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Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Now let us go to the main part of the meeting.  As I said at the 

beginning we are going to look at the new permitted development rights on change of use and, 

in particular, the impacts those are going to have on London.  Last September the Government 

announced it was going ahead with these changes.  It had already consulted on similar 

proposals earlier in that year and then it had dropped them.  It has now come back and decided 

to go ahead with them.  They will allow building owners to, without going through the planning 

system, change use.  We want to hear from our experts exactly what that is going to mean for 

premises in London, what it is going to mean for jobs in London and what it means in terms of 

housing, what kind of housing and so on. 

 

I would like our guests to introduce themselves and just give us two lines on their background 

and then we will go into questions. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  Good morning.  I am 

Keith Hearn, Planning Director at CBRE.  I run our London planning team involved in a number 

of major projects across London. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): I am Richard Pestell.  I work for 

Peter Brett Associates formally Roger Tim & Partners, although I am here today on behalf of the 

Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI).  I have worked for most of the London boroughs and the 

Greater London Authority (GLA) over my professional life and so far have collected data on 

employment lands and policy on London. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  I am 

Sue Terpilowski from the Federation of Small Businesses.  I am the London Policy Chairman.  I 

also own my own business and we are based in Tech City so this is really dear to my heart. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  My name is Michael Bach.  I am here under the banner of the London 

Forum of Civic Amenity Societies but I should declare an interest; I used to work for the 

Government specifically on planning for economic development, planning for town centres and 

had a strong hand in the last overhaul of the Use Classes Order.  Locally I persuaded my local 

authority to adopt policies to resist the loss of offices, particularly small offices, but also 

medium and large offices in town centres.  Unfortunately they are going for an exemption for 

the whole borough. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  So you are responsible for the original change of use? 



 

 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  The last review. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  The last review.  That is interesting.  OK. 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  I am Randall Macdonald.  I 

am Head of Spatial Planning for Hackney Council.  I am responsible for policy development and 

head of the design team at Hackney Council. 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  I am John Lett, Strategic Planning Manager at the GLA, 

responsible for land use policy. 

 

Gerard Burgess (Senior Strategic Planner, GLA):  Good morning.  I am Gerard Burgess.  I 

am a Senior Strategic Planner with the GLA London Plan team. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You deal with the economy do you not? 

 

Gerard Burgess (Senior Strategic Planner, GLA):  That is right, yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  That is useful because change of usage has an enormous economic 

impact, and we will see how in August.  In the same link in it would be good to welcome 

Stephen Knight who has come from the Economy Committee.  Welcome, Stephen. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Thank you. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  OK.  We will start with our questions.  If I could kick off to our guests 

and start with the RTPI.  What is your view of the principle of this proposed change to 

permitted development and do you think it is the right thing to do? 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  I will give you a basic overview 

of where the RTPI and a lot of our members stand formed by my professional working.  The big 

principle that concerns a lot of members of the RTPI is that the proposal goes against the well-

established principle of a plan led system.  It removes from control an awful lot of quite 

significant development not only from professional town planners but also from communities 

and neighbourhoods who will no longer have the ability to comment or make representations on 

potentially quite significant changes to their communities.  We are talking quite large 

developments and quite large things in some cases.  There is a whole democratic accountability 

angle which is concerning to us. 

 

However, it would be wrong for us not to acknowledge that there is a problem with the office 

market.  We would be a fool to say that everything works perfectly fine and we have everything 

right.  This is certainly not the case.  The crux of the matter of principle relies on whether the 

problem is a universal problem which requires a universal solution.  I do not think it is the case 

that every London borough has a problem with its stock of offices or its supply of offices.  It is 

certainly is not the case that there is a problem with all types of offices in all types of location, 



 

whether this be the supply of small and medium sized enterprises (SME) office space, large floor 

plate office space, shiny office space or secondary office space for non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) or anybody like that.  The problem is far more fine detailed than the 

universal approach would suggest.  Of course, even within boroughs there is not a universal 

approach.  As we have seen various boroughs have asked for exceptions for parts of their 

boroughs or whole boroughs.  It is a complicated problem. 

 

Put simply the proposed change is far too blunt a tool for what is quite a complex issue, and it is 

quite a complex issue which is not confined to town planning. It is not planners’ fault alone or 

plans’ fault alone.  Office markets may not be working perfectly everywhere. 

 

We have a real concern that the proposals will have huge unintended consequences for the 

supply of office space and the London economy.  I mentioned SME workshops and the creative 

economy, and we will come back to that in other questions.  A lot of this boils down to the fact 

that a lot of the potential risks and benefits have not been quantified.  The original evidence 

supporting the consultation in 2012 was scant, to say the least.  Moreover, boroughs, in 

preparing their exemptions, were given such a short period of time to not only collect the 

evidence if they had not already got it up to date but to wash it around and work out a 

considered approach to seeking an exemption where possible.  A lot of what we will talk about, 

about benefits and risks, we do not quite know because we do not have the evidence and we 

have not collected this properly at the moment. 

 

Coming on to the secondary question, we do have tools available to deal with local over supply, 

and the supply and qualitative problems in the market.  If we have up to date plans and up to 

date evidence we do have a mechanism to control the stock of offices and the supply of new 

land for housing.  There is a huge issue that the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) is 

still quite new and a lot of its new teeth have not yet been given time to bite.  I know from 

personal experience that authorities have been losing appeals on viability grounds and some of 

the new criteria that were given far more teeth in the NPPF, but this just has not been given 

time to work its way through the system yet. 

 

Our overarching concern is that the harms may outweigh the benefits but we simply do not 

know. We are going quite blind and this could have huge consequences for London. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Thank you very much.  Huge consequences and it is a very blunt tool.  

Can I ask the Federation of Small Businesses to make a comment? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  We echo a 

lot of what has been said; we are very, very concerned about this.  Not only are we concerned 

that property that small businesses and the micro community actually survive on are going to 

go, but also some of the medium businesses are going to go. Therefore the medium companies 

are going to start taking up this lower end of the property market because they want to be 

based in London and therefore push pricing up.  What our members are already finding is that it 

is extremely difficult to be a small business in London due to cost.  They have not thought 

about the whole holistic thing of what is going on and what is going to happen. 

 



 

 

What we are also finding is a lot of businesses have contracted with the recession.  We are just 

coming to the point, hopefully, that we are going to see some green shoots and come out of 

recession.  They are going to want to go up in space. If you take away that space they are going 

to have nowhere to go so you are actually going to be limiting the growth in the future. 

 

Our concerns are great.  We think it should be local decisions locally made because there are 

obviously some areas where it makes sense to do it.  But -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Can you say what kind of areas? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Around 

Tech City and places like that there are some buildings that possibly could be used.  What we 

are saying is that it needs to be done locally with consensus.  If there is a local bid perhaps they 

should be involved in it and work together as a collaboration between business and planning to 

look at the areas. 

 

Some of our business users in particular tend to live and work in the same area so they have the 

heart of the area at the centre.  We are worried about economic growth.  We are worried about 

rents going up in price and lack of what we call oven-ready space - the quirky space that micro 

and small businesses like to be in - will be diminishing.  They are going to end up going to high 

residential.  It also could change the holistic area because if you make it very residential based 

then a lot of the small businesses that feed off the local businesses around them, like the dry 

cleaner and the shoe repairer, are not going to have anybody because those people that are in 

the residential space are going to go off to their offices. Therefore you are going to lose 

migrating businesses around the area as well. 

 

It really does need very serious thought.  Our big fear is that we end up like Paris and we will be 

more residential than we will be office in the centre of London. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Bad for mixed-use communities.  OK.  It affects all other ancillary 

businesses which local communities depend on.  Can I ask Michael Bach for your views on this? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  I have to say this is one of the worst designed policy proposals I have 

ever seen because it has been rushed in with very little evidence base. 

 

The first thing is that it is unnecessary because a lot of these changes happen already. I am sure 

the GLA will provide you with data in terms of housing already coming from that source.  You 

do not need to change it in London, many boroughs are currently doing this. 

 

The other thing is that the National Planning Policy Framework introduced a policy [NPPF Para 

51] with a presumption in favour of change of use from offices to housing, particularly in areas 

with a shortage of housing - that is most of London - unless you could provide a strong 

economic case to counter that.  Therefore the playing field has already been shifted by the 

NPPF.  I am not sure how that has affected people yet, but in other words the Government had 



 

already changed the slope of the playing field.  Basically you do not need this to do this sort of 

thing. 

 

It is unsubstantiated.  There is a lack of evidence that this is a problem that cannot be dealt with 

locally, especially in London.  OK, they will talk about vacancy rates of in excess of 20% in 

certain provincial areas but when you get down to London you find quite a few boroughs are 

below the threshold.  The London Plan says that Boroughs should have an 8% vacancy rate. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Can you drill down on that a bit?  Just go into the vacancy rates. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  I will leave it to my colleagues over here to talk about the London Plan if 

that is all right.  Reading some of the presentations, particularly Westminster’s, they are talking 

about vacancy rates in some of their areas of 4%.  On that basis some boroughs have got is a 

shortage of offices already. When you come to local areas where you have a strong small-firm 

economy many of them have got a severe shortage of very small units which the small firms 

depend upon.  This blunderbuss of a policy applies across the country and, because it is 

universal in its application, it is an extremely blunt tool. 

 

The Government has not substantiated why they are making such a major change because they 

have not really looked at the consequences at a local level.  It is very heavy handed.  It is top 

down. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  In some cities in other parts of the country they are selling off streets.  

I heard about one street being sold off in Liverpool for £1.  Houses this is.  Do you think this 

policy is not particularly aimed at London?  It certainly does not make much sense outside 

London. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  The people who originally thought of this policy, the Policy Exchange, 

were looking at the level of vacancy nationally.  It is a bit like saying, “We do not need to build 

new housing because there is lots of empty housing”.  They are saying, “Here’s a good source 

of housing”.  There are empty commercial units.  This has got narrowed down to offices.  The 

thing about the Use Classes Order is it cannot target empty offices.  It cannot target them.  It 

hits all offices.  Because the market is quite sensible it will focus on the more attractive things, 

not those that have long been vacant and derelict; it will choose the things that are best located 

and easier to convert, so it will target occupied offices.  The first things to go will be the small 

businesses that are owner occupied because they have got a three year window to realise their 

nest egg of their premises, it’s their pension fund.  That will severely reduce, in some areas, the 

supply of small offices. 

 

Now they have been able to do that in boroughs where there were not any policies to resist that 

change.  My borough has such a policy -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Which is that one? 

 



 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Kensington and Chelsea.  They lost 30,000 square metres of small 

offices between 2001 and 2009 when the Plan came in.  Westminster lost 46,000 square metres 

of small office units in that time because they did not have anything to resist those losses.  Now 

they are realising that they need to be able to resist such losses, but these proposals would 

completely set them back, such as in a borough like Kensington and Chelsea.  That is going to 

put severe pressure on the remaining businesses and will leave few premises for small firms to 

start up.  That is a real problem. 

 

This is a heavy-handed, top-down imposition and really it is contrary to the whole idea of local 

people managing their own environment. 

 

It is poorly articulated from the point, because it cannot target vacant property.  It will just leave 

the best to be taken by the market.  It is most damaging for specific areas in clusters for small 

firms and, in particular, for town centres.  What you will note from the - sorry, I should not 

advertise here – CBRE list is it shows a number of boroughs have highlighted this in particular; 

that they want to protect their town centres. 

 

The irony is that the National Planning Policy Framework specifically endorses the town centre 

first policy and specifically endorses offices as town centres uses.  The effect of this policy could 

strip out those uses and undermine the viability and vitality of those town centres.  That is what 

is at risk. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  It is all doom and gloom.  Could we hear from you, Keith? 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  I would certainly echo 

the comments that Richard and Mike have both made.  Were we to be having a discussion 

about the implications of this policy at the national level - notwithstanding the very well made 

point about part of certain northern towns - there could possibly be opportunities where this 

permitted development right could have a positive impact. 

 

In the London context I simply think that the complexity of London and the dynamism of the 

economy dictates that, as Richard said in his introductory comments, the need for a robust 

plan-led system ought to be at the forefront of the thinking. We have, in the form of the 

London Plan, a strategic policy framework that seeks to ensure that the delicate balance in both 

encouraging new residential development and ensuring the supply of offices is properly worked 

through and includes - and this is one of the key elements of the London Plan - the 

acknowledgement of plan, monitor, manage. We have seen over the last five years a significant 

change in capital values in favour of residential development across large parts of central 

London and that value probably emanating out from the traditional high value core to the 

extent that it is threatening a far greater number of areas as is evident from the number of 

boroughs that have sought exemption. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Thank you.   

 



 

Andrew Boff (AM):  We have talked a bit about plan-led developments.  Those plans have 

been a little bit crap though have they not?  If we have got this situation where we have got so 

many vacant business properties, derelict and redundant properties, does it not point to the fact 

that the London planners cannot really been doing their job if they were generating that high 

level of vacant properties? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  I do not think plans generate that. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  What is a plan for? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):   They do not generate vacant property.  It is a result of people who own 

them either not letting them or cannot let them.  If you say the plans might obstruct the change 

of use that would be a different issue, but plans do not plan for vacant property; they plan to 

try to get sensible change of use. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  The point I am making is they obviously were not working were they?  

This emphasis on plan-led development - which in theory I absolutely see the point of - they 

were not actually working because we have areas of London that are blighted by their 

designation and empty because of their designation.  Now to an extent -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Are you talking about offices? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I am talking about offices and I am talking about some industrial areas as 

well.  They are blighted by their designation either because the local authority is not astute 

enough to adjust its plans to represent what the demand is or it is just a spiralling -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Which borough are you talking about? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I live in Hackney. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Where are you talking about? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  One of the areas that is part of our exception, the GLA exception areas, 

which is on London Fields East Side.  Priority employment area.  Absolutely plenty of empty 

properties.  A plan that does not seem to represent what the demand is in the area and 

therefore it is one of those areas that could be converted to housing tomorrow, as a local 

example. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  What would be your answer to that, Michael Bach? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  First of all there is national guidance which encourages people to shake 

out sites they are holding and for those retained to be realistic.  You would in any case not be 



 

 

able to defend those sites if somebody came along with a change of use they could say, “You’ve 

got plenty.  You’ve got your 10, 15, 20 year supply.  You don’t need to defend this one”. 

 

If I could turn the whole thing round a bit, the Government is instructing local authorities to 

plan for future needs in full.  With this you are being asked to produce more offices but at the 

same time letting the market take chunks off as it wishes, albeit for a three year period.  It is 

taking it out of that. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I take your point.  I do not think this is the finest policy the Government 

has ever come forward with, quite frankly. However, it is one of those knee jerk reactions, is it 

not, to a growing frustration in Government that local authorities are not permitting enough 

housing development to take place. They are being very stick in the mud with regard to their 

local plans, not allowing enough flexibility in their local plans to allow for that development.  As 

I say, it is not a great policy, this one, but it does absolutely represent a degree of frustration 

which I think is quite justified.  How would we adjust local plans to prevent the need for such a 

sledgehammer policy? 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Perhaps it would be good if you named Hackney.  I am aware Croydon 

has recently allowed permission for the Nestlé Tower to be converted into flats.  It seems 

boroughs can do it. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Certain boroughs that have a Planning Scheme (PS) and have a vision 

are able and ready, within their own plan, to permit such development.  The Nestlé building is a 

very good example.  Slap bang in the middle of the centre, although we have applied for 

exemption for the centre.  Convert to high grade flats. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Which is probably what you were talking about, Keith, when you said 

in some cities it would work.  Centres of cities.  You might want to convert some of the offices 

into flats and bring more people and more footfall.  Exactly what we talked about. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Certain town centres you want to bring to life by bringing families to 

live in those town centres so there is very much a logic to that. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  But you can already do it. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Yes, which is the point you made, Chair. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You can already do it you see.  That is the answer to you, Andrew. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  They are not doing it.  Croydon is an exception. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Hang on a minute.  That is not -- 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Croydon is a notable and very admirable exception.  The point is they are 

not doing it.  That is why the Government has been forced to do it. 

 



 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Let’s just hear from Hackney because Hackney has applied for an 

exemption but you have also just had Andrew Boff attacking some area of that exemption.  Not 

attacking. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  When pushed. I was asked to cite an example.  I did not attack. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Sorry. 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  For Andrew’s point the 

answer seemed to me it depends on how good is the plan.  I take the point.  You say some plans 

are not particularly good.  It does come down to how good is the plan.  My personal view is I do 

not see these plans as master plans or area action plans or whatever you want to call them these 

days.  I do not see these as finding all the solutions to all the problems and regenerating areas 

overnight, or dealing with very, very complex issues just by the snap of our fingers. 

 

In Hackney we have got a number of area action plans.  We have got two which I would like to 

refer to.  One of them is in Dalston.  That is a plan which is very, very proactive and it is 

something I would argue is not actually a plan; it is a framework for investment to encourage 

the development industry and make the right decisions on an understanding that Hackney 

Council has an informed evidence base that says, “If you invest here that’s the best value for 

money and here’s what that area’s going to look like in the next five years”.  In Dalston, which is 

our primary growth area, we have a very proactive growth agenda and a growth basis to our 

area action plan there.  That has been extremely successful in being a catalyst for development, 

bringing forward regeneration for the area, in mixed-use development, homes, jobs, creative 

industries and everything.  That has gone very well. 

 

We have the other major one round the centre of London Fields, round Hackney Town Centre.  

That is an area action plan.  The interesting thing there was, was that when we went out to 

consultation on it what the residents told us was that they did not want a high density pro-

growth area action plan; what they wanted was, effectively, the status quo.  They wanted us to 

stay with pretty much broad brush what was there.  They were not looking for a major change 

and, as such, we put the principles for, the catalysts for regeneration in place and those are 

coming forward but not as obviously or as quickly as is visually apparent in Dalston.  It is a 

different kind of area. 

 

It comes down to how good is the plan.  A personal view - I would say it - I think they are both 

very good plans.  How successful are they?  I think they both are being successful. 

 

In terms of drilling down a little bit at this point on changing areas from offices and vacant 

premise, our plans are underpinned by a policy position that does not say blanket refusal to 

change the use from offices to residential; it is just not there.  What we do is we seek to protect 

the best of our employment land and we have that in very specific areas.  We have policies that 

are very flexible to protect those.  Less good, less high quality employment sites, if it can be 

demonstrated by a residential developer that there is a benefit to bring forward residential for 

that site, then we will grant planning permission for that, and have done so in many cases. 

 



 

 

It is really a tiered approach to it, if that answers the question. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  It does, Chair, answer the question.  It is the wrong answer.  It is quite 

selective about public consultation. We are in danger of this just becoming about one part of 

London.  You did your Croydon bit!  You talk about public consultation with regard to the 

London Fields development.  Where is the public consultation on the Dalston area action plan?  

It does not represent what the final Dalston area action plan is about.  You talked about 

protecting employment areas and yet the bulldozers are poised, as we speak, over a 

development of 14 thriving businesses at the Westgate Centre off London Fields which were all 

evicted so that the Notting Hill Housing Trust could then build houses on the site.  The only 

commercial units that are there on the site are ones that we have proved to be unattractive to 

local businesses in the area.  The thing is the plans do not represent reality.  We might very well 

have marvellous aspirational plans but unless they represent what is actually happening on the 

ground all they are are aspirations.  I repeat again.  I do not think this is a great policy by the 

Government but I do absolutely understand the motives behind why they have come forward 

with it; because they have seen councils, not in general - Croydon being the notable exception 

– not getting to grips with the real need for housing in London and these rather stick in the 

mud plans which do not represent reality. 

 

We should not talk about Hackney any more. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  Things are changing.  

Croydon, interestingly, is a good case study.  Chair, your comment about the Nestlé Tower 

having been the subject of a recent resolution to grant planning permission.  Croydon, 

interestingly, have applied for an exemption for the commercial centre but the emerging Local 

Development Framework for central Croydon is one that is very prone at bringing significantly 

residential space into the town centre as part of a plan-led and integrated approach.  I think 

Croydon Council should be commended for that.  That is an approach which seems to me 

sensible in terms of dealing with what, by any definition, is a town that has struggled over the 

course of the last 10/15/20 years with the weight and quantum of office floor space, much of 

which is clearly not going to be viable going forward. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  We have a very difficult job 

because, as planners, we do not invent a lot of the allocations and development proposals that 

come through the door.  If you look at the pipeline of office supply it is quite in excess of what 

we expect to be taken up. However that is real developers a lot of the time pushing forward 

very large development schemes that we cannot reasonably refuse.  If they have got confidence 

that their scheme is better than the one down the road and they can deliver it then we cannot 

play judge and jury to refuse these. 

 

There is a valid point in that many boroughs - even more so out of London - have been grossly 

aspirational in their expectations of job growth, and particularly office job growth.  Jobs are 

seen as something which is very, very welcome politically.  I have spent many years battling with 

local authorities outside of London trying to pare down aspirations for business parks and 

science parks.  The country is entirely littered with these. 

 



 

In London we are very lucky in that we do have a framework in a strategic development plan still 

and a strategic evidence base document which, if used properly -- I mean we have a policy 

review which does the job every few years of adequate supply and trying to give the boroughs 

some guidance.  We are in a far better position to control this over supply in a strategic view 

than lots of other places around the country. 

 

London has got caught up in this universal block approach which might suit Swale, for example, 

who have huge growth aspirations for offices but very little market potential, or the Ashfords of 

the world which, if you remember back in the days of High Speed 1 (HS1) coming on, was going 

to be a huge office centre that did not quite take off in the way that we envisaged it, but still 

has a legacy of very large allocations and aspirations.  We are all getting hit with the same 

hammer. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  I think the 

missing word in what the Government has done is vacant.  If they had said vacant property it 

would have been a completely different argument.  I think they missed a vital word. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  That point was made by another contributor.  The fact that it is a 

sledgehammer to crack a nut because it is going to all the B1A, rather than just the vacant ones. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Although the press releases said it was about vacant and under used 

offices, the reality is, if you change the use classes order, you cannot distinguish between the 

two and the likelihood is that things that are vacant can probably stay vacant and the things 

that are attractive for conversion will get converted. It is not going to help. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  It will go up in price for the businesses.  

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  The big difference is that where the values between offices and houses 

are huge this has been happening anyway.  That is why there are low vacancy rates in many of 

the west London boroughs; because it gets redeveloped for housing.  It is usually 

redevelopment rather than conversion.  Large office blocks have just been going. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You do not think those ones you have just said which are vacant may 

stay vacant because their value is going to triple, three, four or five times, will now be 

converted? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies): The one thing they were thinking about - because they looked at the 

whole of England and not at places – is that they are elsewhere.  Some outer London boroughs 

may well have industrial estates which have got offices on them and which might be vacant, but 

in high value areas things do not stay vacant.  They change use. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  I was thinking about ones in deprived areas.   

 



 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Thank you very much to CBRE for circulating this wonderful 

document which helps us with the next question and gives a literal picture of the exemptions.  It 

shows us only three boroughs did not to apply for exemptions.  My question is around the quite 

significant degree of exemptions applied for by certain boroughs, including - we mentioned 

Hackney and Barnet. 

 

The fact of the matter is, as we can see from this map and the table, that the extent of the 

applications for exemption is significant.  Also they are very much, in the main, targeted 

exemptions it is fair to say.  Would anybody like to comment really on their reaction -although 

we have covered this to a degree - of the level of exemptions?   

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  The Mayor is very mindful that we probably have got 

too much office space across London and that we need to shake it out.  The London land 

market is incredibly constrained, we have very demanding housing targets and a constant flux in 

the uses.  The principle of changing from surplus offices to housing, or indeed any other use, 

where appropriate, is well enshrined in the London Plan.  It goes back to the previous Plan. 

 

The Mayor has therefore taken a view that he will have a two part approach to exemptions.  In 

line with his strategic remit he has focused on the main nationally important office locations in 

London; the Central Activities Zone, what is the north of the Isle of Dogs, more commonly 

called Canary Wharf, the new area of small scale office development in Tech City - and Matt 

[Christie] is here to talk about that - and also the Royals.  Now the Royals are there because 

they are one of London’s two Enterprise Zones.  They are nationally recognised.  They are 

anticipated in the future to be major nationally important office locations.  One, the Vauxhall 

Nine Elms one, is actually within the Central Activities Zone (CAZ) so we have not identified 

that separately, but the Royals we have pulled out even though it has only got 9,000 square 

metres of office space there at the moment. 

 

Gerard Burgess (Senior Strategic Planner, GLA):  As part of the Mayor’s bid for exemption 

we also submitted a strategic context for London borough exemptions in recognition of the fact 

that there are other strategic locations in London which play an important role in sustaining 

growth and employment, particularly in outer and inner London.  Cumulatively, taken together, 

these are of strategic importance to London and, indeed the national, economy. 

 

These locations we set out in the briefing were town centres that are identified in the London 

Plan as having potential for office development and other specialist strategic office locations 

such as Stockley and Bedfont business parks which are not necessarily located within town 

centres. Also strategic industrial locations and other locally significant sites where these contain 

a significant office component. 

 

Coming back to the question from the Assembly Member, the borough exemptions do reflect 

this wider geography.  For example, all the ten CAZ boroughs identified exemptions for their 

bits of CAZ.  All the London Plan office centres in Annex 2 of the Plan grade are either A or 

A/B, so those are the speculative potential office development centres which are based on 

evidence in the London office policy reviews.  All of those have been covered with the 

exception of Shepherd’s Bush White City.  That was the only one that was not included.  All the 



 

London Plan metropolitan centres have been included in borough exemptions with the 

exceptions of Shepherd’s Bush and Ilford in Redbridge. 

 

With regard to the strategic industrial locations - I am not sure this is a point which has yet 

come up but I am sure will do - our concern there was that across London there are isolated 

office and small and medium-sized enterprise work spaces in the B1 or B1C use class which 

would be vulnerable to change in use.  Now in some cases they may not necessarily be a 

concern where those offices have been vacant for some time but where they are in close 

proximity to other users such as waste management distribution which require geographical 

separation from residential. There is strategic concern that significant changes from offices to 

residential in these areas could compromise the strategic industrial locations in providing uses 

which support the wider London economy. 

 

To summarise, the strategic context we set out has been taken up by boroughs and we find that 

the targeted approach that boroughs have taken do tend to reflect that strategic context in 

most cases. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Thank you very much.  Most of the boroughs seem to be applying a 

targeted process so they are looking at town centres or commercial centres.  One or two, 

perhaps the smaller ones, are the whole borough.  It would suggest that the residual areas 

where you have got the overlay of the GLA on top of what the boroughs are doing is remaining 

outer lying district centres that will be affected, possibly, by this permitted development.  The 

question therefore begs that if you look pan-London - if this is all accepted by Government - 

what is left and is it worth it at the end of the day?  Would anybody like to comment?   

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  Can I follow on particularly on that point.  The Mayor 

has got a very carefully formulated methodology for releasing surplus space at the moment.  It 

is set out in the Housing Supplementary Planning Guide that was developed with the Outer 

London Commission so it has been tried and tested.  It is currently yielding about 4,000 

completions a year with a very big housing pipeline, ie we are doing, as we see it, what 

Government wants but we are doing it in a managed way. 

 

We are very mindful - the Federation of Small Businesses’ point - that a lot of these offices may 

be a bit tatty but they are still functional as commercial entities.  Vacancy rates are high.  

Croydon has been up to about 30%.  They are coming down a bit now but they are still high.  

You have got to manage the transition from being a useful employment unit, £10 a foot, 

sometimes less we have come across, mostly well under £20 a foot, so that they are affordable 

work space.  Then, when they have come to the end of their useful life, and we have found 

alternative accommodation for the previous employment uses, then you mark the transition.  It 

has got to be planned very carefully, which is what Croydon is trying to do. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  Two points I think.  The 

first one is that clearly in most of the inner London boroughs the residential market is 

sufficiently robust that that has taken care of the office to residential demand and, as Michael 

said, in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea (RBKC) the response three or four years 

ago was to deal with that by way of a policy to protect a range of office space.  That is an issue 



 

 

that is separate from this exercise the City of Westminster has been debating over the past 12 

months or so. 

 

The other point about the scope of the proposed exemptions is that, by definition, the Central 

Activities Zone, is the area within which most of the commercial space is located. If we see 

Government prepare to concede the exemptions that have been sought both by the individual 

boroughs and jointly by the GLA, then there is not actually a lot left, particularly in the inner 

London boroughs, in terms of office space, whether vacant or occupied, that is available for -- 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  You said earlier this might have been legislation that might have been 

aimed particularly at London, which, it was commented earlier, it defeats its own object.  Chair, 

shall we move on to the next question?  We have heard quite a strong case that it is perhaps 

not the best thing, it is a blunt tool, and it should be left to boroughs and should be plan led 

and all that sort of stuff.  For the sake of a balance - which is always a good thing - there was a 

bit of a deafening silence on what potential benefits there are from this legislation.  If we had 

someone sitting at the end there who was a policy wonk from Government they might be sitting 

there saying all the wonderful things that it should be doing.  What would we be hearing from 

an advocate?  It is a difficult one.  Richard particularly is frowning.  Is there any good that could 

be shaken out of this, at all?   

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  It depends whether you think it is good!  What it can do is, by relieving a 

developer of affordable housing contributions and Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) 

contributions, it could bring forward something that would otherwise not have been brought 

forward.  In practice, however, the ones that are likely to be brought forward do not need any of 

those incentives to come forward; they just need the ease of changing use.  There are some that 

will come forward that would not have otherwise come forward.  That is about the only thing 

that I can think of. 

 

The flip side of that of course is that we are subsidising that by not having the ’tax’ of 

affordable housing and CIL payments, but we are also subsidising ones which do not need a 

subsidy. Therefore, as an economic tool, it is a very blunt instrument and it has got a lot of 

deadweight. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Hackney, as the borough here, do you see any benefit?  You have 

gone across the whole borough, have you not, so really you are saying, “This is not for us at all”. 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  First of all, no, we are not.  

That is actually a typo.  We have not actually put forward an exemption proposal for our entire 

borough.  We have only put forward -- 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  I am just reading what is here.  Sorry. 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  I understand that.  We have 

only put forward a proposal for the primary employment areas. 

 



 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  It will be targeted as well. 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  In terms of a positive from 

Hackney’s perspective I cannot sit here and think of anything positive to be honest.  It is not 

something that we support. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  So, broadly speaking, this is something that -- as we said the Mayor 

has a plan-led an aspect of how he wants to produce residential, properly.  Boroughs, if they 

have got a decent Opportunity Area Planning Framework (OAPF) and planning regime can do 

so.  Really what we are saying - Michael spoke very well at the beginning - is this is something, 

from a London context, is possibly unnecessary and the shake out to extra residential is going to 

be, if these are accepted, almost negligible, would you say? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  The wrong 

property I think is going to end being targeted -- because you are going to have some very 

great greedy freeholders who would take this if they could and turn it into residential because 

they are going to earn a lot more money in the short time, because from office accommodation 

against residential yields.  The other thing that is just about to hit us is there are a lot of 

shortages of one bedroom properties in London with the new changes in the housing benefits. 

An office lends itself very neatly to one bedroom accommodation so you can see a peripheral of 

that coming in to play; where big office tower blocks are going to be converted into one 

bedroom housing to get lots of money off the Government.  They are going to end up paying 

out far more money than they had anticipated by bringing in this whole policy. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  If you are looking for 

modest potential benefits and something we were throwing around in the office a couple of 

weeks ago -- and I am sorry to hark back to the Croydon example again but I think Croydon is a 

useful example.  If one thinks of the vast quantum of space to the east of Wellesley Road, some 

of which is clearly, in principle at least, capable of being converted to residential, we see 

ourselves in 2013 at a time when the major house builders have moved into Croydon - and that 

is a very good thing - delivering quality product which will underpin the future development and 

growth of Croydon Town Centre in line with OAPF.  If I had an office building somewhere east 

of Wellesley Road and could convert to residential space without the need for providing 

affordable housing and without the need for a full range of planning, if I do it at least semi 

responsibly I could possibly develop a product that effectively undercuts the prevailing market 

price for private housing in Croydon and thus, in a curious way, perhaps create an affordable 

housing product.  Just a thought. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  The flip side to that is that if you have got one market, which is the 

conversion market, and the other is people building houses, these people [the new-build 

market] are taxed and have to pay affordable housing in the CIL and these are people [the 

conversion market] that are untaxed.  Now conversions become more attractive than building 

new houses.  It could be pure displacement. 

 



 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  We have investigated the unintended, and some intended, negative 

effects quite fully so I would be happy to -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  We will move on.  I wanted to ask the Federation of Small Businesses -

-  You said something about it costs the Government more money …? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Because 

people are on social benefit if it becomes very expensive, one bedroom flats in central London, 

they will be picking up the welfare benefit so it is going to move on to the welfare benefit.  It is 

something which is just not thought all the way through because London has a real shortage of 

one bedroom accommodation and the large tower blocks do lend themselves to be converted 

into that.  It could be something that is cause and effect they have not thought about. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You think there might be homes that people on benefit might be able 

to afford.  Thanks.   

 

Onkar Sahota (AM):  Clearly we need to get a balance between office accommodation and 

residential accommodation in London.  How can we reach this balance in a sensible way? 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  I go back to some of the 

points that have already been discussed.  It is the importance of a plan-led system and we have 

what I suppose is the luxury in London of the regional level of plan making in the London Plan. I 

think the London Plan does an extremely good job of seeking to strike that balance between 

the undoubted need to ensure that London’s dynamism is maintained and promoted, alongside 

the undoubted need for additional housing.  That, as always, is a very difficult balance to strike.  

The London Plan, as I have said already, acknowledges that there is a need to continue to 

monitor, to review and, if necessary, over the lifetime of a strategic plan, to amend policy to 

reflect changed circumstance. 

 

With the benefit of -- as a representative I suppose of the private sector the London Office 

Review Panel has been a very useful way in which, as the London Plan encourages, private 

public cooperation can ensure that that balance can be struck.  As John said, where there is 

seen to be the supply of offices, given the presumption to make significant additional 

contributions to London’s housing stock, policy can fight back. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  I will give you the example of the policies in my borough where they are 

really trying to juggle with huge disparities between housing values and office values.  The first 

thing is to try to ensure that the office development is in the right place, that is trying to get 

new development in the right place, that is town centres or close to public transport 

interchanges.  That is the policy in the National Planning Policy Framework.  It is also to ensure 

that existing offices that are in or close to those centres are not lost, because those are the best 

locations for those uses, and to try to maintain the supply of small offices.  They are across the 

board - offices above shops in town centres and small businesses spread throughout the 

borough.  They should allow conversion of offices that are in the less accessible locations. 

 



 

That is all relative I suppose, but we have had some large office blocks go for redevelopment for 

housing or to provide the affordable housing for market housing schemes and they do represent 

large losses, but to try to consolidate what you have got -- that is why having a clear planning 

policy at the local level is what really matters. 

 

The problem is that when you have got this type of conversions you have got no control over 

getting any affordable housing. You have literally no control over the housing mix in terms of 

the size of units, or limited control over open space standards and things like that.  This 

question of the quality of what you get and, more particularly, the affordability - because in 

areas of high housing value you tend to get high value housing. The other feature is that they 

do not tend to house Londoners.  They are very often bought and not used. It is not actually 

going to produce very positive benefits even if we do get the conversions to housing. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Thank you. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  I am interested in the wider economic impact of this, particularly the 

medium and long term.  One of the issues is this is trying to soak up what is deemed to be an 

over supply of office accommodation at the moment. I wonder if we might hear from some of 

our witnesses whether or not they think that there is an over supply in London and, if there is 

an over supply at the moment, is that merely a cyclical effect of the recession or is there a long 

term over supply of office accommodation?  Clearly, if there is not, then sucking out what 

surplus office accommodation there is, is going to be a break on growth taking us out of the 

recession.  I wonder if we can start off with an assessment of -- I do not know who would be 

best placed to tell us whether they think there is an over supply or under supply and whether 

that is cyclical or long term?   

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  The Outer London Commission in particular, not in its 

current incarnation but three incarnations ago, looked at particularly the outer London labour 

market and the underlying drivers.  Its conclusion there, which reinforced views from earlier 

research, was that there was probably a structural contraction in office-based employment 

which had been going on at least for one cycle and probably two cycles, and that that was 

going to have a knock on effect on demand for office space, particularly in outer London.  

Conversely, in inner London, there was a constant state of flux, influenced not a little by cyclical 

changes so vacancy rates did go up and down there but in outer London you had cyclical 

change and structural change going on.  The overall view is that there is likely to be a 

contraction, particularly in outer London. 

 

On top of that we are tending to use office space more efficiently than we used to; partly due 

to outsourcing and partly through the use of information technology (IT).  The headline figures 

that certainly the Mayor has put in his submission - and I am going to call on Gerard to give you 

outer London; I will do central London - is that in the central London office market, broadly, we 

have got round about 18 million square metres of space at the moment.  Just to give you a 

sense of that that is about 64% of the London total.  It is about 160% higher than all the other 

big centres in the country put together, so if you add up Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, 

Bristol, Liverpool and Cardiff we are 160% above there, just in that bit of the London office 

market.  What we are worried about is that that is the element of the market with particular 



 

 

growth.  You introduce something like this into it and you introduce uncertainty.  You introduce 

risk.  That is too nationally important to introduce that element of uncertainty into something 

which obviously powers the London economy but is also vital nationally. 

 

We then looked at, in real terms, what might actually go and it is very, very hard to get a handle 

on that.  Jones Lang LaSalle have done some work for the City and we also commissioned them 

to do some further work for us.  They looked at the age of the stock and particularly lease 

expiry dates because it is when these things come up when tenants might change, particularly in 

a down turn, that the land owner, the building owner, might suddenly think, “Looking at this 

very high level of capital values under residential relative to office.  Let’s have a change”.  Their 

feeling was that - this was work done by us but tested by Jones Lang LaSalle who will bring out 

a report in the next couple of weeks - around about 4 million square metres might be at risk.  

That is about 23%, almost a quarter, of the central London stock.  That could accommodate 

270,000 to 340,000 jobs. 

 

Then on top of that we have a pipeline in central London, a development pipeline.  Currently  

about 2.5 million square metres, of which 0.8 million work has not started on it, and 1.7 million 

is under construction.  If you exclude the under construction - this is trying to get to a real at 

risk category - stuff that will need to be demolished, stuff that has got big floor plates, and 

applying confidence limits - and we have been very generous we think in what Government is 

proposing - somewhere between 35% and 70%.  The 35% is literally half what Jones Lang 

LaSalle found when they looked at the City last year. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  So it is a huge potential impact, particularly for central London? 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  Theoretically, but nobody knows.  The issue for the 

Mayor is introducing this degree of certainty into what is the biggest national office space, 

national driver of growth in the country.  Is it worth the candle on?  We will come on to what 

the candle is worth in a moment. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  And doing it at the bottom of a recession when you know that you are 

going to need some space capacity for growth.  I do not know whether Sue wanted to comment 

on this issue from the business perspective? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  You have 

said it.  The Government were going on about how the micro small business community have 

got to lead us out of recession, they want people to set up companies.  How can they set up 

companies if they have not got anywhere to go?  Either you are going to drive them 

underground into homes, or you have got to give them space to grow into.  As I say, what we 

found with a lot of our members is they have contracted down in this downturn.  As soon as the 

recession comes in, if they are looking to grow and take on more people, they are going to need 

more space.  If it is not available where do they go?  You are driving people out of London or 

they are going to have to end up going to multi offices.  In my experience small businesses do 

not tend to work that way.  My fear is you are going to be driving them away from London and 

you are going to take away that dichotomy we have in London which is the micro small 



 

businesses and big businesses all in the central area working together, thriving off each other 

and forming supply chains that are vital to the community. 

 

As I said, it is not the community of the businesses.  It is the local community; the baker, the 

shoe repairer, the dry cleaners.  They all benefit from these businesses being in the local area.  

They are the ones that drop it off in the morning and pick it up at night.  It does affect the 

residential area.  If you put residential in the middle of an office area you go back to the old 

problem which is residents do not want night time deliveries and they do not want all the things 

that are associated with business. You end up then with this pull and push thing between the 

council because you have got people in the wrong place and it is just not healthy for an area. 

 

I am a Londoner at heart.  I love London.  I am really concerned that we are going to lose what 

we have had over these years of giving me this passion. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  There are two potential ways that this could affect particularly small 

businesses, but businesses.  One is shrinkage in the available office space and encouraging 

people to leave but also, presumably, if land values equalise between office space and 

residential, then rents will equalise so you could get a land owner coming to a small business 

saying, “I could convert into residential and get this rent.  I’m therefore going to pass on a 

similar rent” to value his businesses.  Do you see this inevitably driving rents up for businesses? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Businesses 

at the moment in London are really economically strained compared to people outside of 

London.  We have got the highest business rates we have ever had in London hit this year.  My 

members do not usually worry about things before it happens.  For business rates they were on 

the phone to me months and months beforehand.  They were seriously worried.  For some 

businesses their business rates now equal their rent.  There is a problem at the moment.  

London businesses are finding it unaffordable to stay as it is at the moment.  If rents go up and 

consequently business rates go up because it is all based on raisable values, it will make it 

uneconomic for a lot of businesses to survive in their area.  The two have to go hand in hand. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):   We are probably beyond just 

offices in that most of London’s employment estates, the retained employment estate and 

those protected as CIL or under local designations, are thoroughly mixed with offices industrial 

warehousing.  These will be outside of the exemptions because the exemptions have been done 

as a knee jerk reaction.  They are where the main office stock is.  On the existing estates we will 

find vulnerable to loss the office elements introducing residential into employment areas, next 

door to manufacturing units and warehouses, and we will start to lose the integrity of what 

remains of our industrial areas that we have fought so long and hard to keep as industrial areas 

for 24 hour operation.  It is not just small offices which will be at risk; it is the whole small stock 

in London. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Could I try to change the spatial focus?  The exemptions sought actually 

reflect the point I am going to make which is about town centres.  Offices are an integral part of 

town centres.  Shopping and entertainment get the spotlight, but the critical mass is made up of 



 

 

all the businesses, including offices, in town centres.  If you start cherry picking out these things 

the vitality and the viability of those centres is going to decline.  It is the critical mass.  It is the 

synergy between uses that hold the thing together.  When we start stripping it out you get 

problems. 

 

In the GLA they looked at where employment is in London.  Outside CAZ and the Isle of Dogs 

50% of employment is within or within 500 metres of a high street.  High streets are the local 

centres in local economies in many of the boroughs.  They are going through a hard time 

anyway. If all your policies are about focusing these office developments in town centres and 

then we have got one that just unpicks that and says, “OK, turn it to housing”, some of these 

centres are going to decline.  That is a real problem. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Finally, Sue, there are some sectors, particularly SME sectors, which 

are often using small office spaces all over London and this presumably could have a huge 

impact there?  I am thinking particularly about creative industries and digital industries.  Not 

unique to them but these are areas where, as a policy, we want to see these areas grow. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Let me go 

back to what I said earlier.  They are the quirky lower end of the market place but that does 

then lend itself to become like New York loftish apartments.  That is the space that people are 

going to be targeting.  They are going to target occupied space that is occupied by the micro 

small businesses that are community based businesses.  A lot of these thrive off each other.  

They are inter dependant.  If you take my building, which is Zetland House, I work with three 

other companies in there on different projects.  We work together as holistic teams so we make 

a bigger company out of four companies.  If you take that away and we have not got that 

quirky building to be in, a) we would not be able to go for that sort if work because we would 

not even know each other but b) you are changing that whole dichotomy of the companies and 

therefore the employing opportunities, the growth opportunities, and corporation tax that I pay 

altogether disappear. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  As an example go and look at 

somewhere like Fish Island in Tower Hamlets which we have worked on and the borough has a 

new area action plan for that part of their borough.  Part of the area action plan is to retain the 

creative industry cluster - there is quite a little cluster – which is in easily convertible industrial 

stock.  At the moment that is protected but if we lose that ability to protect it I can guarantee 

that stuff will be converted tomorrow because the money in it is huge for that type of 

conversion.  It is exactly the stuff people want to convert; it is really nice.  The problem is it is 

attractive to both. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Is light industry what you are talking about there? 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): It is very difficult to work out 

whether it is B1A or B1C.  In practice the boundary is incredibly merged between the two.  You 

could claim it is B1A tomorrow if you wished to convert it. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Define B1C for us. 



 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  B1C is a light industrial unit. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  If you put a desk in it you can call it an office and then it could be 

converted into a home.  

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  Yes.  It is a really tricky split 

between the two.  Most planning permissions are granted just straight for B1 because, in 

practice, is it impossible to control.  They might have been industrial at one point but, frankly, a 

lot of them are not industrial buildings anymore; they are simply offices.  They have desks in 

them. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  It is very, very serious then for the creative industries. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  It is huge. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  And bio 

science.  It is the industries where little companies work together.  Bio science is another real 

key one. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Give us a scale of the incentives that might be at play here.  What is 

the current differential in land values for most of London between office and residential?  Can 

somebody give a ball park average? 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  Twice in central 

London. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Twice in central London.  And in outer London? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):   It depends, if you start going into areas that have got high residential 

values but are not particularly commercial areas and you get embedded local businesses, you are 

probably talking about several times. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Two or three times. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  A small business property owner in Soho told me that friends of his -- 

he wanted Soho of course to stay mixed use but he said that he knew people who were being 

offered eight times the value in Soho. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies): With the umbrella of CAZ we have forgotten all those clusters that exist, 

but there were severe worries in Westminster that the whole of the film industry in Wardour 

Street would be wiped out because residential values are just so high it would go. 

 



 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  When this differential is so big and windfall profits are so big, 

presumably there is a risk that landlords would seek to buy out tenants early in order to get 

within the three year window. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Oh yes. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Definitely. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  So it is not really just those business premises where the lease 

happens to come up within this three year window; almost everything is at risk where the values 

are so … 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  A lot of 

landlords have break clauses anyway in leases so it could evoke them. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  I have already been told by some artists of friends of theirs who have 

had either their rents hiked or they have just been evicted.  Because of the hope value.  It is 

huge. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  I think what is holding 

development back at the moment as much as anything is the - it is probably the next question - 

uncertainty as to what bells and whistles will come with regulations when they are introduced in 

the spring.  The day Steve Quatermaine [Chief Planner, Department for Communities and Local 

Government]) letter came out our phones were buzzing with people saying, “Look, I’ve got an 

office building, what does this mean for me?”  The best we could do was firstly track this and 

then, secondly, say, “Let’s wait and see exactly how the detail”.  Never has the phrase ‘the devil 

will be in the detail’ been more apposite than -- 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):   The big difference between this and 1987, where the collapse of 

business Use Class Order meant that light industrial uses or industrial uses generated the 

opportunity for people to use it as offices, people were thrown out rapidly in order to do that.  

The big difference is that different jobs replaced them and, in many cases, it might have been 

appropriate.  This is a straight loss of employment space.  It is a one-way trip to housing.  That 

is the difference. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  You are 

going to have all the residents in the centre and then they are going to have to migrate out, and 

our infrastructure has not been designed for that.  Our infrastructure is based on everybody 

coming in.  You are going to end up with an infrastructure thing as well.  You just try to get 

from where I live in Redbridge to Enfield without coming into the centre of London.  It is 

impossible.  If you are now going to force everybody to go outside for employment how are 

people going to get to their jobs? 

 



 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  If it is OK, Chair, on the back of Stephen’s question there are one or two 

things that I wanted to ask.  Principally about the word vacant.  Listening to my colleague, 

Andrew [Boff] earlier on and Sue said that had the word vacant been inserted into the title here 

it could change the complexion of it entirely I think you have made the case well.  I am 

interested in the five external GLA witnesses.  Is that so?  If the word vacant were inserted into 

this would you find your position shifting more favourably towards it?  

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): If the word vacant was in there 

we would revert to more or less where we are today where you have very strong rounds.  If you 

can roll up to a London borough and demonstrate on the back of the National Planning Policy 

Framework that you have a history of a vacant building, a local over supply and it is unviable on 

the back of the prevailing market rents for you to improve your property to bring it back into 

that commercial use, then we can already let that go.  It just reverts us back to where we are.  It 

would not add anything to this proposal at all. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Unfortunately, you cannot distinguish.  It is either a use class or another 

use class.  It does not divide it into, “These are the vacant bits”. 

 

Going back to the policy, the policy is already there in the NPPF.  A presumption in favour of 

the change of use is already there.  You have got an uphill struggle, if you wanted to retain it, 

to demonstrate the economic case for keeping it.  That is the current policy.  You do not need 

this tweak to the Use Class Order; it can all be done anyway.  There is just a lot of collateral 

damage that goes with this. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  I am trying to get my head around the Government’s intention.  We hear 

a lot in this building -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  I have decided it is economic rebalancing, of the nation.  After what 

Sue said.  All the businesses are going to leave London. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  I am not totally sure that would be helpful, Chair.  We hear a lot in this 

building that there is a housing shortage in London and the planning regime is sometimes 

difficult for people to negotiate.  The Government may say, in their defence, that the reason for 

doing this is to shortcut that and to provide quick housing into London. Clearly there is a 

demand for that and this could be a solution, particularly if it were vacant properties that were 

refitted.  Now I accept everything that everyone has said about it is unlikely that that would be 

the case, they would go to the properly maintained buildings and kick businesses out and 

everything else.  In your judgement is that what the Government are trying to do with this or is 

this just a ham fisted application of the planning policy regime? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  We, as 

lobbyists, need to take some ownership here.  We have lobbied for a long time saying that 

planners are not doing what they should be doing and that we are not getting what we want as 

commercial developers or whatever it is.  What we are not very good at doing, when we do our 

lobbying, is then go on and say, “And the solution should be this”.  We give them the problem, 



 

 

tell them there is a massive problem, do all this lobbying and then they come up with something 

and we say, “That’s completely ill conceived”.  As lobbyists we need to take some ownership 

here that we have lobbied for a long time, the FSB have said planning officers are not doing 

what they should be doing, they are too slow and everything else.  What we did not do was say, 

“And the solution should be”.  That is where we have come to.  The intention has come from 

lobbying and people saying that something needs to change but we have not got through the 

right bit at the other end. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Did you not ever suggest trebled business rates on empty properties?  

Was there never that suggestion which would be an incentive for people to fill empty industrial 

properties?  The vacancy thing does not really matter does it, because the long term investment 

for a landlord, if he knows ultimately he can get housing at a site, they are going to do 

everything they can to make sure their properties are vacant. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  We have got a mix problem.  

Planning does have some blame in this as we have sought to keep too much and been too 

aspirational, but we have a deeply crippled property market still which is not brilliantly healthy.  

The developers have not been able to lay their hands on cash for quite a while, although that 

might be easing.  We have a glut of stored schemes; offices, residential, everything.  This has 

been a knee jerk reaction, “We’ve got a big glut of stuff.  Let’s just ease the planning system”.  

Not forgetting that there are a multiple of other different motivations going on at the same 

time that we cannot divorce ourselves from. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Andrew’s idea of tripling the business rates, in the past if you trashed a 

building then you did not have to pay business rates.  Is that still true? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  It is what 

happened with the empty business rate tax that came in a few years ago under the Labour 

Government; the amount of people who knocked down buildings because they could not afford 

it.  Took the roof off or whatever they did.   

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair): That was the unintended consequence. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  There is no good excuse for having inactive industrial land in London but 

there does not seem to be any incentives for land owners to put that land into use.  That is what 

I am saying.  I wonder why we have not heard of more incentives from the lobbyists, more 

suggestions from the lobbyists, as to how we can. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  The reason 

is last time when the empty business rate came in it did not achieve what you wanted which was 

the regeneration of those areas.  What they did was take roofs off and knock them down which 

was counter productive, because then you end up with a pile of rubble and an empty field which 

was an eyesore so it was even worse.  It did not do what it wanted to do which is generate the 

usage of the land. 

 



 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):   Can I try to answer your question?  You might need to judge the policy 

in terms of what it says it is for and then try to assess whether it is going to deliver.  This policy 

is justified in very vague terms as economic growth -- or was it just growth, I cannot remember 

which - and housing.  If that is what it is about, is it going to do either of those things 

particularly, either of those things in a significant way that justifies all the other collateral 

damage that might take place?  I find it very difficult to justify that.  Is this going to create 

jobs?  A few construction jobs during conversion, but the loss of the housing of long-term jobs 

that the building currently performs? Is it going to produce much in the way of housing?  

Perhaps not a lot and perhaps not the kind of housing that Londoners need.  It is very difficult 

to see how this is likely to stack up. 

 

The answer is probably what Nick Boles MP [Planning Minister, Department for Communities 

and Local Government] said, “It won’t be the end of the world and, if it is, we’ll change the 

policy”.  This three year window is a compromise with Vince Cable MP [Secretary of State for 

Business, Innovation and Skills] who is going to be lumbered with the outcome.  What we have 

got is a three-year period in which people will try to exploit the opportunity to take properties 

that are convertible and convert them, but not necessarily ones that will benefit Londoners very 

much. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  I am touching on a point that Mr Bach raised earlier.  Those of us who 

are councillors greatly value the concept of planning gain that you get from developments at 

the moment.  Is there any way, if we get business uses converting to residential, of securing 

planning gain through section 106 or CIL or anything for local authorities moving forward? 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  There are specific 

procedural issues that suggest CIL could be payable in certain circumstances.  As far as 

section 106 is concerned my guess is probably not because we are talking about development 

that does not require planning permission and will not come before the planning authority for 

determination until we know how the preconditioned process is going to work.  There is a 

question as to whether local authorities will try to secure section 106 benefits through that 

process but I suspect Government will put in place fairly clear guidelines either for or against. 

 

It is interesting, going back to the NPPF policy 51 -- I am a great fan of the NPPF in its final 

form.  As Michael said, and others have commented on, it had the potential to deliver much of 

what the Government is saying about redundant commercial space and do so alongside an 

ability on the part of the local authority to secure the normal range of section 106 obligations. 

 

My guess is that there was a concern on the part of Government that this side of an election the 

time that would be taken to work through a number of paragraph 51 schemes would be such 

that the housing numbers would not be delivered. However, it does seem to me that is where 

the distinction between using paragraph 51 of the NPPF and the proposed development rights 

represents a significant gulf in the ability of the local authorities to secure not only planning 

gain but obviously the full range of housing standards and an appropriate mix. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  That is interesting.  Do you all share that view? 



 

 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  If there is no planning decision made then you have got nothing to hang 

any conditions, section 106 agreement, CIL payment to. 

 

Trying to answer the real question, it is trying to get a quick fix to boost the housing completion 

numbers before the General Election.  The trouble is that because house building has such a 

lead time you come in at the beginning of Parliament and say that you are going to turn things 

round, but the likelihood is that even the things that you incentivise in those first two years do 

not come off the stocks before the next election.  This could be, by some people, seen as a 

quick fix without any regard to whatever else is happening. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): I understand we can get CIL for 

permitted developments because a lot of what we get in section 106 has been rolled into CIL so 

that will just be bought forward.  The main issue is what is left in section 106, and especially 

affordable housing and the main offsite works which will be controlled by section 106. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  Can you talk me through how CIL could be attached to a permitted 

development? 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  All I understand is that it is part 

of the regulations.  You notify the planning authority that you have developed something which 

will attract section 106.  I am not an expert in section 106.  I just go to our specialist team in the 

office and they said, “It is in the regulations that you can trigger a CIL payment from a 

permitted development.” 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  That is certainly the 

advice I have had.  It goes back to the fundamental point that CIL should be regarded as a tax 

and not in the same way as section 106 contributions. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  So CIL could be attached to permitted development, therefore -- 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  That is what I understand. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  Local authorities could access that to use for transport infrastructure 

upgrades or whatever - the things that they use section 106 for at the moment? 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):Within their charging schedule, 

yes. 

  

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  But not affordable housing? 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): Not affordable housing and not 

that pool of stuff that remains with section 106 -  so may not tie works attached to that 

development do not form part of the CIL pool.  Does that make sense? 

 



 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  You might need to give me a -- 

 

Alexandra Beer (Assistant Scrutiny Manager, GLA):  If I may add on the regulations CIL 

can be charged if converted floor space has been in use 12 months before the change, so for 

long term vacant space it would not apply. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  To go back to the point which seems to be a real dividing line, where 

you have got occupied business space that has been occupied for some time and you move that 

out to make it housing, a CIL can be attached? 

 

 Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): There is a nasty caveat that if 

you chuck out your commercial tenant today and convert it to residential tomorrow that does 

not class as new development for the purposes of CIL.  If your property has been vacant for six 

months within the 12 month period it counts as new development for the purposes of CIL.  

There is a quite nasty perverse incentive as -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You have a void. You have to have a void. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  You need to kick someone out six months in advance of converting it in 

order to get  CIL -- 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  No, no, no.  The other way 

around.  It is a perverse incentive.  If you have somebody in your property today and you throw 

them out, convert it tomorrow, for the purposes of CIL it is not new development and does not 

attract CIL. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  So it needs to leave six months. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): If you have a long-term empty 

property and you convert it, it will attract CIL because it will be classed as new development.  

Does that make sense? 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  So keeping 

it occupied you do not pay CIL.  If it is not occupied you do pay CIL. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  So the incentive on the landlord would be to get housing tomorrow but 

in the event that they fail and it takes them six months it would attract a CIL, so it is an 

incentive on them to get their skates on and do it quickly. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  It is an incentive for somebody 

who has an occupied property to convert it tomorrow.  It is not an incentive for somebody who 

has a long-term empty property because they will … 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  To go back to the point that Alexandra just made, if you have got a long 

term empty property that would not attract CIL anyway would it? 

 



 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): No, it would attract CIL because 

if you converted it, it would be new development. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  If it has been vacant for two years and converted to housing -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  It is Andrew’s incentive for empty properties. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  That is what I was trying to get to. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): It is a bit confusing because it 

does not make logical sense. 

 

Gareth Bacon (AM):  Well that is Government policy!  Did I say that in a public meeting?!  OK.  

I think I am done, Chair. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Prior approval.  There is a question here.  It would be very interesting, 

by the way, to understand whether any of you think all these exemptions which cover most of 

London are going to have a cat in hell’s chance of going through?  Anyone like to take that up? 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute): If they all go through then they 

will not be exceptional which is what the Government told us it was to begin with.  We have 

already added up the stock and worked out that the majority of London stock, which is a very 

large office centre in the whole of the UK, will suddenly become exempt. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  What is your view then of the outcome of this?  Boroughs have almost 

universally protested, in a sense, by asking for exemptions.  What is the Government’s reaction 

going to be?  The guidance is so hazy. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  I honestly do not know because 

we are on such a tight timetable to turn these around.  I am at a loss to know how the 

Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) will actually be able to make a true 

and fair assessment of what are hundreds of requests for an exemption.   

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  700 we understand 

across the country. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  How many from London? 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):   31 I think.  It could be 30. 31 including us. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  There are not 700 local authorities so these are areas. If you add up the 

London ones, where you have got more than one area in the borough, then they add up to a 

total in London of 50 or 60. 

 



 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Does anyone know the answer to that; how many areas of London 

have asked for exemptions? 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):   Individual areas?  No.  We had a look at Hackney.  I 

think we got to 28 but we were not quite sure because some of their sites were so small. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  It could be quite a chunk of the 700 then? 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Being realistic the things that will get exemption are places like the City 

and Canary Wharf and, if they are lucky, Westminster.  Because the Government has said it is 

going to set a very high bar, an easy way to get rid of 700 bids is to say that very few of them 

are going to pass.  The chances are that places that are really at risk may well not get an 

exemption. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  The Government has been standing up saying how important 

enterprise is and how important Tech City is.  Is Tech City going to be exempt? 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  Yes, absolutely.  Going back to Sue’s point before 

about vulnerable properties housing SMEs, particularly vulnerable are the shared workspaces.  

These are the collaborative often multi-disciplinary environments where you get the knowledge 

spill overs and you end up with things like film tech, bio tech, producing new businesses and 

new industries.  These guys, there is a strong core of them just to the north of Finsbury Square 

and to the south of Wardour Street and that is outside of the City of London’s boundaries, so 

that has got to be one of the most vulnerable properties in the country. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  It has also got plenty of people rooting for it. 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  But it is not inside the Corporation of London’s 

boundaries, so if those areas just got exemption, the Isle of Dogs and the City, then Tech City is 

outside of that. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):   Tech City is an 

interesting one because clearly the Prime Minister has very firmly nailed his colours to the mast 

in the importance of Tech City. Perhaps that will be seen as acceptable circumstances because it 

is nationally significant.  If all of this is going to have some teeth then unless the bar for 

exemptions is set high, which it clearly has been, it is going to be pretty toothless. 

 

I have not got an answer.  I simply do not know but I do share Richard’s view that CLG have got 

a mountain to climb over the next few weeks.  Whether they have a methodology to assess 

them - I doubt it. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  They are over stretched.  They did not envisage 700 bids.  There are two 

tests.  One is the nationally significant one and the other is those areas -- 



 

 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  Sorry, I do not wish to 

publicise our own work.  We have just summarised it on the front page of that -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  On the back. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  On the back.  It is a 

summary of the exemptions. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):   It says, “The loss of a nationally significant area of economic activity” 

but it is the second one that most people will be looking at because they might find it hard to 

pass the first one.  That is that there is a “substantial adverse economic consequence at the 

local authority level which are not offset by the benefits of the new rights.”  Well most people 

are having difficulty working out what the benefits are.  Also pinning down the likely economic 

disadvantages is something that needs a bit more research than people could manage in the two 

weeks they were given to submit it.  As for the CLG they have not got the staff to do it.  It is 

going to be a rather quick and dirty exercise. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Given that Tech City has risen in three years from 400 companies to 

1,300 and thousands and thousands of square feet are being acquired all the time.  Surely one 

can make an argument “where is the next Tech City” because it is going to expand is it not? 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  That is what we have tried to do with the 

exemption actually.  One of the problems with applying for an exemption for Tech City is it is a 

bit of a nebulous construct - nobody really knows where the boundaries are.  If you think back 

to David Cameron’s [current Prime Minister] speech it is meant to be an expanding hub that 

reaches from Old Street all the way up to the Olympic Park. However, what it is likely to be is an 

eco system of sub clusters living in commercial space between Old Street and the Olympic Park 

if it ever comes to fruition. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  I always 

say Tech City goes from Soho to Stratford because if you think about it it starts with the film 

industry.  It is an eco system that works together.  From my point of view, I always say the 

easiest way is saying Soho to Stratford is actually Tech City. 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  Bearing in mind one of the criteria was we had to 

demonstrate that we had used the smallest possible boundary in order to mitigate what we 

perceived to be the negative impact. I had to really constrain that boundary to the areas where 

there was commercial space and then, in consultation with the boroughs, I refined that 

boundary because the data set that I used as a starting point was 2007 and a lot of that space 

had already been converted to residential.  Then we refined it further by harmonising it with the 

boroughs’ boundaries.  Things like preferred employment locations, local office locations and 

where they coincided.  What we have got is a very constrained Tech City boundary that we have 

used for the application for exemption but if David Cameron’s vision is to be realised really I 

should be exempting the whole of east London. 



 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Thank you.  We have got to move on to this prior approval point.  I do 

not understand what is the prior approval process. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  It is a safety net to 

ensure that if and when the permitted development rights  are brought in any given situation 

that the worst possible unintended consequences will be avoided.  The prior approval process 

does specifically talk about significant transport highway impacts, development in safety 

hazards, high flood risk and land contamination so it is to ensure that the worse environmental 

consequences are avoided. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  There were some hints as to 

what it might be in the earlier consultation documents.  Some of them are statutory and may 

not apply to London with its danger zones and all this kind of stuff you may not want.  In 

Grimsby, for example, you do not want offices on Immingham Ports to be tied to housing 

because of risk of explosions from chemical works.  That kind of thing. 

 

One of the most pertinent bits for London is what they were looking at for transport and 

parking. They were looking at a mechanism whereby you can require the permitted 

development to submit parking strategies and to comply with local parking standards and 

controlled parking zones.  They were aware that you would not have to submit travel plans, for 

example, if you just had a straight permitted change of use whereas other developments would.  

It is a requirement to submit travel plans in the travel parking standards.  Until we see the detail 

of it all we can do is guess from what they were consulting on earlier. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I was going to raise one point; I was curious talking about the potential of 

some offices in town centres might be turned into housing.  We are issuing a report today from 

the Economy Committee about high streets and one of the things that report - I think it says in 

it, I cannot remember if it is actually quoted in it but it was certainly part of the process - was 

that what we want to do is increase footfall in our town centres and one of the ways to do that 

is to encourage more residential developments in town centres.  I do not like this policy but you 

can see the motives behind it.  You can see that it is trying to address some problems that it has 

recognised; rather constrained plans that do not allow for flexibility. 

 

Having said that, those towns and centres that do take place presumably -- incidentally, on 

Tech City, I have never understood why it is that an industry that happens to be in the creative 

world which creates two jobs - maybe it is a web designer that creates two jobs - is more 

important than a dry cleaners or a florist that creates two jobs.  I do not understand why.  I used 

to be in that industry and I have come to the conclusion that people are most impressed by the 

things they least understand and that is why Tech City has got this image of being the great 

hope for London when actually jobs are being created outside the technological area just as well 

and yet we seem to treat high tech areas as being extra special.  I do not understand that. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  A multiplier I think it is called. 

 



 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  Can I comment on that?  If you look at Hackney’s 

parallel growth in the service industries - hotels, restaurants, the night time economy - that has 

happened in parallel with the explosion in Tech City and the growth in SMEs and now, as that 

economy is maturing, there is more inward investment coming in so you have got large private 

sector relocations like Google, KPMG and IBM, Hackney’s parallel growth backs up that 

multiplier effect really.  Have you got any figures? 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  41% on hospitality off the 

back of the creative industry.  It is a big figure - 41% - in hospitality so cafes, bars etc and that 

kind of stuff. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  We work 

late at night and we go out and play. 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  There is quite a lot of academic discourse on this.  

People like Richard Florida [urban studies theorist] and Enrico Moretti [Professor of Economics 

at the University of California] did look at urban tech clusters.  It is something a little bit 

different to Silicon Valley.  They happen in dense urban collaborative environments and they 

attract a very highly skilled but highly mobile demographic.  You could not recreate this 

elsewhere.  In Harrow or somewhere like that.  There is a reason why it is -- 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Those industries that are serving those populations are not going to have 

any special treatment serving those people that are not in the high tech industry.  Are they 

going to have any special treatment? 

 

Matt Christie (Strategic Planner, GLA):  I do not understand the question. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I am sorry.  It is just by focusing on the high tech industries -- for 

instance in Hackney in the area where I live we have got a load of B1 units completely empty, 

totally absolutely empty, and have been for, in some cases, ten years, sort of geared towards 

industry but only the industries that do not particularly want them.  Sorry, industry does not 

particularly want those because the requirements in that area of London are for places, for 

example, of units with a parking place and they will not give those.  Those are disappearing.  

The units they have actually supplied, which are geared towards the high tech industry, nobody 

wants.  It is just a complete mismatch, because of this obsession with high tech industries, and 

rather looking down our noses at the old industries, we have this incredible mismatch of what is 

supplied for small businesses and what actually small businesses want. 

 

I will move on.  The housing that is going to be built, how do we make sure that it sticks to the 

standards of housing that we would expect in London? 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  There was real concern from the Mayor, Chair, that this 

would not in fact happen, particularly the application of the new housing standards because 

those are applied through planning policy and they are not regulation.  There would be an 

element of quality control because the developments would still be subject to the building 

regulations but you would not, for example, get the floor space standards in -- it does not 



 

appear that you would.  While you will have to apply for planning permission if you want to 

change the façade of the office building,  that might not be a sufficient hook to require a floor 

space standard, though you could perhaps dispute balconies. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Presumably all the building control regulations would still apply?  There 

are going to be no exceptions there? 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Is there anyone here who is very au fait with building regulations?  Are 

they not being modified/diluted at the moment? 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  I cannot speak for the building regulations, Chair, but I 

know CLG is looking at the broader issue of housing standards and introducing a national set of 

standards.  I think what they are considering  at the moment is a mix of those that are delivered 

through the planning system and those that are delivered through building regulations.  They 

may be, for example, more to do with the energy side coming through from building regulations 

in the future in the case of two where they have been delivered through planning.  That, as I 

understand it, Chair, is still under discussion. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  The basic answer to your general question is, like the other things such 

as affordable housing, if you have no planning decision to make, you have nothing to hang it 

on.  A lot of the things that you would currently try to negotiate like the mix and making sure 

that they meet some of the standards is only done through planning. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  We could be seeing the development of some fairly substandard housing 

going back to these tiny units that everybody round this table does not particularly like the idea 

of. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Space planners would not apply.  

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE): I can imagine some local 

authorities understandably wanting to use the prior approval process to try to introduce issues 

which the regulations I am sure will prohibit.  I agree with my colleagues; I think we will clearly 

see a dilution of quality across the piece. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Right.  We have had a very, very thorough going round this issue.  I 

just wonder if there are any other questions from any Members and, if not, any last comments 

that you would like to make.  I would encourage you to if you think there is something we 

should be aware of or something you want to again reinforce. 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Just that 

we strongly support all the exemptions. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  All the exemptions? 

 



 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  All the 

exemptions. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  So the Federation of Small Businesses strongly … 

 

Sue Terpilowski (London Policy Chairman, Federation of Small Businesses):  Supports 

all the exemptions. 

 

Richard Pestell MRTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute):  The main thing for us is this is an 

incredibly blunt tool and being blunt has huge unintended consequences that we cannot yet 

quantify. 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  In London most boroughs and most members of societies are concerned 

about the future of their town centres.  They may well be under the radar when it comes to 

exemptions so in fact that is going to be a significant disadvantage if existing offices are 

stripped out of town centres. 

 

Small businesses are the other big issue.  Not just the clusters but people being able to work 

from small units and to see that supply reduced considerably by people selling it off.  It is a one-

off sale and that is it; it has gone. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  An official plan-led 

system allied to the NPPF, as allowed, should be sufficient I think to, on the one hand, make a 

real impact on delivering housing from redundant office space without a number of the 

unintended consequences that we have been deliberating on this morning. 

 

Randall Macdonald (Head of Spatial Planning, LB Hackney):  Mixed and balanced 

communities we have not really touched on.  One of the concerns we have is that the housing 

that we have been delivering is private and that would change the whole demographic of an 

area where you have areas of high value private houses, gated rich communities, as such. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  It is going to attack mixed use and mixed and balanced communities.   

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  Finally to recognise that there is a surplus of office 

space in London, that it does have to be shaken out because we do need land for other uses, 

particularly housing, and that we were being successful in that.  We were getting 4,000 units per 

annum.  If we cannot keep that, then to be very careful about what is being wished for because 

if we go for blanket exemptions there may be a counter tendency to what we are trying to 

address in this meeting and you may end up hanging on to more space than you actually want.  

The very sensitively planned approach to freeing up use is working.  This could have a contrary 

effect if exemptions are granted on a blanket basis.  However, if those exemptions are well 

justified, given current circumstances, then the Mayor will support them and he will of course 

support the ones that he has sought himself for central London. 

 



 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Can I press you a bit.  You might have rather not had to go through all 

this and left it with the plan, monitor and manage system? 

 

John Lett (Principal Planner, GLA):  That was our original position when we made 

representations when the idea was first put forward. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  All right.  That is very helpful.  Members, because the exemptions 

process has closed, the Government announced these proposals last September, then nothing 

happened and the guidance is still very hazy. However, it looks as though it is going through 

but we do not know what the exemptions will be.  I would suggest that, having had this meeting 

and heard all these expert opinions and bits of evidence, we write a letter to the DCLG on this 

and express the opinions of the Committee.  Would that be appropriate?  Of course I will share 

it with Steve [O’Connell]. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Chair, the one thing that I think perhaps is missing is some process by 

which this is all going to be monitored to find out what is actually happening on the ground as 

it comes in. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  We are trying to stop it at the moment. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  We are trying to stop it in large parts of London but, inevitably, it 

looks like it is likely to happen and therefore we need to be able to monitor exactly what is 

happening on a real time basis because, if it does prove to be as disastrous as many of us think 

it will be, then Government needs to be shown that, not wait three years before that -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  That will be our follow up letter would it not. 

 

Stephen Knight (AM):  Perhaps that is the follow up letter but at the moment I am not clear 

who it is that is going to do that monitoring and analysis -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  The usual way; not much data collected and not much monitoring. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE): I think I am right in 

saying that the prior approval process will cover every single attempt to exercise the permitted 

development rights.   

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  Only for large blocks.  The small stuff could just disappear and we really 

would not know about it.  Only if an owner seeks a certificate of lawful development to ensure 

that they have got a piece of paper when they come to sell the property will it actually enter the 

local authority system.   

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  It is just my reading of 

the Government’s letter which says the permitted development rights.  “The exercise of these 

rights is subject to a prior approval process”.  It is a debatable point as to whether every 

proposer to exercise those rights -- 



 

 

 

Michael Bach (Planning & Transport Committee Chairman, London Forum of Amenity 

and Civic Societies):  I do not think they know. 

 

Keith Hearn (Senior Director, Head of London Planning, CBRE):  The point I was coming 

round to say is if every intention to exercise those rights is subject to a prior approval process 

then the monitoring of the application of the rights should be that much easier. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Thank you.  Thanks very much for that.  Thank you very much all of 

you for giving so much of your time and we are very grateful for that. 


