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Jack Jacobs

An Oration to Welcome Him as Fellow of Birkbeck, 22 November 2007 
Master, Distinguished Governors, Graduates and Guests
Jack Jacobs has been one of the most creative and influential figures in the extraordinary transformations that have taken place in the built environment of London over the last few decades. After leaving City of London School, he took qualifications with the College of Estate Management. 
One of his earliest achievements was as a developer overseeing the restoration of the Nash terraces in Regent’s Park. The novelist Elizabeth Bowen, who loved the Nash terraces, and was an air-raid warden during the war, remarked that they ‘looked as brittle as sugar’. They suffered extensive damage from bombing, which was exacerbated by the fact that, behind the glorious dream-palace stucco façades, they were standard-issue London houses, with stock brick and thin deals, with shallow foundations and no damp courses. Indeed, their demolition had been seriously considered in 1947. Jack Jacobs played a leading role in the extensive restoration which took place in the following decades. 
At a time when developers are often accused of turning whatever they touch into uniform notopias, or non-places, Jack Jacobs is unusual in insisting on the importance of understanding the unique qualities and demands of every site, and has become adept at assembling the corporate structures necessary to respond to those unique conditions. He was Chairman of the Paddington Regeneration Partnership after its launch in 1998, stimulated by the arrival of the Heathrow Express. The Partnership, now known as the Paddington Waterside Partnership, works to bring together the major developers, landowners, commercial occupiers and transport operators in the Paddington area to help encourage and coordinate the effort to transform an area that at the beginning of the process had been described candidly by one commentator as ‘grotsville’, through extensive commercial, residential and leisure and retail development. 
Over the last two decades, he has developed a special interest in waterside sites, finding something ‘magical’ in them. Since Paddington, he has been deeply involved in two other waterside schemes. The first of these, the Silvertown Quays project, is part of the Thames Gateway initiative, and involves the development of an area next to the Royal Docks in East London. Encompassing some 60 acres, it is one of the largest regeneration schemes in Europe. It will result in the construction of commercial properties along with 5000 new homes and recreational facilities. Appropriately enough, a watery theme flows through the project, for example in the gigantic new aquarium, to be called Biota!, designed by Terry Farrell and managed by the Zoological Society of London, which is scheduled to be opened in 2008. In May, news broke of Venture Xtreme, a permanent outside beach, which will use a 9 metre high wave tank to produce perfect surfing waves: Bondai Beach in the Borough of Newham! In July 2003, Jack Jacobs, along with his partner David Taylor, was selected to develop a 40 acre site between Canada Water and Surrey Quays tube stations, a development that will include a visionary new library designed by Piers Gough, featuring a café and performance space for musicians, schools and community groups.
Jack Jacobs has devoted himself to the city where he has himself lived for so long. He has been a Director of London First, an organisation which represents more than 300 leading businesses and employers in London and whose mission is to try to make London the best place in the world to do business. In 2004, he was part of a team that set up a £4 million regeneration fund, to be known as UK Regeneration, the purpose of which is to secure and develop major sites for mixed use development.
We have had the benefit of his wisdom and experience during the eight years he has given us as governor of Birkbeck, a period in which the college has been mightily preoccupied in one way or another with matters of real estate, and its own forms of physical regeneration. He has given us invaluable guidance in the development of our new Malet Street buildings, the purchase of new properties and the extension of our activities into Stratford in East London. 

Jack Jacobs’s other consuming passion has been sport. He runs his own cricket team, which glories in the unassuming name of ‘The Relics’, and himself keenly plays bowls, tennis, squash and raquet-ball, as well as bobsleighing and ski-jumping. Alright, I made the last two up, but you can obviously never be quite sure with Jack Jacobs. He has after all been a lifelong supporter of Tottenham Hotspur which in our household, made up as it is of supporters of another North London team who play in red, would certainly qualify as a reckless occupation.

Jack Jacobs had been for some time a supporter of the New Israel Fund, a philanthropic organisation committed to securing and extending the democratic rights of minorities in Israel, especially its 1 million Arab citizens.  In 2004, he was visiting Israel on business and was taken to a forest playground where he saw Arab and Israeli children playing together. They had no common language, but gave clear and unequivocal notice of their shared opinions in the cheers and jeers they uttered when Jack called out the names of Beckham, Owen, Lampard. Realising the possibilities of the global Esperanto of football, the most powerful and pervasive game there has ever been on the face of the earth, he set to work trying to interest the English Football Association in supporting the work of the New Israel Fund. He has leant his active support to the ‘Kick Racism Out of Football’ campaign in Israel, touring the country with sporting ambassadors such as John Barnes, to spread the message of sport’s power to heal hatreds and to demonstrate how much more interesting and ultimately more important sport is than armed conflict. He is also involved in ‘Football for Peace’, an `organisation run by the University of Brighton and the British Council, a sport-based project of reconciliation that has been running in the Galilee region of Northern Israel since 2001, and which brings English coaches to Israel to promote the game among mixed teams of young Arab and Israeli players. In June, he chaired a panel discussion on the theme of Reconciliation Through Football organised by Birkbeck’s Sport Business Centre, in front of an audience including representatives of the Football Association, the International Business Leaders Forum, the Department of Culture, Media and Sport and the Foreign Office. 
More recently he has extended his support to the other beautiful game, in a venture called Chance to Shine. This is a campaign by the Cricket Foundation, the charitable arm of the England and Wales Cricket Board, to reverse the decline in competitive cricket in state schools, its aim being to reintroduce cricket in more than 1200 schools and reach 90,000 children. In June this year, he had the idea to bring 1000 children from state schools in the London area to Lords to watch a match between Middlesex and Sussex, and experience a day’s inspiring immersion in the ambience of the great home of cricket. (After all, and despite the best efforts of the Israel side, supporters of the England football team will have some time on their hands this summer.)
Like the Nash terraces, the word regeneration has become a little knocked about by frequent use and rough handling, but Jack Jacobs’s life has been dedicated to sustaining and even, we might say, developing the best principles of regeneration. Jack Jacobs is one of those people who cannot see something that needs improving and leave it that way. Over a long, but vigorously ongoing career, he has built a reputation as a developer of commanding authority and vision, and has used his passion for sport to regenerate a political landscape hitherto poisoned by bitterness, suspicion and rage. We owe him a particular debt at Birkbeck for the generous, conspicuous service he has given us as governor, and so it is a very great pleasure for me to make our association indissoluble by welcoming him now as Fellow of Birkbeck. 
