ADDRESS BY ROBERT NOEL TO WPA RECEPTION ON 2 MARCH
Good evening everyone and a very warm welcome to the SW1 Gallery.  It’s great to see so many friends and colleagues here.
Although this event has been part of the WPA’s annual calendar since it began, it has always been fairly low key.  I wanted this year to make more of it by inviting a much larger number and variety of guests.  If you agree that it is a good thing, I hope my successor will do the same next year.
This reception marks the point of the year when we hold our AGM and publish our Annual Report.  I’d like to take the opportunity, therefore, briefly, to outline the state of the Association.
Our mission is quite simply to work with Westminster City Council on anything that affects the built environment in Westminster, almost to the exclusion of all else.  
The measure of our success, or otherwise, is whether we help change for the better.  I believe, at the moment, we are and over 2009, we continued to make good progress.
It was the year when the Draft Local Development Core Strategy was finally published.  You might think that taken as a whole, it is not really a dramatic change from where we were before, but then why should it be?  Westminster works pretty well. 
What heartens me, though, is that there are various areas where we have been listened to and where change for good will result.  
First, there is the use of credits for public realm works.  This is vitally important.
At the moment, policies mean that unilateral contributions to early public realm improvements are hampered by the requirement to then pay again when developing.  Credits will enable us all to kick start improvements ahead of development.
Second is recognition, within the Policy, that commercial development is recognised as:

a.
the enabler of the provision of residential space within the City; and

b.
important for the maintenance of Westminster as the heart of London.
Third, is the recognition amongst enlightened members and officers that there need not necessarily be a one rule fits all policy for mixed use development – that pepper potting odd residential flats in developments doesn’t actually do anyone any favours – they are not creating communities and they are fettering the future efficient use of holdings around them.  Rather, we should work towards the recognised requirement for having space and mixed use communities in the round.
This is all real progress.

Physical development is a key part of the City’s well being.  Our role, as custodians of the built environment, is to contribute to the debate so that the City’s policies can best be geared to that end.  
Coming along in the wake of the Core Strategy is the more detailed City Management Plan and here, once again, we shall work constructively with the members and officers of the City Council.  
I said just now that our energies were almost exclusively devoted to the City Council – but we do also keep a weather eye open for what Boris is up to where this affects Westminster, and this has been a great deal in 2009.  We responded to consultation on Views, the Replacement London Plan and the Crossrail Charge, all of which will have significant effects on our members and their activities.  We also engaged with DCLG over CIL and Planning Guidance for the Historic Environment (PPS15).
There are two sides to WPA, of which I have just outlined the more serious.  Equally important is the networking side.  In November we ran one of the property industry’s best attended lunches with about 1,000 people taking both barrels from Boris on top form.  We have hosted five seminars for members, kindly hosted by Montagu Evans – and we have also had six new buildings to show off to members and Westminster guests in the format of informal evening receptions.  That these events are always well attended, speaks for itself.
To conclude - we live in tough times – in this industry as in most others, and in most parts of the world, and we should not underestimate how far the past is no longer a guide to the future. Many issues will need to be rethought with fresh eyes and things are going to stay difficult for us for a long while yet, not least because of the national fiscal situation.  
But there is always opportunity.  We all have a stake in our country which itself depends hugely on the success of London.  Our opportunity – and that is all of us, Members of this Association, politicians and council officers, is to show strong leadership now – take those difficult decisions - which are needed to ensure that this magnificent city thrives. 
Thank you for coming this evening and I look forward to seeing you at WPA events in the year ahead.
RMN
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