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Andrew Mawson describes himself as a practical 
Yorkshireman who likes to make things happen – a doer 
rather than a talker. 

And Baron Mawson of Bromley-by-Bow in the 
London Borough of Tower Hamlets, to give him his full 
title since he was made a cross-bench life peer in 2007, 
has certainly helped do a lot.

He has spent more than 30 years working to bring  
the UK’s private and public sector together to improve 
the lot of people living in struggling communities.

Right now his sights are trained on 
a project called Well North. First 
launched in 2015, it aims to 
transform neighbourhoods in 10 
towns and cities in the north of 
England. It was the brainchild of 
pioneering surgeon Professor  
Aidan Halligan, who wanted to  
help improve the health of the 
poorest in society quickly.  
Initial funding came from Public 
Health England (PHE), which 
provided £9m for the first three  
years of operation.  

As the programme’s executive 
chairman and director, Lord Mawson is bringing a way 
of getting things done that first took shape in the 1980s. 
It was then that he arrived in Bromley-by-Bow in east 
London to take up the position of minister at a small 
Baptist church surrounded by some of the capital’s most 
deprived housing estates.

SOLVING SOCIAL PROBLEMS
“At that time, the thinking around trying to bring social 
change was that public-sector charities were good, while 
businesses were all greedy capitalist pigs,” says Lord 
Mawson. “I was uneasy about that – it was creating 
dependency cultures, and being so anti-business  
wasn’t helpful.”

He decided that, instead of sitting back and merely 
writing about the problem of poverty, he would take 
some action and use his experience. “I decided I wasn’t 
going to hide in my office and write a PhD on poverty, I 
was going to behave more as an entrepreneur – although 
I wouldn’t have put it that way at the time – and get into 
the nitty-gritty of those housing estates and see if I could 
do something practical. I began to meet local business 
people and apply business logic to the social problems.” 
He adds: “An entrepreneur sees a problem as an 
opportunity and they know that you build big things by 
first understanding small things in a lot of detail.”

The ball really began rolling when Lord Mawson and 
his wife were looking for a nursery for their first child. “I 
came across a group of families who were running a 

nursery in their living room. They were looking for  
space and I had an empty church room...”

From these humble beginnings, and with the help 
 of a local architect, the church and its grounds were 
eventually redeveloped so that the facilities that 
Bromley by Bow Centre now hosts include a nursery,  
a children’s centre, a GP surgery, an art gallery and a 
cafe. It is the base for a community organisation with 
160 staff that runs more than 60 local businesses and 
social enterprises based on art, health, education and 

practical skills. Now used by  
2,000 people each week, the  
centre has become a model for 
integrated primary health care 
across the country.

THE ROOT CAUSE
“Half of the patients coming to 
local GP practices didn’t have a 
medical problem – they actually 
had an unemployment, housing or 
education problem,” he says. “From 
that lesson came this model of 
integrated primary health care. 

“I realised that the way to help 
on these housing estates was not charity and 
dependency – but to stimulate entrepreneurial spirit by 
getting behind people and their passions and helping 
them get a job or build their own little business and 
take control of their own lives.”

Lord Mawson’s other credits include co-founding the 
Community Action Network, which provides  
an online platform for social entrepreneurs to share 
knowledge, and runs shared workspace offices designed 
to bring companies and charities together. He also 
helped set up the Housing and Regeneration 
Community Association, a housing association 
responsible for 9,000 homes in London. Most are  
rented at subsidised levels. Andrew Mawson 
Partnerships is the driving force behind the Water City 
initiative, which aims to revitalise the neglected 
waterways of east London. If that isn’t enough, he was 
also among the people to suggest Stratford as a site for 
the 2012 Olympics.  

UNLEASHING THE POTENTIAL OF PEOPLE  
No surprise then that he was invited to get involved  
with Well North. Duncan Selbie, CEO of PHE, 
approached Lord Mawson to conduct a review of Well 
North and see if he was interested in working with it. 
However, before accepting the invitation, he did have 
some conditions: “I thought it was a great opportunity, 
but I wanted the freedom to bring in business partners 
and do it with them.”

“I began to meet 
local business 

people and apply 
business logic to 

social problems. An 
entrepreneur sees 
a problem as an 

opportunity”

Health and wellbeing is just as much about jobs, housing and education as it is about 
doctors and medicines, serial social entrepreneur Lord Mawson tells Jess Unwin
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Lord Mawson looks for business partners that want to be 
part of the regeneration of the local communities that they 
operate in. One such business partner is real estate developer 
Dransfield Properties, run by Mark Dransfield, who Lord 
Mawson describes as another “doer”. “He knows a lot about 
building something from nothing and that’s why I need to 
work with him,” he says. “Because he’s a Yorkshireman, he 
cares about communities there, and because he’s an 
innovator he can get a health centre into the middle of this 
town centre scheme.”

Dransfield Properties is behind the £50m Fox Valley 
shopping centre project that has transformed a 28-acre 
former steelworks site and brought a new commercial heart 
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“I thought [Well North] was a 
great opportunity, but I wanted 
the freedom to bring in business 
partners and do it with them”

Pakistani women who were not regarded as traditional 
cyclists. Thanks to support from local Onna Bike cycling 
club, run by Mumtaz Khan, and sponsors including  
Brewin Dolphin, the ride was a great success. Lord Mawson 
says: “Mumtaz was formidable in the part she played in 
making this happen – she’s the kind of person we want  
to get behind.” 

Of course, Brewin Dolphin’s business is managing the 
wealth of people who are successful entrepreneurs and Lord 
Mawson has a message for them: “I need these people to 
come to northern towns and cities with their business 
entrepreneurial nous. 

“The future economy of this country is going to be about 
building entrepreneurial cultures that are about innovation. 
Without that, the people of Bradford won’t have jobs and it’s 
only going to happen if the doers come together and turn the 
challenge into an opportunity.”  
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National Director Rupert Tyler 
explains how we are working to 
improve the lives of our clients

Lord Mawson has consistently put his brilliant 
ideas into practice; he crystallises his vision. 
Parallels with the world of financial planning 
and wealth management are obvious. Not 
only on terms of what we aim to achieve for 
our clients but also in terms of the underlying 
businesses in which we invest.

He was very early in spotting the fusion of 
private and public sector investment which 
has proved so successful to all parties – most 
especially to the community beneficiaries. He 
provided an exemplar which is now standard 
practice worldwide. Bromley by Bow Centre 
has been, and continues to be, a resounding 
success. The ensuing regeneration of the 
neighbourhood has been instrumental in 
attracting the likes of the V&A to establish a 
presence nearby. 

Naturally, Lord Mawson’s ethos chimes with 
Brewin Dolphin’s agenda of aiming to improve 
the lives of our clients, so I am delighted that 
we are able to join with him in some part on 
the Well North project. The National Garden 
Scheme recently commissioned a report by 
the King’s Fund into gardens and health and 
both the RHS and the Government have taken 
up the cudgels to spread the word.

Our offices in the north of the country 
are already exploring the best ways for us 
to work together, be it physical gardening, 
offering volunteers, donating office space or 
local introductions to our business contacts. 
Whatever it is, we think it is wonderful to be 
involved in such an exciting, ambitious, yet 
achievable project.

The opinions expressed in this document are not 
necessarily the views held throughout Brewin 
Dolphin Ltd.

to the town of Stocksbridge, southwest of Barnsley. Well 
North is working with Dransfield to create an integrated 
health hub within the retail development.

He has described Fox Valley as “a great example of 
thinking about health and wellbeing in the widest possible 
sense. It shows what can be achieved by doing things 
differently, and working with inspirational people like Mark 
Dransfield.” Similar plans involving Dransfield Properties 
are now in the pipeline at a former colliery site in Waverley, 
Rotherham, where a retail, office and leisure scheme will 
also include a new medical centre. 

GETTING BEHIND THE DOERS
He says: “My approach is not the typical state approach of 
strategy documents and consultation processes – it’s about 
getting behind people who want to do something: the doers, 
not the talkers. It’s not that everything the state does is bad. 
It’s just that the infrastructure of government and the health 
service doesn’t work – it’s all in silos, whereas we’re now 
living in a joined-up world. There’s a desperate need in 
public services for innovation and entrepreneurship from 
people on the ground who can build, brick by brick.” 

This spring, Brewin Dolphin played a small part in 
supporting the Tour de Yorkshire, a cycling event across the 
county that Lord Mawson believes is “another example of 
Yorkshire’s entrepreneurial spirit and ability to deliver 
innovative ideas that change things for the better and 
encourage people to get involved”. 

One tour stage departed from Bradford, and Well North 
was determined to mark this by supporting a bike ride in the 
city that proved anyone could ride a bike, particularly 
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