A LONDON GRAND PRIX? by Joe Saward

IS FORMULA 1 BOUND FOR MONACO-ON-THAMES?
The British Grand Prix could move to London's Docklands - with a ton of Chinese money behind the event?
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The British Racing Drivers’ Club (BRDC) currently
has a contract to host the British Grand Prix until
2026 - a fact which might suggest that there
is no chance of the race moving away from
Silverstone.
That is the theory. However, there is
one slight problem. The contract includes a fee
escalation clause which adds 10 percent per
year, which means that the race promoter needs
to find more and more money. A deal which
requires $10 million in the first year, needs
$11 million in the second, $12.1 million in the
third and so on. After 10 years that fee is up to
$23.4 million a year - and making that money
back from the ticket sales is virtually impossible
because fans will only pay so much for tickets.

In addition, the club will have no money to pay
for improvements and there are considerable
risks involved, not only from the troublesome
British weather, which can mean a loss rather
than a profit, or the worst case scenario, which
would be Britain having no F1 driver for the
fans to cheer. At the moment Britain has Lewis
Hamilton and Jolyon Palmer, with Jenson
Button effectively gone. But Lewis is now 32 and
Jolyon’s future is anything but settled. There are
several youngsters coming up the racing ladder,
but will they actually get the chance to break
through and become stars?
The reality is that the BRDC is taking
a huge risk if it continues with the current deal.
The good news is that Formula One has new

management and the BRDC hopes that the
fee demands can be moderated, or at least the
club might get more rights, such as track-side
signage, VIP hospitality and on-site enterprises.
It is clear that Formula One does
not want to lose the British Grand Prix, but if
the British government will not help with the
funding of the race, the BRDC will struggle.
There are plenty of good reasons why
Britain should react to defend its successful
motorsport industry, but politicians have always
shied away from the sport, on the basis that it is
an activity that is only for the rich. At the same
time, there is a danger that jobs and expertise
could migrate elsewhere In Europe and that
other motorsport industry clusters could
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develop to challenge Britain’s dominance. And
Brexit is not going to help.
There was a time when the French
used to think that their dominant motorsport
industry could never disappear, but it did.
Things change...
The biggest worry for Silverstone
is that a rival race might emerge in the UK,
although this has seemed a remote possibility
because the existing permanent circuits cannot
afford to host a race - or do not want to try.

But what if there was a well-funded
alternative? What if London could develop a
venue that would create a race like Monaco,
Singapore, Melbourne or Montreal? Street
circuits that meet modern standards are difficult
to create, but what if one could be built into
a development, in a place where there were
no environmental questions, where the land
owners were willing to pay to promote their
property? It all sounds rather unlikely until you
look at plans for the London docks, to the east

of the ExCel exhibition centre, opposite London
City Airport. This has been declared the Royal
Docks Enterprise Zone, with special benefits for
those who invest to revive post-industrial sites
in the area.
The Asian Business Port, which is due
to be built on the northern side of the Royal
Albert Dock, on what is currently derelict land
(below) is being designed to be a new financial
centre for London, to rival the City and Canary
Wharf. The idea is for the area to become the
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home for Asian companies wanting to trade
with Britain - and to use it develop business in
Europe. The goal is to create 20,000 jobs and
to improve trade links with Asia. London City
Airport, on the other side of the dock, is now
promoting itself as a destination for flights from
Asia Pacific and China with a plan to increase
executive jet activity.
The airport was recently sold to a
consortium of investment companies from
Canada and in July they were given the goahead for a $450 million expansion plan.

The dock is primarily used for water
sports with occasional ships passing through to
the Royal Victoria Dock and the ExCel.
In terms of transportation it is
impressive with not only with several stations
on the Docklands Light Railway but also the
soon to be opened Elizabeth Line (otherwise
known as Crossrail), which will link directly to
Paddington, Heathrow Airport and even as far
as Reading.
There is clearly the potential to thread
a race track through the new streets and there is

waterfront potential, easy access and no noise
problems because the site is next to the airport.
The plans include a waterfront
promenade, featuring shops, cafes and
restaurants and the busy offices. Behind this
there would be boulevards and squares. On
paper it is all possible, and talks are definitely
taking place. Sure, it isn’t Silverstone, but
Formula 1 says that it wants to go to destination
cities and London is one of the biggest.
It all makes an awful lot of sense... and
there is no need for public money.
v
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