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These are bruising times for regeneration, but Tom Bloxham has a warning. 
“It would be an absolute tragedy if all the work we’ve been doing for 15 years came 
to a sudden halt and the industry lost its capacity, skills and talented professionals. 
“It’s now virtually impossible to get development finance from any bank, which has 
left a big hole in regeneration. There’s a real danger we will lose our momentum, and 
that’s something we’ve all got to guard against.” 
Bloxham, founder and chairman of pioneering Manchester developers Urban Splash, 
has felt the recent pain as keenly as anyone. When the banks stopped lending – and 
house sales plummeted – his firm was forced to let 60 of its 250 staff go, and carry 
out a major review of the way it operates. 
“It quickly became apparent that we had to find new ways of funding ourselves,” he 
explains. “Over the past six months we’ve had quite a difficult time readjusting how 
our business works, so we can continue to develop exciting new projects – but in 
different ways from before. Our emphasis has shifted from sales to rental and we 
have had to carefully consider which schemes we are able to take forward.” 
Bloxham, 45, moved from London to Manchester to attend university in the ‘80s and 
set up Urban Splash in 1993, with architect Jonathan Falkingham. His first taste of 
the property industry had come years earlier, when he ran a record and poster stall 
within his adopted city’s bohemian shopping emporium, Afflecks Palace. It quickly 
became apparent to him that there was more money to be made by sub-letting his 
space. Next, he bought a run-down building in central Liverpool and turned it into a 
trendy bar, meeting Falkingham in the process.  
As Urban Splash, the pair made their name through renovating derelict mills and 
other industrial spaces in Liverpool and Manchester – helping to kick-start the revival 
of the two centres and spearheading the 21st century city-living trend. It had a 
turnover of £57m in 2007. 
In more recent years, the firm has branched out geographically and in project type – 
from the “upside down” terraced housing of Salford’s Chimney Pot Park and 
wholesale estate redevelopment of Manchester’s New Islington to schemes 
everywhere from Scotland’s Irvine Bay to Bradford, Birmingham, Swansea, Bristol and 
Plymouth. 
In Morecambe Bay, Lancashire, the firm did up the Midland Hotel, which it also 
manages. But plans to follow this with other hotels have been put on ice. And Urban 
Splash schemes around the country have been beset by delays. 
Today, Bloxham has an MBE and is a well known cultural figure in the north and 
nationally. He is chancellor of his alma mater, the University of Manchester; a Tate 
trustee; chairman of the Centre for Cities think tank and of Manchester International 
Festival; a trustee of the Manchester United FC Foundation, and until last year was a 
board member of the Liverpool Cultural Company, which delivered the Capital of 
Culture. He has also advised the government on regeneration.  
He says: “The credit crunch has caused problems for us and our purchasers and I 
think we’re all now having to reassess the whole way regeneration works. In the past 
it’s been led largely by the private sector, often by residential-led projects, and 
funded by debt finance from the banks and from the sale of flats.  
“That has been the case not only for private developers but also for housing 
associations as well. But then the world went crazy and the banks simply turned the 
credit off, for business and our customers. If we are to survive, and to thrive, we all 
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have to look again at the way we do things.  The problem is that this country needs 
lots of high quality new homes though and it’s hard to see where they are going to 
come from at the moment.” 
The answer, he believes, likes in more public-private partnerships and the building of 
houses, as opposed to flats, to make project phasing easier. As the recession bites, 
affordable housing is going to become even more important than before. 
“I think we have to see more affordable houses of all different kinds – not necessarily 
social housing but ways to make Urban Splash sort of products available to more 
people,” he says. “And the projects of the future are probably going to be a bit 
smaller, a bit slower and smaller in number.” 
For Bloxham, a crucial part of regeneration is striking the right balance between 
different tenures and income levels. From the start, Urban Splash has put rented, 
social rented and purchased properties side by side in its developments, with no 
difference in specification or standards.  
“Historically housing in the UK has been almost sectarian in that you either lived in a 
social housing estate on one side of the railway tracks or private for-sale house on 
the other, with really nothing in between,” he says.  
“Regeneration is not just about bricks and mortar though. I can think of estates that 
have had loads of money pumped into them once, twice, three times, but the social 
problems that were there 30 years ago are still there. I can also think of wealthy 
owner-occupied communities that aren’t that nice because everyone lives behind 
gates and no one speaks to their neighbours.  
“We’re really interested in different housing tenures and mixed communities, which in 
our experience are the best communities.” 
For all ideas and experience that has been accumulated, there is a danger that the 
current financial problems and crisis of confidence could set the regeneration 
industry back years. Tackling the deprived areas a stone’s throw from our glitzy new 
city centres should be a major priority, he believes, but the challenge is looking 
greater than ever. 
Bank-style government bailouts, however, are not the answer. Instead, Bloxham 
believes the way to keep the momentum within the industry is through closer 
partnership working. Urban Splash is in talks with councils and regional development 
agencies in the areas where it is working, to see if new ways can be found to keep 
current projects on track. 
The private developers who have until now funded large-scale regeneration have 
understandably been unnerved by what has happened to the economy, and both they 
and their backers are unlikely to be more risk-averse as a result.  
Urban Splash, known for taking on projects that others would not touch, cannot help 
but be affected. “We have a huge number of schemes on the go but are having to be 
much more careful now about which ones we take forward,” admits Bloxham. “We will 
be continuing with them though and will see them built out – we just have to find 
new ways of going about things.” 
A solution looks at least likely for at one of Urban Splash’s projects, the £150m 
regeneration of the brutalist grade two-listed Park Hill council block in Sheffield, 
which was left in jeopardy when the firm found itself short of cash. In February, the 
council’s executive committee voted to accept an offer by the government’s Homes 
and Communities Agency to bring forward funding already earmarked for its later 
stages.  



CIARA LEEMING 
Freelance Journalist 

07886 532719 
info@ciaraleeming.co.uk 
www.ciaraleeming.co.uk 

“It’s one of these schemes which started before the credit crunch and then we had 
to look again at,” says Bloxham. “But this is a great example of Sheffield City Council, 
English Partnerships, the HCA and Urban Splash all working together to ensure in 
difficult times to ensure this scheme gets delivered. I think the government is keen 
to help and I’m confident it will now go ahead.” 
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