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   Man of the times
   BY Dale McNish
   What would you do if you were given the responsibility to spend a cool
   £9 billion?
   Most of us would go ballistic and eventually self-destruct. But for
   Manny Lewis, Chief Executive Officer of the London Development Agency
   (LDA), the man charged with delivering the 2012 Olympics project,
   managing such a large budget is all in a day's work.
   The palatial offices of the LDA suggests that this is where most of
   the important stuff in London get's done. Lewis' calendar is stretched
   but he devoted precious time to chatting with The Voice about the
   responsibility of delivering the infrastructure to facilitate The
   Greatest Show on Earth, the 2012 Olympic Games.
   regeneration
   Nigerian by birth, Manny Lewis is a naturalised Londoner and the city
   is his passion. It stands to reason that he enjoys his job and is
   buzzing about the exciting prospects that a project of this size
   brings to London's socio-economic life. He wants to use the Olympics
   as a catalyst to improve the economic well-being of the city's
   marginalised communities, under a robust regeneration scheme. The plan
   is to slash unemployment by 20,000 across the east end communities of
   Stratford, Hackney, Waltham Forest, Greenwich and Tower Hamlets.
   Across the city, more than 70,000 jobs will be created.
   "This is the first time the Olympics will form the heart of a
   regeneration project rather than being seen as an extra benefit,"
   argues Lewis. And he has started delivery on the promises with
   encouraging results so far. Under the London Employment and Skills
   Taskforce (LEST) for 2012, targets already met include:
   *Setting up a £10 million project to increase skills and job
   opportunities under the Local Employment Training Framework.
   *The recruitment of 20,000 youths on a Pre-Volunteer Programme in time
   for the staging of the Games to gain and improve employability skills,
   in areas such as IT, literacy and numeracy.
   *Empowering grassroots groups to overcome barriers to employment by
   providing training and skills support.
   *The provision of on-site training facilities to deliver skills to
   local residents that are directly required by contractors.
   a catalyst
   Lewis said: "We want to use the Olympics as a catalyst for
   regeneration to an area that has the highest level of deprivation,
   unemployment and known for having the lowest educational attainment,
   we need to transform all of that."
   At a recent Voice Editors' forum, Sunny Lambe, founder of Southwark
   Black Businesses, referring to the business opportunities being
   offered by the games, lamented that small BME companies suffer for
   lack of advice and information over the provision of services.
   However, in trying to allay the concerns over BME owned Small and
   Medium Enterprises (SMEs) being squeezed out of the economic
   opportunities presented by the Olympics, Lewis said a framework of
   equality has been put in place. He said BME businesses would be
   specifically targeted, and that the London Business Network (LBN), who
   will be the key to SMEs securing contracts from the Olympic Supply
   Chain, will have the responsibility of getting supplier businesses
   registered on a website (compete4.com) that's due to come on stream
   next spring.
   "I know it (bids for contract) wont be an easy playing field. It's
   going to be very competitive for some SMEs, especially for black and
   Asian businesses," Lewis admitted.
   "But on the website we will provide guidance on best practices and
   give assistance on how to tailor and improve their bids." The
   integrity of the project is riding on the delivery of this key
   element. If this fails, Lewis added: "The social and economic dreams
   for the Olympic will have failed and it's something of the utmost
   priority for us."
   Roughly a third of the businesses relocated from the Olympic site are
   BME owned, including Wanis Afro-Caribbean food supplier and UK Snacks.
   The LDA has also supported 193 businesses to relocate to new premises
   securing 98 per cent of the 4,750 jobs on site.
   fear eased
   "The original fear we had was that the Olympics would cause businesses
   to close but on the contrary, those we have relocated are doing well
   and that's good for equality, diversity and commitment, we are pleased
   with that," Lewis noted.
   The LDA has handed over 312 hectares of Olympic Park site to the
   Olympic Development Authority (ODA) within its projected timeline and
   budget of £1.4 billion for them to start construction. The acquisition
   saw the relocation of 425 Clays Lane residents to three purpose built
   flats, the construction of three business parks in Enfield, Beckton
   and Leyton in addition to four new traveller sites being built in
   Hackney and Newham to support the transition of 35 traveller families.
   He rubbished suggestions that the public had fallen out of love with
   the Games, due primarily to its spiralling costs.
   Lewis argued that the Olympics still attracts 'very strong support'
   and that the preparations have now moved to a phase where the economic
   benefits are in the offing.
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