’s
challenges have become more evident during the pandemic – “It currently feels like the
place where shopping goes to die” said one. The issue of public safety was also flagged as a
concern with experiences of anti-social behaviour and the need for a safer night time
culture on the high street.
Thoughts turned to the question of Croydon’s ‘brand’ and the high street’s pivotal role
representing this identity. There is a marked desire to build a powerful and ‘owned’ brand
for Croydon, that is different and which positions the borough as a distinct destination for
distinct reasons. One person remarked “I worry that we will end up with a cookie cutter
town with restaurants, and shops and offices that could be anywhere. We need to be
more ambitious than that.”
It was felt that recovery in the high street would take time and would need to work in
parallel with rebuilding Croydon’s reputation and community collaboration. BOXPARK's
Head of Development Matthew McMillan noted “The best recoveries will be secured
through fine grained, piecemeal and collaborative efforts rather than through individual
'big bang' major developments. Individual multi-billion-pound development projects are
not agile enough to respond to the fast-moving changes in society.”
It seems that now could be a fork in the road at which to pause, adapt and turn the
Westfield delay into an opportunity to rethink developments and build a stronger heart for
Croydon. For example much was said about the extraordinary talents of small businesses in
Croydon as the town’s backbone, and how this has come to the fore even more so during
the pandemic, It was felt that leveraging the small business scene could stimulate
economic recovery in Croydon both attracting visitors and investors to the town.

Connectivity between Croydon’s spaces
The success and vibrancy of smaller high streets that are
threaded throughout Croydon was often referenced. Many of
these have thrived due to the shift to working from home and the
trend to shop local and support local businesses.
These micro communities have pulled together through a sense
of loyalty and personal connection that can be absent in larger
shopping areas. It was felt that investment in smaller high streets
could yield very good returns across Croydon acting as an
important catalyst for regeneration: “! feel for recovery to be
sustained in the town centre, investment should first be driven
to support local areas like New Addington, Thornton Heath,
West Croydon, South Croydon, South Norwood, Addiscombe,
which would have all seen footfall rise with people staying local
as they've worked from home.” said Nexus Creative Hub coowner Mark Sarfo-Kantanka.

Schemes such as Historic England's Future High Street Heritage
Action Zones are already underway in South Norwood restoring
shop fronts and facades, repairs and improvements to landmark
buildings, and making the public realm more attractive and
welcoming.
It was noted that more centrally Croydon had been ‘zoned’ into
different areas such as the Restaurant quarter and Cultural Quarter
with perhaps not enough connectivity between these spaces which
may feel less cohesive and less conducive to community. This can be
viewed both metaphorically and literally with a lack of signage, or
safe and easy access between zones via walking, cycling and public
transport.
There are many rich cultural and historical sites within Croydon from
Airport House to the Museum but they can feel fragmented and
disparate as Dr Daniel Winder, Venue Director at Stanley Arts said
“Journeys between the key cultural landmarks like the Clocktower,
Fairfield Halls, Boxpark etc are tricky to navigate – particularly by
foot – with large, busy roads slicing up the public space.”
There was a repeated desire for safe open spaces to linger and meet
and more casual settings for people of all ages to connect. While the
borough’s abundance of green space was greatly valued. some
expressed the need to make these spaces safer, with better lighting
and a more welcoming environment for people visiting alone. The
theme of interconnectivity both between our green spaces and with
more urban areas in Croydon was once again reflected here.

Creativity is the language of community
“I believe Croydon's creative community holds the key to transformation”.
This line from East Croydon Cool, stood out to us as representative of many of
the views that were expressed and almost a rallying call for cultural revival in
Croydon. A new era of expression where creativity and culture doesn’t exist in
silos or through piecemeal projects or initiatives, but is present in our daily
lives. Creativity that is owned, shaped and embedded in the community and
where creative and cultural voices are reflected in all local decision making.
We had a huge amount of engagement from cultural groups and stakeholders
across Croydon. We also heard from creative individuals not just working in
music, or poetry, theatre or digital arts but in business and enterprise and less
‘traditional’ settings.
That sense of ownership and people-led design was again strong within this
cultural community - as Jennifer Harris, Head of Careers at Royal Russell
School said “we need to provide incentives for young people to engage in the
future of the town: provide paid opportunities for them to create proposals,
run events, take over spaces for pop ups and demonstrate support by
creating a programme of mentorship.”
With the Borough of Culture 2023 in sight many felt that the work had to start
promptly and be sustainable rather than be a big bang that fizzles out quickly.
Many believe that Croydon is well placed to attract exciting new creative
industries and cultural brands to breathe new life into the town.
Despite the closure of Fairfield Halls and the pandemic’s impact on the
performing arts sector, many believed new and different opportunities had
opened up through online streamline technology. This would enable wider
access to culture for new and more diverse audiences via hybrid and digital
options.

From grey to green
The final theme we will explore is the environment and
sustainability. Croydon has more than 120 parks and open
spaces and many reflected on these as the jewel in the
borough’s crown. This space has clearly been critical to people’s
physical and mental health during lockdown and is intrinsic to
general wellbeing.
Beyond the parks it was felt more work needed to be done,
‘greening streets’ and urban areas and making roads more
welcoming for walkers and cyclists.
Croydon resident, and Mercury Prize nominated musician Loyle
Carner, believes that urban greening can be used to turn run
down concreted areas into green spaces for local people and
encourage people to start growing their own food. He states
“It’s never been more important than now to find more green
spaces that are community driven.” The John Whitgift
Foundation has also launched the ‘Grow with John’ initiative to
get Croydon growing, giving out free seeds, tips and gardening
advice.
It certainly seems that people value space to grow their own
produce as more than 1000 people have applied for an
allotment in Croydon since lockdown began!

Jamie Audsley Labour Councillor in Bensham Manor Ward,
believes that a green recovery will support and expediate the
economic recovery for Croydon. He states ‘the pandemic
allowed us to experience what a greener Croydon could be like.
We’ve realised the importance of access to green space for our
health, of safe and pleasant walking routes and perhaps even
how cycling can reveal a host of new green spaces such as the
Wandle way or Whitehorse meadow."
Several organisations and Councillors have come together to
develop a Green Recovery plan for Croydon which includes
Croydon Covid-19 Mutual Aid, Croydon Living Streets, Croydon
BME Forum and Croydon Cycling Campaign among many
others.

In the short term their plans include developing a Green
Recovery toolkit to involve communities and co-develop
proposals, build on the 800 planned trees to be planted this year
to ensure routes of the Green Corridor are established and
Create 3-5 new pocket parks with local communities.

Conclusion
If we could choose one single word to represent our work on this white paper it would
be joy. That may seem a strange word to choose as we emerge from a second wave
that has hit so many people with such ferocity, but that is the lasting. The sheer sense
of community in Croydon is really humbling and it has always been apparent in
Croydon, perhaps more so than any other borough we work with. People are loyal to
Croydon and they are fiercely proud. Many have made their lives here, rather than
passing through, and are heavily invested in their community.
This community came out fighting after the Croydon riots and here we see the
community mobilising again. Planning for the future, supporting each other, bringing
energy and ideas and beginning to emerge even stronger. It is the power of the ‘extraordinary man and woman on the street’ that together will rebuild this town for the
better and let’s leave no one behind.
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