
Cambridge Business December 2015 41

PROFESSIONALS
THE

Emma Fletcher is a
rural surveyor and heads
SmithsonHill. She no
longer wants to be the only
woman at professional
meetings. Jenny Chapman
went along to meet her
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T
HERE are two very large dogs standing sentinel
either side of the door to Emma Fletcher’s office.
It’s a surreal setting. Emma, the sole employee
of SmithsonHill, a new joint venture with a

mysterious purpose, operates from an office unit in the
middle of Solopark, that lonesome site at Fourwentways
where they sell garden statuary. I look at the collar on
one of the dogs, nearly £3,000.

Solopark, apparently, has decided to wind down
the part of its business which sells reclaimed building
materials and concentrate on the garden stuff; this has
meant that buildings on the site, previously devoted to
reclamation, have been turned into office units.

SmithsonHill is the latest instalment in the career
of Emma, a womanwho absolutely loves property, not
necessarily to own, but emerse herself in as a business.

“I have always been interested.When I was a child
growing up inWatford I used to look at the property
pages in the newspaper, follow the price movements.”

As well as pushing ahead with her own career in the
sector, these days Emma is doing all she can to encourage
more women to come into the property business – and
stay in: “Not many women push through after having
children, particularly around Cambridge; but you can
have a really good career here, plus a good work-life
balance.

“At the moment it is very unusual to be in a meeting
in Cambridge withmore than one or twowomen
included, so it’s very important to get more, if only so
that I am not that one woman!”

Emma reckons – for reasons she can’t fathom – that
property lags way behind other professions such as
the law, medicine, journalism (OK, we’re a trade), and
accountancy when it comes to gender balance.

Thirty-seven, mother of two, Emma, much as she
liked looking at pictures of houses when she was
growing up, wanted to join the police until a three-
day taster course in Cambridge for those interested
in law.

“I fell in love with Cambridge. I don’t think I
would have had the confidence to apply here if I
had not seen it.

“I wanted to do law, but I had not done
Latin, so looked through all there was and
stumbled across land economy, just to get
here.

“My second choice was financial
management at Loughborough, but when I
went there it was my vision of a nightmare
– all those people running around in
tracksuits.”

She chose Fitzwilliam in Cambridge
because she wanted to go to a college with
a high percentage of state school students.

The summer vacation came round
and Emmawas offered two jobs, in the

shoe department at John Lewis or as a tour guide at
Buckingham Palace. Guess which she took.

“I had an appendicitis while I was there and had to
be driven out of the front gates in an ambulance. I think
people thought it was the
Queen.”
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All of a sudden, the girl fromWatford, whose dad
serviced caravans andmummanaged school dinners,
was chatting with Sir Jimmy James, much connected with
the Duchy of Cornwall, and who offered her a fortnight’s
work experience, opening the door to rural surveying.
The following summer vac she worked for Bidwells, on
the high speed rail project crossing Kent.

She took a job with Bidwells after graduating, qualified
as a rural surveyor and discovered that what she liked
best was engaging with people, listening to them. She
joined Bidwells’ development team, which was just two
people at the time, but at the start of major growth –
Great Kneighton, the guided bus.

A chance conversation with developer Andy Hill
resulted in him offering her a job as land & strategic
projects manager, which was all about regeneration and
involved big projects on the edges of London and up into
Norfolk. It was heavy going for someone with two small
children and work which sometimes demanded staying
up all night to do a deal, sleeping on the floor of solicitors’
offices.

“I did another deal with a 3-month-old child bymy
side. I really, really enjoyed these projects, all of them
involving communities and engaging with the public.”
They included a cinema regeneration development and
an over-55 scheme. “But with a massive heavy heart, I
decided to leave.”

She is, of course, pinpointing exactly what stops
women in their tracks on the career ladder; a lot of us
have been there. Emmawas lucky to get a job offer from
Sir Michael Marshall.

“I got to know him because I have always wanted to
do a community land trust – I think it’s wrong that local
people don’t get affordable housing. Theymight be living
in their parents’ spareroom, but people who are not local
get the housing.

“I was organising a street party in the village where
I live, Swaffham Prior, and Sir Michael came along and
offered a field for a community land trust – the new
homes will be occupied next month.”

Swaffham Prior Community Land Trust consists of 12
private homes and eight affordable ones (for which there
were 24 applicants “it was very difficult. Everyone has a
story”).

“There are also two bungalows and not many schemes
have them now, they take up toomuch land and are very
expensive.”
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Emma then starts to explain how important she
feels it is that affordable housing looks the same
as its neighbouring private homes in today’s new
developments. Now, this is a bit tricky, because, contrary
to what youmight think, the regulations regarding
affordable housing demand higher standards. At the
same time, there has been a tendency to stick all the solar
panels for an entire development on the rooves of the
affordables: “You can also spot them, because they often
have a shed in the garden.” Another mystery – just about
everyman I knowwants a shed.

Meanwhile, she was working for Marshall on theWing
project, 1,300 new homes, 40 per cent affordable, and was
involved with the ice rink project for part of Newmarket
Road Park & Ride site. TheWingmasterplan was designed
with input from 1,000 local people.

But Andy Hill wanted her back: “He had been looking
for a project for me.” This has turned out to be running
SmithsonHill, a joint venture with Russell Smith Farms
at Duxford where they grow demonstration crops for
Waitrose and Sainsbury’s, increasing ecology in farming,
“looking at big stuff like feeding the world”.

Emmawon’t spill the beans about the project: “I would
rather be judged onwhat I can achieve than what I say.”
She has been in post sinceMay this year and says it is her
job to assess where there is a project and to go forward
with it.

I ask her about the housing and infrastructure
problems threatening to impede Cambridge’s growth:
“The planners are doing a good job at identifying projects
that need to be dealt with, but it’s looking 25 years ahead,
there is a massive movement of my generation to the
north and east of Cambridge, and the biggest thing is
tackling car ownership andmovement.

“We have to accept that people will use their cars,” she
says, going on to talk about new park & ride sites much
further outside the city and the existing ones becoming
hubs for transport into the centre (I thought they already
were).

We talk about tunnelling under the city, and she says
it is an option: “We should be starting a fund now to save
for this type of scheme in the future.”

 I asked regular contributor to this magazine, Martin
Livermore, what he thought SmithsonHill might be all
about: “It sounds like a significant development may be
on the way . . .”

““At the moment it is
very unusual to be in a
meeting in Cambridge
with more than one or
two women included,
so it’s very important
to get more, if only so
that I am not that one
woman!”
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Emma Fletcher
main picture, and
above, one of
the projects she
worked on for
Marshall – the Wing
development, north
of Newmarket
Road, which
featured 1,300
new homes, 40 per
cent of which were
affordable
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