
O ne of the things I like about London’s 
South Bank district, where I both live 
and work, is the clear evidence of Mayor 

of London Ken Livingstone’s style and input in the 
events that take place here. Hardly a month goes 
by without there being a festival of one kind or 
another: a seafood festival at Hay’s Galleria, fun 
days, fireworks, feasts and spectacles. 

A couple of months ago my two girls found 
themselves on a high-wire trapeze (with safety 
harnesses, I hasten to add), flying through the air 
just in front of Tate Modern. It’s a vibrant place to 
live and what pleases me about these festivals and 
celebrations is the vast array of small-time artists, 
performers and food producers who are employed 
to facilitate the events. You won’t find the Pret A 
Manger or Nescafé brand names here.

 As the Olympics approach we’re hoping that 
Ken will work a similar type of magic so that they 
don’t become just another corporate-dominated 
sporting event.

 I was pleased, therefore, when a nice, 
bright and enthusiastic man from the London 
Development Agency asked to come and see me 
about the Olympics. His aim is to encourage the 
active engagement of social enterprises as part of 
the Olympic legacy. He had come to ask for advice 
on how we might get social enterprises prepared to 
deliver services for the 2012 games.

 Because I’m an optimistic person I find it all too 
easy to get carried away with how things could be. 
I see the potential first and only subsequently the 
inevitable problems.

Personally I’m convinced that we will need some 
of the big-brand contractors to deliver much of the 
food, drink and services that will be required. Large-
scale delivery is definitely their forte and not yet 
ours. But if the Olympics ends up like the Millennium 
Dome – being a large corporate display board 
with the games as a sideshow – we’ll all be very 
disappointed and we can hardly expect the various 
communities to fall in love with the whole event.

My visitor asked what social enterprises 
would need to feel confident enough to tender to 
run services. I thought about this for a while and 
I think he was hoping I might suggest some 
training seminars or the like. However we all 
know what would really encourage us to enter the 
procurement race would be... some remote chance 
of winning!

I asked whether they would be setting any 
targets or ring-fencing parts of budgets to ensure 
greater participation. He explained patiently that 
this would be against European rules. If that’s the 
case then, frankly, we don’t stand a chance. My 
optimism was fading rapidly. I suddenly called to 
mind my appreciation of the South Bank being a 
mixture of the small and large – the Starbucks and 
Pizza Express’s rubbing alongside the Borough 
Market stallholders and the entertainers who seem 
to have been transported from the 1960s to the 
present day. I asked my guest how Ken manages 
to pull off this particular feat. He confessed he 
didn’t know – I suggested he find out.

I mentioned these concerns about the Olympics 
to other colleagues and then to third sector 
minister Ed Miliband and government officials. All 
agreed this is an area of real concern. Imagine my 
chuntering in bed a couple of days later when my 
Radio 4 alarm wake-up call led with the story that 
Seb Coe is in difficulty for awarding a major food 
and drink contract to McDonald’s for the Olympics.

I’d like to think that the solution will be 
orchestrated by the purchasers, but somehow I 
don’t think it will. Perhaps it will fall to us to make 
such a fuss and sketch out a solution, or Ken 
will shame someone into a change of heart, but 
often I think we would do better to appeal to the 
corporates themselves. They are sometimes better 
at including us than governments are.
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Outside the Box
Will the London Olympics create opportunities for 
social enterprises and local communities, or just 
more chances to be ignored, asks Adele Blakebrough


