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Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Welcome to our new guests.  We will ask you to introduce yourselves 

in a moment.  What we are doing is looking at the change of use to employment uses and we 

would like to be clear about which those are.  We are very aware that they are from very small 

start up businesses through to big offices.  What we are not so clear about is whether there is 

any retail involved and we look to Liz [Peace] to tell us about that.  We are looking at that, 

particularly, because the Government has had a change of mind about this and you are going to 

update us, we hope.  We also want to feed into what ever consultation there will be and we 

want to make a response in any event.  Under this we are going to respond to the Mayor's 

consultation.   

 

Paul Watling (Scrutiny Manager):  Also Chair, as I alluded to today earlier, this will form the 

basis of the future committee work looking into the protection of employment uses in London. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Right.  So now we need our start-off question. 

 

Navin Shah (Deputy Chair):  As the Chair has introduced, the Government, I think earlier last 

year, opened a consultation on change of use.  Then there was a ministerial statement in 

early September.  What the panel would like is an update and your response to the 

Government’s proposals to allow a change of use from business premises to residential.   

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  My name is 

Paul Beckett, I am the policy director at City of London Corporation responsible for 

development plan progress there and also for coordinating the evidence which can be submitted 

to the Government in response to their proposals regarding change of use.  I am familiar with 

the subject.  My take on it is that the Government came to this subject from the position of 

trying to stimulate growth in the economy, and trying to boost housing delivery.  That proposal 

to relax control over change of use was intended to achieve both those objectives.   

 

Unfortunately, there does not seem to have been much discrimination  in the detail of the 

proposals between viable successful businesses which are operating fine at the moment and 

redundant office stock which is serving no useful purpose and could usefully be changed to 

housing, for example, if you relax the planning controls.  It is a rather blunt proposal and it is 

therefore having unintended consequences in that it is threatening existing viable businesses, 

large medium and small, because existing owners perceive they can make more money on the 

site through housing rather than having employment use on the site.  That is the difficulty 

applicable across the country, but particularly applicable in locations where there are 



 

concentrations of employment, which is an issue of importance.   

 

We lobbied the Government when the proposals first came out.  We thought they understood 

our position, and the position of many other respondents, that there needed to be some local 

discretion over the application of this proposal such that if there was locally justified reason to 

protect existing employment uses, the local authority would be able to apply such a policy.  

That policy was accepted and included within the National Planning Policy Framework [NPPF} 

issued earlier this year in March.  We were broadly happy with that, because we interpreted that 

as giving us the opportunity to make our case for locally justified exceptions.   

 

Since then the Government seems to have changed its position and in September a ministerial 

statement suggested they were going to go ahead with the proposal anyway.  There was also 

a reference in there to some unspecified local exceptions mechanisms.  My understanding is 

that has not been elaborated since and we do not yet know what that mechanism might be.  We 

are anxious to know what that might be and in the City's case we would like to take advantage 

of it, if we understand it. 

 

Navin Shah (Deputy Chair):  What about the element of allowing almost permitted 

development (PD) rights for empty spaces above shops and similar? 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  Personally, 

that seems to be a reasonably sensible proposal to regenerate such locations.  Our concern was 

not that element of the proposal, it was the more wide ranging element of it, which was change 

of use across the board from employment uses to housing. 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I am Trudi Elliott, I am 

the Chief Executive of the Royal Town Planning Institute.  We responded to the original 

consultation, I think fairly firmly.  Our view was that actually applications for planning 

permission were the appropriate way to deal with these issues.  Developing the balance between 

employment land and housing land was best addressed through that and through plan making.  

We were pleased, I think, with the Government's response as published at the beginning of the 

summer.  Like my colleague Paul [Beckett], we await further clarification of what the ministerial 

statement of 6 September meant, but we are broadly unhappy with it. We think that 

paragraph 51 of the NPPF gives a clear steer that unless there are good reasons not to, planning 

authorities should look favourably on such applications is actually a good policy and is the way 

we should deal with these issues. 

 

I think the other area we are slightly concerned about is what will happen in relation to 

consultation. There is a lack of clarity at the moment around the consultation that will apply to 

this relative to the other announcements on 6 September.  I think the Minister in his statement 

to the Communities and Local Government Select Committee indicated that there would be an 8 

week consultation on the permitted development proposals in the 6 September statement, 

particularly those, we understand, around extensions to domestic properties and extensions to 

business properties.  There seems to be a lack of clarity about whether there will be 

a consultation in relation to this aspect because it has been subject of a formal consultation 

before.  Depending on where you are, there seems to be a suggestion there will not be 



 

a consultation.  In our view - and I am not sure if my colleagues have heard anything different - 

we think there is a lack of clarity there and a real possibility that there is not a further 

consultation on what is a change of policy. 

 

I think the other issue we would say generally, in relation to changes to the planning system, is 

we are all striving at the moment to ensure delivery.  A lot of the proposals to change the 

system are about delivery.  What we are told from our members, both in the private sector - half 

of my members are in the private sector with the rest in the public sector - and the public 

sector, from both sides of the house, is that uncertainty stops and stalls development.  The 

more you have uncertainty and changes from June to September around proposals, they only 

have the effect of stalling development.  If you were potentially going to submit an application 

for change of use, you might hold off waiting to see if you are going to have permitted 

development rights.  As a general point, changes like this in such rapid succession are unhelpful 

in terms of getting things going, which is what we are all concerned about at the moment. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  I think from our perspective 

I rather echo Trudi's comments about uncertainty, about how this is to be implemented.  Trudi 

and I had the benefit of both being at a meeting yesterday which was a private Department for 

Communities and Local Government (DCLG) meeting so we are not at liberty to talk about the 

details. We actually asked the question about what the next steps on this would be.  I must 

admit, I was a little confused by the answer and I am not sure I am any further forward, other 

than we were told that there had been a substantial consultation already.  I am not sure whether 

there will be a further one. 

 

Just stepping back a little in terms of the property industry's view of this, the property owners' 

view of this, what the property ownership world wants is flexibility.  I think they feel very 

strongly that where there is something that has had an employment use, and they absolutely 

cannot maintain the employment use -- it has been empty for a long time and they cannot get 

employment back into it -- they want a reasonable expectation that you can have a change of 

use and that they can actually fill it with something else, and in a lot of places that generally 

means going for residential.  The issue is how long you allow to find an employment use before 

you agree that it should become something else.  There is certainly a feeling – and I cannot say 

this particularly relates to the London boroughs – that in some planning authorities they hang 

on and hang on to try to bring back an employment use.  In the meantime, this place is sitting 

empty, the owner is not able to get an alternative use for it and that effectively stymies further 

development and further growth. 

 

On the whole it is for that reason that the development industry, the property owning industry, 

favours a degree of flexibility around being able to change the use.  Having said all that, as 

an industry we also recognise the need for particular exceptions and if you look at something 

like the City of London Corporation, we can absolutely see where they are coming from.  We 

also see the need for protection of the sort of employment property that you want to keep as 

employment property; you really do not want to see it as residential.  I have absolutely no doubt 

that the values involved in certain areas could, if you had no restrictions, drive some property 

owners to a making a quick buck by turning it into residential.  I think we do see the problems 

inherent in having a more flexible policy but we would like flexibility. 



 

 

We liked what was in the NPPF.  I think our worry is that some local authorities – and as I say, I 

am not aiming this at any boroughs in particular – country wide will drag their heels over 

implementing that degree of flexibility. 

 

One other point. The announcement on 6 September talked about conversion of commercial 

premises to residential.  I have specifically asked and been told that that only relates to B 1, B 2, 

B 8, which is effectively office, light industrial and warehousing.  It specifically is not going to 

relate to retail, which I actually think is quite interesting in the context of all that has happened 

around the [Mary] Portas [appointed by Government to head review into Britain’s town centres] 

review and the need to look at the shrinkage, perhaps, of retail space in high streets; the need 

to pull them back to core centres.  Certainly I think from the property owning industry's 

perspective, we would like to see a degree of flexibility around the retail for which it is no longer 

possible to find a retail occupier. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  I think it is 

just worth adding there that there is a separate consultation taking place on temporary uses.  

That does make provision for retail uses to temporarily change to non-retail uses if they are -

vacant. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  I think you will find that most 

people would actually say that the two years that they are looking for is insufficient in terms of 

the cost involved in the conversion.  So yes, I take your point on that. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Can I ask at your confidential discussions, Liz, did you have the new 

Minister?  

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  No, no, it was with officials, it 

was not with -- 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Because manifestly the turn over of ministers dealing with planning has 

been very rapid over the past 6 months.  Certainly it looks as though these constant 

reconsiderations reflect that.  I think it is fair to say – we are Tories – we think it is ghastly.  I 

can only think it comes from the Liberals. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  That is not like you, Tony! 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Can I run two questions together.  It has always been a suspicion of 

owners of small office or industrial sites when they say to local planning authorities that the 

reason they have been unable to let them is because they have been seeking unreasonable 

terms for their properties.  Is there any truth in that or is that an urban myth? 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  Well, I could not possibly 

answer for every person who has ever tried to let a commercial property.  The view of my 

members and this is an accusation this is levelled at them quite frequently -- 

 



 

Tony Arbour (AM):  It is.  

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  Is that actually at this particular 

time, especially when faced with the prospect of paying empty property rates, you do not leave 

properties empty if you can find a tenant.  An awful lot of people are taking tenants at 

extremely low rents simply as a way of making sure they do not also get stung for empty 

property rates.  Your property can turn from being an income producing asset into a money 

guzzling liability if you are not careful.  The property industry, the people I represent, do not 

intentionally leave places empty and they will adjust the rent in this day and age to get 

an occupier.  I do not necessarily that that applies.  It certainly does not apply across the board. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Clearly your members are nice. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  Absolutely, yes; nice, 

respectable. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Do any of you have a view on that?  Perhaps there are people trying to 

distort the market this way. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  I think I 

would probably say that the vast majority of owners operate as Liz has suggested; they are 

trying to recoup some money for that asset.  There will be a minority who are playing a different 

game, perhaps, and looking to a longer term to get a different use and possibly manipulate the 

market in the short term to achieve that.  I would say that the vast majority are seeking to get 

an income stream in the short term and will let it if they can. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Do you think, since we are told that the reasoning behind all of this is to 

increase the amount of residential space, it is going to work?  Do any of you think it is going to 

work? 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  Certainly, my members are 

generally quite enthusiastic about it, because a number of them do actually see a way of getting 

bigger incomes by converting what have been business-based assets to residential.  A lot of this 

does, however, depend on where you are talking about.  If you are talking about a previously 

commercial property in the heart of Westminster, in a rather nice Georgian terrace and you can 

convert that back to residential, you will undoubtedly make a huge amount of money on it.  The 

numbers are just such that you would be able to do that.  You could not, in that circumstance, 

probably claim it as a business premises; it had sat empty for an awfully long time.  This is all 

going to be about how a local authority decides to manage its land use and its land allocation in 

a borough. 

 

If you are talking about converting office space in one of the outer boroughs where property 

values are exceedingly low, I will defer to my colleagues, but I think that is going to be less 

feasible.  The costs of conversion may not be possible to recoup them in the actual values.  

Having said that, even outer London is expensive compared to Bolton or somewhere like that.  

It is all going to be about relative values. 



 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  People like me believe there should be less regulation.  This is one of 

those cases where removing the regulation can do harm.  Can I suggest to you that supposing 

there was a part of London, a little as you have described, that is substantially residential but 

there is still a core of commercial use, is that going to be a bad thing?  This really must be 

a Royal Town Planning Institute question, I suppose.  Would that be a bad thing if that 

commercial use, that existing commercial use, disappears and an area becomes wholly 

residential?  In other words there is no employment nearby.  Is that something which is not 

acceptable? 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  Well, we think that what 

makes a good place is a proper mix of economic, residential and social amenity, a mixed 

provision of accommodation and a mixed provision, if you can achieve it, of employment 

opportunities.  One of the reasons why we were objecting to these proposals and we think the 

best people to judge what that mix ought to be are the local authority, through the local plan 

process.   

 

Linking that question to your last question, clearly it will depend about immediate value 

differentials in terms of the choice of the developer to work, but from a local authority 

perspective and a wider community perspective other issues have to come to play.  Firstly, 

proper planning around housing ensures that there is the right infrastructure available.  This 

proposal completely excludes consideration of infrastructure, the potential cost to a local 

authority of a significant increase in residential in areas that would be unsuitable.  That is 

a significant issue, we would suggest.  It also goes against a whole range of other issues that 

you might be concerned about in the capital - travel patterns, commuting patterns etc - if you 

have no employment, if you get completely residential hollowed out.  This is why we think the 

proper way do this is through local plan process and planning application process.  Where there 

is a good case for conversion, most authorities have got high housing needs so they are going 

to inevitably look positively on applications to generate housing that have the necessary 

infrastructure that work for a mixed community, etc. 

 

If you look at the Savills’ research on residential development land published in April 2011, and I 

have no reason to suspect it is wildly different now, in London they said that residential land in 

central London has out performed the rest of the country.  It is now double the price of hotel or 

office land in the capital.  That gives you some idea of the pressures that some parts of London 

are going to have in relation to this. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  If I can just 

come back on the point Trudi made, in terms of the sustainability issue, a sustainable pattern of 

development needs to encourage sustainable travel modes to employment locations and public 

transport hubs, essentially.  If this measure were to lead to a loss of such employment space it 

will mean that those employment locations no longer exist and sustainable travel to them is not 

possible.  It is not an efficient long-term sustainable planning policy to lose highly accessible 

employment locations to residential locations.  It does not make sense in terms of efficient 

transport. 

 



 

Tony Arbour (AM):  You use the phrase 'if it were to lead to that'.  Do you really mean it will 

lead to that rather than -- 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  I think it 

would be a variable picture.  London is a variable place.  Some locations are more sustainable 

than others.  Some of them are more attractive than others in housing terms.  An important 

point which has not been raised is I think it will lead to conversion of employment space to 

housing and the consequent loss of some employment space.  It is important to remember that 

not all of the housing that arises will actually be occupied.  London is a global city and it is 

currently attracting phenomenal amounts of investment from overseas.  We are in uncertain 

economic times and London is seen as a safe haven to invest your money and therefore that has 

been reflected in the rising house prices.  Therefore a proportion of the housing in central 

London delivered by this measure will probably be built by developers and sold to investors who 

have no intention of living there, but wish to use it as an investment for the medium term and 

then to sell on.  There is an issue there on the difference between housing delivery and actually 

meeting housing needs arising from the proposal. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  I would not demur from what 

Trudi has said.  Clearly, if there is an area of employment land in a place surrounded by 

residential, in the interests of maintaining a balanced community and not simply have 

a dormitory suburb of residential, then I think you should try to maintain the employment land.  

The problem is when the economics start to militate against that.  Until such time, I absolutely 

support the need to keep employment as close as possible to housing and to not create a need 

for excessive transport, unsustainable communities.  I think, though, if you are a property owner 

and you have done everything reasonably possible to try to get an employment use back and if 

you cannot and the only alternative for you is to pursue a change of use, then I think my 

members would like to think they have a greater degree of flexibility in doing that.  I also agree 

with Trudi, that actually the best people to plan how the borough should look are the local 

authorities.  They are the best people to plan how an area should look.  I think our only concern 

is where that seems to fall down and where local authorities hang on for too long to try to get 

a use which is no longer feasible.  I think I would support very much a pragmatic approach to 

this.  I am not against sustainable communities and keeping the employment land as far as you 

absolutely can.  

 

With regard to the City, generally speaking I do not think the issue arises because there is 

always a demand for the employment space.  If you have any vacancies ,that is because it is 

a planned structural vacancy over a period of redevelopment. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  You would 

think so and I think the Government probably thought so when it proposed it.  However, as has 

already been suggested by Trudi, housing values are so high at the moment that even in the 

centre of London, the City of London, the most profitable use in quite a few sites is housing, 

not offices.  We would not be immune from the pressures arising from this proposal.  It could 

lead to a situation where a very accessible employment location, accessible to the whole of the 

south east region, is being used to provide flats for people who are not even living there.  That 

is not a desirable outcome and it is not a sensible, sustainable outcome in the long term. 



 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Liz was talking about clusters of employment land and employment 

uses, but often what is very important is the pepper potting of particular small infrastructures, 

small businesses and so on, in high streets or residential streets.  You know, the shoe men, the 

corner shop.  Not the corner shop, because that would not count.  I am trying to think.  I am 

interested to know what you think about hope value on small premises, because we want to 

create more start-up companies. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  One way of course you could 

stop property owners angsting about filling their property or getting it converted to 

an alternative use if they have lost their commercial tenant, is giving them some empty property 

rate relief.  Actually that is a huge driver against leaving a property empty while you hang on 

and try to find the right sort of tenant.  That is within the hands of individual boroughs under 

the Localism Act.  You have to pay for it, of course, but you can actually do that. 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  One of the reasons we 

were unhappy with the proposals in the first place is that one of the unintended consequences 

might be that they actually damage economic recovery.  Once the land goes out it has gone for 

good.  Existing businesses, when things start to pick up, might want to expand.  Where will they 

go?  The less employment land there is in a place, the more it can command in value, the less 

you are likely to get either start-up businesses or businesses with a low ability to pay in terms of 

rental and when the rent review comes up, etc, you might be losing existing businesses. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  My question to all of you really is what representations you think should 

be made to the Government and to the Mayor on this particular issue.  Does anyone want to 

comment on that? 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I would say trust 

paragraph 51 of the NPPF.  Stick to the decision you made in June and do not change it, get on 

with delivering what is in the NPPF and the proposals that you articulated in June.  In our 

original consultation to DCLG, we also said, if you are going to do this, you know, here are 

a number of conditions you might put in place.  However, frankly once you start introducing 

that level of conditions to limited developments you are into another complication that you 

would not recommend. 

 

We are also concerned about the impact on the collective burden on local authorities at a time 

of really challenged and scarce resources, and none more so in London where the demands on 

local authorities for their other services are extreme.  We are trying to encourage local 

authorities against, really extreme pressures – social care etc – to preserve enough resource to 

adequately provide for a planning service that will deliver growth and housing. 

 

These proposals reduce the resources that will be available to local authorities, but actually in 

our view will not reduce the demand upon them. You will get as many queries about what the 

permitted development rights are, as many neighbour proposals, you will have to enforce 

conditions.  The workload for local authorities – it might be slightly easier for developers and 

I think there is a jury out on that – for local authorities it will not actually result in a reduction in 



 

work, but it will reduce the resources available at a time of already constrained resources. We 

think that is another way in which it might inadvertently adversely effect the ability of 

particularly the capital to deliver the houses and jobs that the capital needs to maintain. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  So you want more resources for local authorities to be able to deal with? 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  Yes, and I certainly would 

not want recommendations that result in fewer resources and not much less workload.  We think 

that these proposals would. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Is there anything you think the Mayor can do? 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  Well, I think the Mayor 

needs to articulate the particular circumstances of London, because the pressures are going to 

be here more than anywhere in relation to this, because of what I have told you about land 

values.  It is going to come to a head in London more than anywhere else. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  The Mayor 

has already made that point.  He did lobby against the original proposals, jointly with the 

London Councils and the City Corporation also lobbied.  He understood that London will be 

affected more starkly by these proposals than anywhere else in the country because it does have 

this huge commercial centre which potentially is an investment magnet for housing developers 

from all over the place, international and domestic.  Therefore the consequences of these 

proposals will be much more obvious in London than possibly in some other parts of the 

country. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  The dose of localism for the taking into account the specific state we find 

ourselves in in London. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  I think as 

Trudi said, the NPPF paragraph 51 said locally justified exceptions are fine.  If you have a locally 

justified exception there is nothing wrong with that; there should not be anything wrong with 

that.  If the Government were to return to that approach I think most people would be happy 

with that and it would not lead to some of the consequences we have been talking about. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  A couple of things.  I think 

Trudi put her finger on a very important point right at the beginning, which is we would like 

a little clarity about what this means.  At the moment we are all getting very excited about 

something like three lines in an interesting statement that was a rag bag of lots of different 

measures.  Quite honestly, I am not wholly sure how it was intended that central government 

would implement it.  I think the first thing we might do is all of us start asking for a bit more 

clarity sooner rather than later, so we stop all worrying about something we do not actually 

know what the detail is.  

 

I think the second point, from my perspective, is it would be very good if the Mayor had a policy 

or a way of encouraging the boroughs to be thinking very constructively about how they want 



 

the mix of residential and employment land, having a strategic plan, doing exactly what it is that 

the boroughs should do, and indeed Trudi wants to see them do.  I think if they have that very 

clear plan then the development industry, the property owning industry, knows exactly where 

they are and you remove the uncertainty.  Frankly, you also take away some of the opportunism 

and I am not wholly in favour of people sort of battering against a local authority just on the off 

chance they can make a quick buck and that sort of thing.  I think urging a well thought 

through planning strategy, or plan for an area that looks at employment.  Putting that in 

context and I am thinking here of [Mary] Portas, and I do not know whether this is ever going 

to apply to retail or not, but you can look at some of the high streets in London - not central 

London but some of the outer boroughs - that do need an element of good strategic planning, 

a thinking through of the different land use and how you might have to adapt some of the retail 

commercial use to other things. Patently, they are never going to get back to the level of retail 

that they did have.  Anything you can do from the GLA perspective saying “come on boroughs, 

do your job”. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  This is actually an investigation we are doing on the Economy Committee 

at the moment into the challenges facing high streets.  It all fits in.  James, did you have any 

points to make on this? 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  Yes, 

thank you very much.  As I say, James Trimmer, Head of Planning at the Port of London 

Authority (PLA).  I think the wharf situation is perhaps a microcosm of everything that is being 

discussed.  Firstly, wharves tend to be location specific in that they cannot just move to the 

edge of the North Circular road.  Once they are gone, they are lost forever; there is no return to 

wharf use.  I think thirdly it is a strategic matter. Prior to the introduction of the approach to 

safeguarding in 1997 it was basically open season; the wharves were owned by private owners 

and it is their right, if they see fit, to sell them for alternative uses.  There were large numbers 

being lost.  Since the assumption of the Mayor's role within safeguarding, none have been lost 

except for voluntarily through the reviews that have previously happened and are taking place 

now.   

 

In terms of the disparity in value, again I think everything is in shadows, certainly at the height 

of the last building boom, of long forgotten memory now.  Certainly on the disparity, we were 

looking at up to 10 times the value between residential and cargo handling, which is effectively 

industrial uses with a certain added value because of the location specific nature of them to 

residential.  That hope value – which is implicit, basically on a riparian site there is going to be 

a vast difference in value – was the aim of the directions of course that formed the basis of 

safeguarding, together with the very, very strong policies, immensely strong policy from the 

London plan, to try to reduce that hope value.  The difference is it has not.  There will always 

remain an element of hope value, whatever policy one has, that has certainly been our 

experience.  The issue that we see is to turn what has been a successful, albeit a negative 

policy – and we can stop wharves being lost – to actually being positive; to reactivate wharves.  

We have seen owners, effectively, doing nothing. These wharves are being left vacant.  

I understand what is being said, but I think the hope value is such that it is worth while – 

whether they have been borrowed against I do not know – but it is worthwhile keeping them 

vacant in the hope that one could claim blight or a change of circumstances or the policy test.  



 

In some cases 15 years wharves have been left vacate, notwithstanding consistent operator 

interest.  Therefore although the policy's aim within the London plan to keep them protected 

has worked, it is a bit of a stand off between what one can actually do.  The latest amendments 

to the London plan now effectively say that by all means necessary up to and including 

compulsory purchase, and the PLA are now promoting a compulsory purchase order under our 

own legislation, together with an operator, to try to reactivate a wharf back.  I think our view is 

that the negativity of the policy in London plans to do with wharves has worked well.   

 

The question then is what do we now do.  We cannot just have the stand off, because that in 

the end would make a mockery of the policy.  I think it is now in all of these, the protections, is 

what one does. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  I think you are beginning to stray on to Nicky questions. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  

Apologies.  I do have more. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You have more to say?  I am glad about that.  I am interested to hear 

what you have said.  I found when I was Chair of a borough planning committee that I had a lot 

of trouble hanging on then - and there was not this kind of legislation in the offing - to small 

scale uses.  We were not a riparian borough, either.  There were small-scale employment uses.  

Again, they were just sat on the books and they were just hoping and hoping and hoping that 

we would give way.  Now I think the hope value conferred on many sites is going to be very 

detrimental to the economy of London.   

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  I think 

the corollary of that is that with the strength of the policy on safeguarding does need to be - 

and again I appreciate the point - the opportunity to review, because clearly it is not a policy 

that should be set in aspic. A wharf that is viable now may not be in the future and things 

change and technologies.  The context within which wharves sit, and these are not the shoe 

makers, this is something that can be quite an intensive activity that needs to work according to 

the tides, which do not necessarily comply with normal working hours. 

 

With the review the opportunity then is to consider the land use context in the understanding 

that London will be a more intensively used city, which provides opportunities for river transport 

and sustainable transport but also how these industrial uses sit within the context of increasing 

development.  I think that has liabilities on both the employment or industrial uses - and I think 

wharves again are at the extreme end of that - together with how developments around them 

are planned and implemented through the local planning authorities.  It has been managed 

successfully.  We have done it well in Greenwich and in Wandsworth as well around Nine Elms 

where we had an opportunity area and wharves and how those context together.  I think with 

the review that then provides a basis to actually say we have reviewed them again, they are still 

viable and they should remain viable. Otherwise it will be, “Well, you looked at them 10 years 

ago, everything has changed and therefore they should go”. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  In that case you have been talking about the chipping away of 



 

wharves, which is why it was recommended that they should be safeguarded and why the Mayor 

has got such a strong policy in his London plan.  There is an issue now, because in fact there is 

another erosion.Nine wharves, nine previously safeguarded under the London plan, in this 

current consultation document are going to be taken out.  What is your comment on that?  Is it 

these were deemed to be really important.  You have also just made a point that in the future 

when we now have an emphasis which we did not have before on an industrial policy, when we 

are looking now at secondary materials having a very high value in a way they did not before 

and river freight being so important, these sites come into their own again. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  Indeed 

and that is a question that has taken up a comfortable amount of our thought, because as say, 

it is in the context of when they are gone, they are gone forever.  As part of the review, one has 

to look at forecasts, one has to base this on a view of what the expectations are for 20 to 

25 years in terms of all sorts of cargo.  That then takes into account the views of new cargoes.  

The previous review, we had not had any idea we may be getting containers inbound to London 

from the estuary, whereas now that potential is increasing and will continue, in our view, to 

increase with the development of London Gateway.  On the basis of a sound and thorough 

review, which takes into account forecasts, when those forecasts say that we have a surfeit of 

capacity to demand one has to consider where it is appropriate to reduce the numbers of 

wharves.  We go back to Regional Planning Guidance (RPG) 3 B - which I know you know very 

well - where the idea was to protect the essential minimum number of wharves.  Again, I think 

the policy itself, there would be an issue if one was protecting wharves solely on the basis that 

at some point in the future something might come along that could use it.  I think with this 

review, because of the forecasts, and we have to take into account that the forecasts are written 

at a particularly difficult part of the economic cycle, looking at a range of forecasts and a range 

of sub regions as well, because clearly west London is different from north east, which is 

different from south east.  The view then is in those particular areas where there are changes 

between demand and capacity, the wharves that are less viable we can lose.   

 

The view and the recommendation which we support is that where the view is on the long term 

there is an excess of capacity on the demand and we can lose wharves, that they should be 

effectively – 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  So you agree to each one of these nine wharves being lost? 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  Yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Can I just say that when we were looking at the London plan, and the 

Mayor is now doing a 2020 vision strategy and the London plan is being instantly revised, there 

was a question around the forecasts, because they are always projected from past trends.  

Always; forecasts are. They are projected from past trends and we are in a difficult stage of the 

economic cycle, but in fact it is well known now that the value of secondary materials has 

almost doubled and London will get real about this soon and actually start developing 

a secondary materials economy, which it has not got at the moment. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  



 

I understand that, although the waste element of the forecast was a substantial increase from 

that on past trends.  As indeed was the aggregates forecasts, bearing in mind the increase we 

have seen from the Lee Tunnel, the increase we expect to see from Crossrail and from Thames 

Tideway.  I do appreciate an extrapolation of previous trends, but certainly the waste forecast 

did take into account the idea of what might happen, particularly, as I say, to waste streams in 

the future, with debate both in terms of the GLA and with operators keen to use the river for 

the transport of those waste streams. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Okay.  Will the nine wharves then go to luxury housing? 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  I doubt 

a number of them will, because again the hope value is different, say, in Wandsworth than it is 

where some of these are in Bexley.  There is one within a strategic industrial location in 

Belvedere.  The issue is that under the criteria the berth could not be maintained in order to 

allow shipping to it.  It still has industrial uses on it and I would not imagine that you would get 

luxury housing on that particular site.  We have had occasionally in the past, in 2005, we did not 

recommend a wharf for safeguarding Barking Creek.  The operator, independent – as the way 

is – of the review then acquired land, came to us and we sorted out issues on dredging and the 

wharf has now been recommended for safeguarding within this particular tranche.  I do not 

think it is a case of setting these things in aspic and things will never happen in the future.  It 

may well be if circumstances change they could come back into safeguarding, potentially yes.  

The one in Barking Creek is now on the list for recommendation. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Things can be reversed. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  Things 

can be.  As I say, although you cannot reduce hope value completely, and no policy will do that 

unless you just say nothing will happen, and of course that is not an appropriate planning 

policy, hope value in west London, in Wandsworth, is different from Belvedere.  What we try 

and do, again coming back to an earlier part about pepper potting, is to look at consolidation of 

long duration where one can actually have a number of wharves together where you could 

create synergies and also it is harder at that point for one to be taken out because of the 

context of other developments.  They are getting consolidation, which again is promoted in the 

London plan and is something that we are looking at. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Okay.  So we have compulsory purchase orders (CPO) and 

consolidation.  Thank you very much. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  It is 

enough to be going on with. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  I know, I think so could I.  I think we have to move on.  What would be 

helpful, though, is if we could, before the Committee agrees that we put in a response, that we 

could have more dialogue on this. 

 

I think move on to our next question, which is Steve. 



 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  I think this is a back-up question, Chair.  I believe we have covered 

quite a few issues today, two specific areas ranging amongst them.  Informing our future 

committee work, particularly, is there anything that you might suggest that could inform us in 

our work plan to take forward from some of the issues coming up?  We have already touched 

upon one or two, but effectively you have been asked opinions about representation to the 

Mayor, but is there anything specifically to cover today that you think we can go away and form 

up as part of our work plan and link it with your thoughts, as well?  Anything particularly that 

might be helpful in the context of what we have been talking about? 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  One 

thing I think is relevant is if the Government does go down the road of allowing locally justified 

exceptions to this permitted development right, then we need the evidence to back up a locally 

justified exception.  Each borough can produce evidence, but some of the issues are strategic 

and so there is opportunity for the Mayor to help generate the strategic evidence that is 

strategically significant.  It should not be the case for the six boroughs that are a finger in the 

pie there to end up with separate evidence to support employment uses there if there as 

strategic argument to be made that the CAZ (Central Activities Zone) collectively is a significant 

conglomeration of economic activity.  Weakening that by introducing housing willy-nilly without 

any spatial planning is not helpful and so the Mayor could add efficiency and certainly there 

could be an economy of scale if the Mayor were to do work to help justify, in a strategic sense, 

the locally justified exceptions to the development proposals.   

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I think another area that 

greatly interests us, but we have not really been able to find evidence or indeed find enough 

people to give it traction, is this whole issue of whether the property owning industry is actually 

providing sufficient accommodation for smaller businesses and encouraging the whole 

small-to-medium enterprise (SME) culture.  We have had discussions with the British Chambers 

of Commerce - and this is looking at that on a country wide basis - they told us surprisingly their 

members do not tend to complain to them about lack of business space, which I found quite 

surprising. I would have thought the availability of business space at the right price in the right 

place was actually quite important.  I think Mr Copley mentioned, you have another 

investigation about economic activity and generation of jobs and business. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Empty shops facing high streets. 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I would certainly be 

interested in any strategic works that you were able to do on the whole issue of availability to 

meet the demand for small business premises.  I think that would be quite powerful for me to 

use with my membership saying “well, hang on, there is a whole customer base out that there 

that you are ignoring.  In this changing world when you are not going to see quite as many big 

conglomerates coming in as you saw before, maybe some of you have to start looking at 

different types of business space; the smaller units, the greater variety, the flexibility of leasing 

arrangements.”  I am a bit short of evidence on that. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  In fact what we were just talking about now leads directly into that, 



 

because if that small business space - and this is a land use issue - is threatened -- 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  I think my point, Chair, is that it 

is actually very difficult to produce the evidence to say well, you should not turn that lot into 

housing and actually what is more is we need some more over here as well.  What is the property 

industry actually doing to supply that which is needed to have a vibrant, thriving SME economy. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  It is a very good point. 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  I  really like to be seen as 

an industry that is supporting the SME economy, but you need evidence.  Of course you have to 

be able to accept that the members have to make some money out of it if they are going to 

provide that accommodation. 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I would suggest 

something that links to both of those and that is assuming London as a whole, boroughs in 

particular, want to preserve land uses for longer term, but we are in a difficult place at the 

moment.  However, meanwhile uses; what can we do in short term to keeping things going, but 

actually preserve the longer term opportunities that affords the city overall. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  I think to 

finish off with a point I made earlier, we have employment uses.  They are not all within 

strategic industrial locations, they are scattered all over the place and clearly there are a number 

of sites around them that will be developed for housing.  The issue then is how do you maintain 

viable industrial and employment uses with residential around them and how can the design and 

the mix of uses  make this intensive city actually work, as opposed to environmental health 

being called in and effectively rendering employment uses unworkable in the face of 

neighbours’  campaigns  to drive out employment uses.  Again, we have had experience of 

balancing employment and residential uses  which I think can be applied more widely 

throughout London.  

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  That might be even more 

pertinent if the permit development rights come in, because you are going to get more of that 

neighbour difficulty and inappropriately placed things next door to each other. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Can I just say there is one question that we really need to ask and 

perhaps you can wrap up on, which is do you think there as need for a specific London policy in 

relation to this whole employment use issue? 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I will have to take that 

under advisement, actually. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  In various ways all of you have made the point that London is very 

intensive.  Its population is going up.  Okay it needs housing, other ways of getting housing.  It 

needs employment.  You do not sell the parks on a lower value land use, etc.  You have made 

these points.  Is there not some need for a specific London policy approach? 



 

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  I suppose I will be going back 

on what I said earlier; that I could see a justification.  In practice, if this works as the NPPF says 

it does, you would not need it because actually every place will have its own plan based upon 

what its particular needs are. That is what the NPPF actually provides for.  London would have 

its plan, Bolton would have its plan, and Birmingham will have its plan. You would not need to 

specifically go down that route.  I was worried, though, with this suggestion that London should 

be an exception.  One seems to be almost cementing the separation of London from the rest of 

the UK, which I think is worrying.  It is not, it is part of the UK. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Any others? 

 

Trudi Elliott (Chief Executive, Royal Town Planning Institute):  I suppose one for me 

would be what influence is the London plan and/or the Mayor going to have on the duty to 

cooperate. It is not just in housing and strategic things like waste that local authorities need to 

cooperate in a city like London, they need to cooperate around employment and the overall 

offer, as London is the place do business.  It seems to me highly unlikely that any borough is 

not going to be addressing this issue when you have land differentials of the sort that you have 

in London.  It is inevitable that each individual borough is, what is the role,--  Not necessarily 

a prescriptive role, but in support of a encouraging role in terms of the duty to cooperate 

between boroughs, and boroughs and other bodies that might help the employment offer in the 

city. 

 

Paul Beckett (Policy & Performance Director, City of London Corporation):  London is 

different from any other city in Britain. It has this world city role and the pressures are more 

intense here because of the development and international investment, that occurs here which 

does not happen to a great extent in other British cities.  I do not see that we need a separate 

policy but we do need the Mayor of London to help boroughs in articulating the case that 

London is a world city, the functions that exist in central London in particular contribute to its 

world city role and therefore those functions need to be protected.  They are not solely offices, 

they are lots of other elements in London's world city role which also have an important place, 

but central London offices do form an important part of that world city role. It is important for 

the Mayor to help lobby on behalf of boroughs to ensure that London maintains that 

pre-eminence in Britain and its importance as a world city. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  Finally 

I think there are strong protections in relation to wharves.  There are quite strong protection in 

relation to aggregate sites, not all of which happen to be wharves, and to waste sites as well, 

and of course general employment and street and industrial locations.  There are already 

a number of policies within the London plan that do deal with employment uses.  Whether it is 

a question of appropriate cross referencing or some actual umbrella that links all of these 

together rather than something specific, because you already have a number of policies 

performing that function. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Thank you all for that.  I think the issue is we have those safeguards 

and you have just made the point that it does not always work, therefore we have to go to CPO.  



 

If this goes through we are about to remove the protection for employment sites elsewhere, all 

over.  It is an issue. 

 

James Trimmer (Head of Planning & Partnerships, Port of London Authority):  

I certainly think it is a strategic matter that is worthy of consideration within the London plan, 

because clearly it is of importance to London as a whole. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Right, well if you have any other thoughts afterwards you know where 

we are.  We would like to hear them.  It was not necessarily a London policy - I put it badly - but 

a policy approach.  I think if this goes through we will need to have to think carefully about 

that.  I want to thank you all very much for your contributions and the Committee members for 

their stamina.  

 

Liz Peace (Chief Executive, British Property Federation):  Thank you for inviting us. 


