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Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Before we move on to our first question, it would be nice if each of you 

introduced yourselves.  This is being webcast and so just give us a couple of lines about yourselves, too, and 

your background in relation to being here today.  

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  I am now acting as a regional planning adviser, although I 

am largely now in retirement.  I was, as you know, Nicky [Gavron AM], Chief Planner of the London Planning 

Advisory Committee (LPAC) - of which you were Chair for many years prior to the Greater London Authority 

(GLA) - and prior to that I was Chief Strategic Planner with Kent County Council and so I have working 

experience at a senior level both in the South East and in London.  While I was Chief Planner of LPAC, I was 

the lead London officer on the previous regional planning body for London and the South East, the London 

and South East Regional Planning Conference (SERPLAN). 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  You have lots of very relevant experience and you have also done a lot of work 

on the development corridors that lead from London through to areas of the rest of the South East. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  I am Director of South East England Councils 

(SEEC).  I have been with SEEC since 2010 and it is a body to represent the views of the political leaders across 

the South East.  I am not a planner but I have worked with planners over a number of years.  Previously, I have 

had some experience with the South East England Regional Assembly.  SEEC, although primarily has not had a 

planning focus over the past six years, to some extent came out of the Regional Assembly because it is 

interested in creating a political voice for the leaders in the South East.  We do some technical work and are, 

obviously, very interested in the future of London’s growth and the impact on the South East. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Good morning.  I chair the Mayor’s Outer 

London Commission.  The Mayor asked us specifically to look at this issue and report on it and we have had a 

number of meetings to help us do that.  We have met London boroughs in groups around London.  We have 

also met, at of those meetings and separately, authorities that are outside London in order to gauge their views 

of things.  I have been to the summits that have been held.  Therefore, our report is grounded in a reasonable 

understanding of where people are coming from. 

 

More generally, I have been involved in London planning for over 50 years, which means that I have been up a 

few cul-de-sacs and along a few highways and I have certainly been around the same block at least three 

times.  The reason for saying that is that I do actually have quite a long perspective on some of these issues 

and how they have been dealt with in the past.  All of that has been distilled into the Commission’s report, 

which is going to be published very shortly. 

 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  I am a Strategic Planning Manager at the GLA and 

Secretary to Will’s Outer London Commission in an independent capacity. 

 



 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  There is a lot of experience on this panel.  Thank you very much for coming. 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  I am Jorn Peters.  I am working in John’s 

[Lett] team as a Senior Strategic Planner.  The wider South East relation is one of the policy focuses I am 

pursuing and I have been doing the work on improving those arrangements over the last year or so now.  I have 

been the day-to-day contact for that.  I have been here for about six years and before that I worked with 

Heather [Bolton] in the South East for the Regional Assembly there. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Thanks. You are also very relevant. Just to start us off, I want to maybe talk first 

to Heather and ask her what she thinks might be the most pressing strategic issues that are facing both 

London and the South East. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  I would say from the leaders’ perspective that 

there are four issues.  There is quite a lot of overlap with the issues that were raised in the Outer London 

Commission report, but if I was going to categorise them the first three are about the issues and the fourth one 

is probably about how to approach the issues. 

 

One of the biggest issues for the South East - and, indeed, London - is about overcoming barriers to housing 

delivery.  Everybody recognises that housing delivery is really important and everybody has a significant 

oversupply of planning approvals compared to housing delivery and so any work that can be done to overcome 

the barriers to housing delivery is very important in the South East.  It is something that as SEEC we are doing 

some work on and I am aware that the Outer London Commission is also working on that.  There is a lot of 

common cause there.  The local authorities are very much in the position that they feel that they are delivering 

through the planning system despite various challenges along the way, but they now need to look at 

something to turn those approvals into actual buildings. 

 

The second one is infrastructure.  There is a huge range of infrastructure.  One of the most pressing issues for 

the South East is about the transport infrastructure both linking into London and within the South East.  

Obviously, the South East has significant corridors that are used nationally in terms of the ports and the 

airports.  Commuting into London is a fact of life and so those radial routes are important, but also looking at 

orbital routes in terms of opening up some of the development space from the South East.  From the South 

East politicians’ view, of course, that is about meeting their own pressures and needs and so infrastructure is 

critical. 

 

I could not avoid mentioning the environmental pressures.  One of the key factors that our leaders like to 

quote is that there is a million acres of protected land in the South East.  There are very significant pressures 

on development space.  Obviously, there are issues about linking that into the infrastructure and linking that 

into making new development sustainable. 

 

Those are the three main issues.  The fourth one that is very much to the fore of people’s minds at the moment 

is what is going to happen with the London Mayor and the new London Plan and the opportunity to shape 

that. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  By “the opportunity to shape that”, do you mean in terms of the wider South 

East shaping it? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  Yes.  We have to remember that at the 

moment the clear message that has been coming out from the Mayor’s Office is very much that London is 

going to meet its own housing needs within its boundaries.  From a political point of view, the South East 

leaders support that.  Obviously, there is uncertainty with a new Mayor coming in in May and so, if that is 



 

going to change, it would be a very big issue for leaders in the South East.  If the basis of the London Plan is 

going to change, they would want to be able to have the opportunity to discuss that and shape that. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I was just going to say that, interestingly, in relation to what you say, the 

Government inspector for the Further Alterations to the London Plan (FALP) flagged up that the Mayor would 

have to be looking at the different arrangements with the rest of the South East in relation to accommodating 

London’s growth.  You are aware of that?  There is an inspector for the first time ever flagging it up and so 

that is partly what has made us want to do this. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  Yes, absolutely.  We saw that in the inspector’s 

report.  The political response has perhaps been less clear-cut in terms of the meetings with the Mayor’s Office 

and has still been very much that London aims to meet its own demand within its boundaries.  That is also 

backed up by Brandon Lewis’s [MP, Minister of State for Housing and Planning] response to the FALP report 

that flagged up - I cannot remember the exact phrasing but it was along these lines - “Whatever you do, do 

not start recreating regional planning structures and to be aware that the South East and indeed the East of 

England has pressures, as does London, in terms of space, land and infrastructure availability”. 

 

Tom Copley AM:I do think that it is interesting and I do not want to stray too much into this because I have 

questions coming up on it, but you said, “Do not go back to the previous regional planning structures”.  

Obviously, the Government has city regions and perhaps other forms of bringing local authorities together. 

Would you say that perhaps some sort of sub-regional system might work?  You are seeing this certainly in 

urban areas.  What do you think in less urban areas? 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Tom, do you think we could park that?  There is a whole chunk of questioning 

about that.  It is really just setting out the challenges at the moment, just to get the intro right.  Are there any 

other strategic issues?  I want to come back to you, Heather [Bolton], on the barriers, but let us find out if 

anyone else on the panel wants to jump in.  

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  What I am going to say very quickly is 

something that certainly represents what the Commission feels and it also represents the mood of the meetings 

that I have attended both within and outside London.  There is some agreement that it makes no sense to try 

to plan for London in isolation from the wider South East and, equally, that it makes no sense to try to plan for 

the wider South East in isolation from London.  The reason for that is because, although the technical basis is 

not completely agreed between all of the authorities, there is quite clearly interdependence.  There are 

migration flows, not just the population moving in and out of London domestic-only but also internationally, 

and there are also job flows within and from London.  Whichever way you look at it, there is a need on some 

issues for there to be some pan-regional approach. 

 

I use the word ‘approach’ and not ‘mechanism’ because I do not think we have reached the mechanism stage 

yet, but there is clearly a recognition that there needs to be an approach.  That is not an apology for the 

regional spatial strategy system because, equally, we detected no real appetite from anybody to return to that 

but recognition that it has left a very big hole that does need in some way to be filled. 

 

I have one more contextual statement.  It is accepted, certainly by the Commission, that the wider South East is 

polycentric.  It is not just about its relationship to London.  There are sub-regional relationships, which have 

their own labour markets and their own centres of traction.  We are talking about migratory flows and 

commuter flows within the area, but we are also looking at local economies and local flows. 

 



 

The key issues are housing - quite clearly, the key issue in most eyes and the Commission has a report coming 

out on removing barriers - and also employment and infrastructure.  The key bits of infrastructure that are of 

concern are mostly transport but also water and some of the utility bits of infrastructure. 

 

From where we are - and this is my last opening point - we need to find three things.  First of all, we need to 

find a technical basis of facts that are shared and owned by everybody.  That is difficult because there is not 

the consistent methodology.  It is difficult because local authorities are not at the same stage in their local 

plans and therefore they are not moving towards what is sound and what is not at the same rate.  We need 

that technical basis. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Presumably, a unified one so that you can compare like with like. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Agreed, and it does not help, of course, that the 

Government’s own way of doing it is not the same either and so there is a need for a shared technical basis. 

 

The second thing that we need is a means of agreeing.  That, without any question, is one that is seen as a 

collaborative approach to agreeing and not a statutory or imposed approach to agreeing.  What is happening at 

the moment is trying to move towards what that is.  It seems to the Commission that that may well end up 

being collaboration that is founded mostly on the willing and those who are not willing probably will watch 

from the edges. 

 

The last thing - which I do not think really anybody has actually yet begun to think about and the few ideas 

that have been put forward are not formulated properly yet - is that if agreement can be reached, how can 

delivery be secured?  We are talking about long timescales on infrastructure projects and some promises may 

not be delivered for ten years or more.  Of course, if you look back in the past at the way that the Greater 

London Council (GLC) was moving the population beyond the Green Belt.  It did that through mechanisms and 

the principal one was land ownership.  Therefore, we need a means of delivery.  You will see in some of the 

papers that there is a reference, for example, to memoranda of understanding.  Of course, those documents - 

and this is the only time I will say it this morning - are not legally enforceable.  They do not have a certainty 

about the delivery mechanism.  Therefore, if we can reach agreement collaboratively, we still need to find a 

mechanism that actually will deliver the sought-after outcomes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Will, will you save that for a bit later on?  I am trying to keep us a little bit 

compartmentalised.  Will you save that for later on when further questions are asked?  We can drill down a bit 

into what you think might be the models for delivery and what we have had, if anything, that has worked in 

the past. Really, this is just teasing out what are the big strategic issues facing both London and the wider 

South East.   

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  I come at this from a slightly different perspective.  

Looking at the whole region including London and the situation that London faces vis-à-vis the rest of the 

South East, the biggest problem for the future is going to be the affordability of housing.  The average cost of 

a house in London is now, I was reading, about £550,000.  That is unaffordable to a wide range of people, 

particularly younger people.  The importance of that for the wider South East is that it is going to accelerate 

out migration to areas where house prices are lower.  Will [McKee] is absolutely right in saying that the wider 

South East varies significantly from one part of it to another.  Parts where housing is noticeably cheaper are 

largely to the east of London.  We had of course the Thames Gateway concept that sought to address that 

and, sadly, is no longer, it seems, very active apart from Ebbsfleet Garden City. 

 

The point I am making is that people are going to be moving out of London in increasing numbers in search of 

more affordable housing and that is going to put pressure on areas of the South East perceived to be cheaper 



 

in those terms.  I live in Kent, which is an area where house prices are noticeably cheaper.  I was walking down 

Maidstone High Street the other day and I saw a sign in an estate agent’s window saying, “Londoners are 

coming.  Your house prices are going to be going up.  Take advantage of this if you want to put your house on 

the market”.  That is an indication of what is going on.  The point I am making at the end of this is to say that 

the next London Plan is going to have to address seriously the question of relative housing affordability in 

London and the implications of that for migration out to where in the wider South East that migration is going 

to focus itself.  We will come on later, I hope, to talk about particular proposals looking at the wider South East 

in the other questions that you have listed here and so I will leave it with that point for the moment. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Also, history tells us - just in terms of the SERPLAN experience - that making 

sure that the homes that are built are affordable is also quite a challenge.  It was a long time ago, not just now.   

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  Chair, the Mayor’s view, as set out in the London Plan, is 

covered in Policies 2.2 and 2.3.  He starts from a philosophy that has recently been endorsed by the Assembly 

and that is the notion of London as a ‘compact city’. 

 

In my advisory role to Will [McKee], I would draw your attention to different views on that.  In fact, among the 

agencies which have recently been thinking about advising the Mayor comprehensively, yours is the only one 

that still endorses that view.  I will leave that with you.  You can come back and question me if you wish. 

 

Looking at what is in the current plan, the main issues deal with transport, including ports and logistics; a series 

of other infrastructure including health and education; the need to establish “a level playing field ... to 

promote spatially balanced ... economic growth ... to meet housing, energy and sustainability targets” and a 

common approach to issues like parking; to integrate policies “for adaptation to and mitigation of climate 

change” and then again logistics and shared infrastructure; to “rationalise commuting patterns” and promote 

public transport improvements; and then to deal with the “integration ... with other strategies ... [and] 

appropriate skills training”. 

 

On that book, if you like, the Mayor has been working with Heather’s organisation - the SEEC - and also with 

the East of England Local Government Association to introduce a new structure to better co-ordinate strategic 

policy and strategic investment across the wider South East for the benefit of all.  That can go from looking at 

ways in which we discharge our duties to co-operate more effectively and the Mayor’s duty to inform and 

consult all the way through to dealing with the 153 or 155 authorities that we have going up to The Wash and 

down to the Isle of Wight.  Can we make common cause representations to central Government on barriers to 

housing delivery and have more - and you have mentioned this already through Mr Copley [Tom Copley AM] - 

sub-regional working and corridor working to address opportunities of mutual interest among willing partners 

to realise those opportunities through infrastructure provision and bringing forward housing growth? 

 

As background to this, the Mayor is very conscious that over the last two cycles we have had over 100,000 a 

year moving out of London and at the peak of the last cycle 120,000 net, going down to minus 30,000 in the 

depths of the recession.  It is quite volatile.  Net change over the period 2006 - 2014 has been in the order of 

about minus 60,000 from London, which ends up with Heather [Bolton].  The issue for the future, I would put 

to you, is -- 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Is that not about normal? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  That is normal, yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It is absolutely normal? 

 



 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  Yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  That is not really overspill, is it?  That is what is natural. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  That is normal, but there are those who say that London 

should consume its own smoke and that we should have out migration.  There are also -- 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair): Let us establish this because we have always had out migration.  Yes? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  Yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  We have always had out migration.  What is interesting is whether there is less or 

more of it, but you are saying it is volatile. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  I am saying it appears to be cyclical, more cyclical than it 

was in the 1990s.  We do not know whether we are going to hit 120,000 again.  We are up to 70,000 on this 

cycle.  That is out migration. 

 

The issue for the London Plan, as posed by some of the other commentators, has been whether we should go 

above that 60,000 trend because, for London, that has a knock-on effect on how much industrial land we 

release, how many town centres we redevelop, the density of that development, the infrastructure that is put 

in and where it is put in. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Just on the out migration point, does anyone else want to come in on that? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  I would just say one thing briefly.  The political 

concerns in the South East are about a significant increase in the out migration.  There always has been out 

migration - nobody would disagree with that - and the local planning authorities in the South East and in the 

East of England are already planning for some of that.  The question is whether it is going to grow 

significantly. 

 

As things are at the moment in the South East, we have 67 local planning authorities and, if you look at each 

of their plans, they have looked at the demographics and they have looked at the out migration and they do 

provide for that.  For some of the districts in Surrey, it is very clear-cut what they expect to provide.  The 

challenge going forward is, as John [Lett] says, whether that number is going to increase significantly and that 

will have a knock-on effect on the authorities in the South East.  Therefore, it is not news, but it is the scale 

that it may change to. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  OK, it is really the fear that it may change.  What about the in migration from the 

rest of the country to the rest of the South East?  By the way, you are not talking about the East of England 

part, are you? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  I do not know the detail on the East of 

England.  There are a number of areas where we work together on the political -- 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It is the wider South East and not just the part you are talking about.  It is also 

the East of England parts as well. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  There are similar issues in the East of England.  

I do not know their numbers, but yes. 



 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  What we need to know quickly is quite what the trend, anyway, looks like for the 

rest of the South East minus London.  Does anyone know that?  

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  If you want it, going back from 2002 through to 2013 to 

London from the East, it started out at 31,130 in 2002, bobbed around at the lower 30,000s and in 2013 had 

risen to about 36,000.  To the South East, as opposed to the East, in 2002 it was 56,000 a year going all the 

way up to 65,000 or 63,000 a year.  From the rest of the United Kingdom (UK) to London, it was 85,000 or 

86,000, rising up to just over 100,000 and dropping back to 90,000. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Sorry.  My question was about from the rest of the UK to the wider South East.  

We know what is coming into London.  What is coming in quite separately to the rest of the South East?  Do 

you have that? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, Greater London Authority):  I have, but I do not have it in -- 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It is the rest of the South East.  What we are told is that it is growing and is 

pulling in people not just from London.  This is a big rest-of-the-South-East issue. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, Greater London Authority):  I do apologise, Chair. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  That is a rest-of-the-South-East issue.  Does anyone know that? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, Greater London Authority):  I have it upstairs but I do not have 

it here. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  What I am saying is that we are not just looking at London’s growth.  We -- 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, Greater London Authority):  Yes, I know.  It is all right.  We can 

dig that out for you, yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  OK.  The pressures that we are talking about with the out migration from London 

are pretty normal, but what we need to know is whether the rest of the South East is experiencing enormous 

pressure coming in from the rest of the UK.  Otherwise, we cannot really debate the growth relationship, so to 

speak.  Do you know that, Paul? 

 

Paul Watling (Scrutiny Manager, GLA):  No. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  No?  OK.  I am sure that someone could find out.  It seems to be pretty germane. 

 

We have covered the bit I was going to cover, which was the key issues.  Sometimes when we look at strategic 

issues, we talk about airports and we talk about surface transport.  Just laying bare what the key issues are, 

often people talk about digital connectivity as being an issue and we have talked a little bit about - I will just 

mention this - water.  They are the utilities and there is energy, of course.  The London administrative 

boundary is just a line on a map and we need to have better relationships on those things.  Then there is waste.  

We are trying to be more self-sufficient in London, but we are also pushing the circular economy and some of 

those industries might be better placed outside London, especially as London is so big.  With the proximity 

principle, you might be closer to something outside London than you would be by going to the other side of 

London, if you understand me. 

 



 

I am just winding up this bit and then we will move on to the duty to co-operate and start to look at models in 

terms of how we can do better than we are doing at the moment.  Does anyone else want to say anything 

about strategic issues, barriers, regional differences or scale? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  I just wanted to underline one thing, Chair, if I 

may.  I am not quite sure whether it has got under the door or not, but for me the temptation is to leap in and 

start talking about housing or whatever immediately.  However, the first on the list - and it is interesting that it 

is last even in the London Plan list - is actually the mechanism to reach collaborative decisions and deliver the 

outcomes.  Without that, the rest of the discussion has reduced value.  When you are producing your report, I 

would urge you to put on that list as one of the key issues finding that mechanism.  It is very interesting, is it 

not, that the meetings that have taken place with the other 156 or so authorities have started off with 

mechanisms?  That may be because the other issues are a bit sensitive, but it underlines that without 

agreements on those mechanisms there really is no point in continuing with a discussion on the rest of the 

issues. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  That was a really good point.  It is just that if we know what the issues are, we 

might be in a position where we can say that not every issue needs the same delivery mechanism or the same 

kind of co-ordination. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Absolutely. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  That is why I wanted us to tease out the issues first, Will, so that we can then 

move on to say what we might do about each of them.  After all, we do not have regional development 

agencies (RDAs) anymore, but we do have local enterprise partnerships (LEPs).  When you come to discuss 

models and so on, I want you to bring in the LEPs and how useful they can be and so on.  It is horses for 

courses sometimes.  

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  I have two points.  One is related to the LEPs 

because, through the wider South East officer group that was established in 2013/14, we have done some 

collaborative work at officer level with partners within the former East and former South East of England. 

 

One piece of work we did was, for example, to look at all of the LEPs and their strategic economic plans within 

the wider South East.  We did analysis of that and one outcome, of course, was that they are all very different.  

They have very different aspirations and are very different in terms of the issues they are focusing on. 

 

Briefly, I have one other point.  When it comes to discussing issues for the wider South East, we need to 

distinguish between those that are of relevance as merely cross-border strategic issues and those that are really 

important for very large parts of the wider South East.  A cross-border example might be issues related to, for 

example, wastewater treatment when areas are involved that go beyond local boundaries but not much further.  

Then there are other more strategic issues that cover much wider areas like water supply with very large 

catchments or barriers to housing delivery that may really be of relevance for the whole of the wider South 

East. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Good.  Thank you. 

 

Tom Copley AM: I want to move on to the duty to co-operate specifically.  If I could start with Heather first, 

how effective do you think the duty to co-operate is in establishing cross-boundary plans? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  In the early days, it was quite challenging 

because any change to the planning system takes time to bed in and the report that you have identifies some 



 

of the problems that were identified early.  My sense is that now it is beginning to work on a bilateral or small-

group basis and I know there are some examples of London authorities working with their neighbours in Surrey 

and, I believe, Kent, for example.  Therefore, yes, it is working.  It has been quite challenging because it is a 

significant change for the local authorities in starting to scope out who they needed to talk to. 

 

For what we are talking about here, the wider South East regionally, it would be very challenging purely 

because of the number of people and number of authorities that would need to be involved.  John [Lett] can 

probably answer better than I can in terms of the GLA position on where the duty to co-operate applies and 

the duty to inform because that is a GLA position, but the example that came up - I think you mentioned it - in 

the paper about the ‘Bedford 51’ letter just gives you a sense of the scale of local authorities that could be 

involved if you tried to use the duty to co-operate as the mechanism for achieving regional agreement.  I am 

not saying that it is impossible but it would actually be quite challenging to achieve that. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  How do you demonstrate the duty to co-operate?  It is a case of, “We sat down together 

and we could not agree.  Oh, well.  We tried”?  Is that, basically, how you can demonstrate that you have at 

least attempted to co-operate?  

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils): Actually, one of the early difficulties when the 

duty to co-operate was introduced was that the local authorities were not quite sure how to scope it.  There 

was an element of thinking that it was a tick-box exercise, but once local authorities started to address it and 

started to think about how they would demonstrate, it became a very wide-ranging process.  A number of local 

authorities in the South East, for example, started off having a process with their local plans, got to the early 

stages of talking to the inspectors and realised that they needed to do more work.  You will see that a number 

of the local authorities in the South East withdrew their plans to be able to do more work on them. 

 

I was going to say that it is very labour-intensive, but ‘labour-intensive’ is not the right word.  It does take 

significant engagement and significant recording of that engagement to demonstrate that you have spoken to 

your neighbours and have been able to come to either an agreement or an accommodation on how to address 

things. 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  The potential issues with the duty to 

co-operate are two.  One is the issue of timing.  Local planning authorities develop their plans at different 

times.  Whilst it may suit one authority to co-operate at one point when they are at the right stage and need 

the help, other authorities are at an earlier stage and they want to reserve their positions.  That creates 

tensions and avoids the smooth --  

 

Tom Copley AM:  Because they are not in cycle, it creates an issue? 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  Exactly.  The other point was mentioned 

before: this is not a duty to agree.  That means that it needs to be demonstrated that efforts are being made, 

but there are no tangible carrots or sticks to reinforce that and show that something tangible comes out of it in 

terms of agreeing, for example, one authority taking growth that another authority despite its needs cannot 

accommodate. 

 

Tom Copley AM:   You think there need to be some incentives, perhaps, somewhere in the system. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  It is not as wide an experience as Heather 

[Bolton] can draw upon, but I can tell you what we heard from the people we did speak to.  I certainly endorse 

the point about ‘not agreement’ and ‘cannot deal with pan-regional issues’, but it seems from our interviews to 

work best where adjoining authorities have similar circumstances and similar issues.  It does not work very well 



 

when one of them has completely different issues.  The best one I can think of because it is so well publicised 

is the reportage of Oxford and the districts that surround Oxford.  There are real tensions there and the duty to 

co-operate is going nowhere there because of the sheer scale of the differences between them.  Therefore, my 

take on it would be that where you are talking about homogenous local authorities, it is not difficult.  Where 

you are not talking about homogenous local authorities, it is extremely difficult. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  I know that Oxford is desperate to expand, but of course its neighbours do not want to 

know in that regard.  

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA): Jorn very rightly said that we do not have any tangible, 

hard levers.  We do, however, have indirect ones.  The modern planning system - the National Planning Policy 

Framework (NPPF) based planning system - does not have targets like we had in the old regional plans but you 

do, however, have to meet your identified need.  The Mayor of London has to at least demonstrate that he 

tries to and everybody else does. 

 

How you assess that need, particularly in the wider South East, is quite important and it comes back to these 

migration flows that I was talking about.  If you assess it on the basis of the middle of a trend and in the 

middle of a recession, London is consuming its own smoke bar 30,000 going out.  If you do it when the market 

is ramping up, it is 120,000.  We would say that proper strategic planning as practiced by districts as well as by 

the Mayor should take into account both a short-term view and a long-term view.  The Office of National 

Statistics (ONS) and Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) both use five-year trends to 

inform their projections.  That, we would say, is not reflecting the likely experience over a ten-year local plan; 

ergo, you should use both. 

 

The Bedford letter, which originated the ‘Bedford 51’ letters that we had in, was sent by us to poor old 

Bedford because it happened to be the first authority that came up when we did the Draft Further Alterations - 

we were not picking on it or anything - to advise: why not take into account the short term and medium term?  

That then becomes a material consideration at an examination-in-public (EIP) and it becomes known to the 

inspectorate.  Jorn [Peters] deals with five local plans from the wider South East every month -- 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  We are responding to about five per month. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  -- and in the letters, signed under delegated authority by 

the Assistant Director, there is a reference to this.  We are, in fact, through the duty to co-operate, influencing 

the way that plans outside London respond to this. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  You are creating material considerations? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  We are not exactly setting targets - it is not as prescriptive 

as that - but the issue as to whether London’s growth as it is seen - sorry, with all due respect to Heather - is 

accommodated partially or, as we would see it, only a small fraction of it, becomes of concern to the planning 

inspectorate and to individual districts.  Sorry, that is terribly convoluted but that is the way it works. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  No, I think I can see the point that you are making.  

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA): I just want to supplement that by saying - 

because we talked about Bedford - that last week I looked at the draft of Bedford’s Strategic Housing Market 

Assessment (SHMA) and the consultants they had used had reflected the long-term migration trends.  In that 

way, what we had asked for had been recognised. 

 



 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  There is an issue for the poor old districts.  They are very 

lightly staffed and they have been told that they have to do local plans by 2017.  Quite understandably, they 

see this as the Mayor of London trampling on them - if that is not too strong a term, Heather - and they are 

not that comfortable with it, but they are thinking about it. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  For clarification, when you talk about the growth and the ‘Bedford 51’ and so on 

- I just want to go back to this - you are just talking about normal out migration, are you?  You are not talking 

about sending extra numbers? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  It is just normal. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  It is normal, yes, normal flows. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  What I am interested in is the fact that what has always been ‘normal’ is now 

being protested against.  That is all.  I just -- 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  No, it is the way you measure normal and there is short-

term normal and long-term normal.  We are saying that you ought to do both.  Some of our colleagues are 

wondering whether it would not be better just to do short-term, particularly when the five years of their DCLG 

projections were over the middle of a recession when out migration was the lowest it has ever been and 

London’s population went through the roof faster than it has ever done before.  That was the corollary. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils): Just to pick up on the data issue, the challenge 

in the South East is that there are 67 planning authorities, all producing local plans and all, as Jorn [Peters] 

said, working to different timetables.  The ones that do not yet have local plans now have a target of 2017. 

There is no doubt that the London figures are coming out with different migration projections to the ONS 

figures and the planning guidance that the local authorities are working to says that they should take account 

of the ONS.  What is happening is that people are quite happy to consider the GLA figures and take them into 

consideration with other factors, but they are very aware that the ONS figures are different and are what the 

DCLG is expecting them to use and so there is a tension here. 

 

What the politicians are saying to me is that, actually, they know their local areas and they are aware of what is 

happening and they are quite happy to take them into account, but they do have to be aware of what the 

DCLG is asking them to do and they want to take that local political decision on the basis of knowledge of 

their areas. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  In general terms, the key issue has to be the strategic 

housing markets and the need to look across boundaries in terms of meaningful strategic housing markets.  

That has been a factor that has caused quite a lot of concern to inspectors looking at local plans and deciding 

whether or not sufficient attention has been paid to co-operation with neighbouring authorities.  That is one 

point. 

 

The other point is of great interest to my particular part of the world because the two planning authorities 

where I live have not yet produced local plans and will not have produced them by 2017.  That is the 

Maidstone and the unitary authority of Medway.  There, the reasons why are a mixture of the strategic housing 

market analysis saying that very high housing numbers have to be provided for in both those cases -- 

 

Tom Copley AM:  And which they do not want to provide. 

 



 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  -- and considerable local opposition to that scale of 

development, including opposition, interestingly enough, from the County Council. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Under the Housing Planning Bill, if they do not adopt one by 2017, they will be imposed 

one by the Secretary of State, will they not? 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  Yes.  The other issue, of course, is infrastructure.  One of 

the reasons why authorities like those find it very difficult to meet those housing numbers is because of 

infrastructure being at capacity.  It is not just transport.  Water is a key issue in Kent and there is general 

pressure on social infrastructure, including the Medway health authority being in special measures, for 

example, and other health trusts in Kent are also in special measures.  That range of issues in fact builds up a 

public opposition to large-scale development that really needs addressing.  I am not saying that those numbers 

should not be met, but the opposition to them is a reason why local plans in fact are behind schedule and 

certainly in those two cases will not be in place by 2017. 

 

Tom Copley AM: Of course, burying their heads in the sand does not make the issues go away.  

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  I have a minor point of detail on Heather’s [Bolton] point.  

The concerns of the shire districts we are very conscious of, particularly using our figures rather than the 

official DCLG figures.  The NPPF does give you some flexibility to use independent ones, but you have to be 

very sure of them. 

 

To give that reassurance, we are considering - and this is where we are working very closely with Heather and 

her colleagues - how we can get a certification of compliance, if you like, that what the GLA knocks out on the 

long-term trends on behalf of the wider South East at district level can be seen to be ONS/DCLG compliant.  

We have done our own in-house sensitivity testing on that and we can replicate the methodology used by the 

ONS/DCLG very closely.  We then changed from testing it on a five-year trend and we are doing it on a 12-

year trend at the moment.  We have talked to the ONS/DCLG and they are interested in the idea, but they do 

not have the resources, they say, to be able to do a variant on 12 years -- 

 

Tom Copley AM: This would involve them certifying what you have produced because they cannot produce 

it? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  No, it would be an independent certification that would be 

acceptable to the ONS/DCLG.  We are talking about that at the moment. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Do you have any examples of the duty to co-operate being as effective as the Government 

envisaged it would be? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  I do not think we are sure quite what the Government 

wanted out of it, to be honest.  We certainly had a lot of discussion and some people from some districts have 

gone away again and have had a think about how to do their SHMAs.  Bedford is a prime example, which we 

targeted not because it had not done a proper SHMA but just because it had not come up first.  Jorn, you deal 

with them every day. 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  Yes.  What we are doing when we get 

requests to respond to local plans is we are focusing very much on discharging our duty to co-operate.  We are 

focusing very much on local plans that are at an early stage - at an issues-and-options stage - because there 

we feel we can make the most impact, in particular as our input is largely of a strategic nature than of a specific 

nature, and going in early and making early comments related to the need to address local needs. 



 

 

In terms of the economy, we are commenting on issues around business links between London and the 

relevant local authority.  We are raising issues related, for example, to land for industry and logistics.  Could 

there be collaboration?  Would it be possible maybe to relocate some industry and jobs out of London?  

Another issue is transport and now we have Crossrail and we have other key transport schemes that go beyond 

London’s boundary.  It is often about raising or stressing opportunities for growth along those transport 

corridors. 

 

That gives you a flavour of the issues that we are raising and, if we are doing it at a relatively early stage, we 

have a good chance to be recognised by the local authority or, in the end, by an inspector.  Also, we are very 

open to have meetings with local authorities if they want to come in.  Recently we had meetings with 

Sevenoaks and we had a meeting with Dartford as well.  We are really promoting collaboration between the 

local authorities either with London authorities or between them.  The concept of collaboration is really 

something that we are promoting.  As I said, the Mayor has a status within the planning system that shows 

there is some recognition outside of London. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Presumably individual boroughs within London are also talking to their neighbours? 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA ):  Absolutely. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Bromley is talking to authorities in Kent. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  If you want concrete examples, the best one is the West 

Anglia Line and particularly Transport for London (TfL) - with some input from us but not a great deal - 

looking at how investment in that can yield additional housing.  If the Mayor puts in his support for significant 

investment, what do we get back? We are doing detailed work on that.  Further down the line - or back from 

the end of the line - we are looking at the extension to Crossrail 1.  Martin [Simmons] has mentioned the 

Medway Towns.  They will play up as far as Gravesend but not as far as Rochester and so it has reached that 

sort of level of detail.  More generally, we are wondering about c2c - ‘coast to capital’ - going out towards 

Southend and, even more remotely, a scheme called ‘Norwich in 90, Ipswich in 60’.  Halfway along it in North 

Essex is a little cluster of DCLG-funded rural settlements with garden villages and there might be scope for a 

synergy there, but we are no closer to talking about that. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  That was interesting.  Heather, do you have any thoughts or examples of where the duty to 

co-operate has been effective? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  Not specific examples off the top of my head, 

no, but, as everybody has said, it is working on a two-way basis and that could be across the London boundary 

between London and local authorities in the South East.  It is working for small groups.  However, on your 

point about where they have similar issues to contend with, it is a lot easier.  Once you start to look at a much 

wider area, it does become very difficult. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Does it help where the political control is the same as well? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  Possibly, but the challenges in each different 

local authority are probably going to be more of an issue than the political control.  That is just a gut feeling 

without checking. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I was just thinking that where there is investment, there generally is a stimulus 

for -- 



 

 

Tom Copley AM:  That is things like Crossrail, I guess, and the investment in the Greater Anglia lines. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It depends what the investment is in.  If it’s in an incinerator, it may not be.  I do 

not know.  Martin, you have worked on a lot of this. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser): There were mentions made earlier about the London Plan’s 

‘co-ordination corridors’ in Policy 2.2 in the present London Plan.  It does seem to me that there has been 

some limited success, in fact, in looking cross-border along those corridors in terms of co-operation. 

 

I am thinking particularly about south of London.  When I was an adviser to the South London Partnership, the 

London Borough of Croydon was -and still is, as far as I know - involved with what is called the Gatwick 

Diamond, which is a business-led organisation related to the Coast to Capital LEP around Gatwick Airport, 

Crawley and surrounding areas.  Croydon’s interest in that was quite clear in terms of relationships and a lot of 

the kinds of issues that we have been talking about, but particularly in its case of course economic 

development and the relationship between Croydon’s centre as the biggest commercial centre outside inner 

London and the airport and other things that are happening in the Gatwick-Crawley area.  That is one example. 

 

More disappointing to me has been the lack of any clear co-ordination and relationships to the west.  Although 

Heathrow of course is sui generis in that case, there has not been the kind of relationship between west 

London and areas like Reading or even Slough closer in that I would have hoped for when the ‘western wedge’ 

concept in the London Plan was conceived. 

 

I was very interested and encouraged to see in the Outer London Commission’s report the presentation that 

the London-Stansted-Cambridge consortium made and, as John [Lett] has indicated, transport being a driver 

of that; up to Stansted Airport and then through to Cambridge is a big growth area, of course.  That does seem 

to be significant in terms of growing co-operation along that particular corridor. 

 

Therefore, there are signs that, on a corridor basis, co-operation is happening.  I would say that there is a lot of 

potential in the next version of the London Plan for developing that a lot further. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  In relation to the duty to co-operate, I am right in thinking, am I not, Heather, that your 

instant reaction was that your members fear it might lead to interference?  Then you were asked whether or 

not there was a political dimension.  It is a fact that most of your members are Conservative and the only 

mayor who has been involved in this duty has been a Conservative and that therefore the possibility of conflict 

is much lessened.  Could it not be interpreted by a cynic - and I am not such a one - that this could actually be 

a licence to meddle and to interfere? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  Using the duty to co-operate? 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Yes. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  I have not asked that question directly of any 

of the leaders.  My sense is that that is not what they think.  It is true to say that there is a large Conservative 

majority in the South East.  It is true to say that they are generally supporters of a localist approach to planning 

and do genuinely believe that they understand their local areas and want to get on with it.  Yes, they are 

talking to their neighbours.  However, no, I would not categorise it as them seeing it as potential interference.  

The fact is that the local plans already recognise out migration from London and that is accepted.  The scale of 

it may be challenged, but commuting into London has been a fact of life in large parts of the South East for a 

significant number of years.  They do not see it as interference, no. 



 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Simply looking at it from this narrow angle of the ability to interfere, let me put the 

question another way for the people who have been around long time.  In fact, everybody over there has been 

around a long time and I have been around the block as most of you with you over the years.  Do you think 

that this will create that this will scope for interference if the authorities around London have a different world 

view of things than the Mayor?  Will, you are a foot-in-both-camps man in the sense that you have political 

antennae.  Do you think that this would give scope for interference? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Sorry.  I did not quite catch that. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Will the duty to co-operate give scope for interference? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  In its narrowest sense, no, because the duty to 

co-operate is only between adjoining authorities and it is not a mechanism for dealing with pan-regional 

issues, which is where I would have thought a Mayor is more likely to want to intervene or have a view or a 

regional agreement with someone.  Therefore, I would have thought that that was unlikely on mayoral-level 

issues. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  We have just had the examples - and they were very interesting examples - of the relation 

with the transport system and with the railway system where an opinion, from what John [Lett] was saying, 

was that the initiative came from the Mayor.  Is that right?  You were talking about it.  Did you not say -- 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  It was actually joint.  I would not say ‘well established’ but 

there are two people who are responsible for the Cambridge-Stansted-London corridor and they are very 

proactive.  They came into us, they came into TfL, they put shoulders out a bit and they talked to the districts 

along the line.  Most but not all of them wanted to play.  On the back of that, we responded positively. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  For example, on the whole issue of suburban rail, Kent County Council for a long time were 

very much against TfL taking over suburban rail.  As they told us at the Transport Committee, a lot of that was 

because they were opposed to the Mayor’s Thames Estuary Airport.  Because they were opposed to the airport, 

they said, “No, we are not going to let you take over”.  As soon as that was off the table, they came back and 

said, “As long as you satisfy these three conditions, we are quite happy for TfL to take over these routes”. 

 

Part of it is about bargaining and things like that, is it not?  Ultimately, no local authority exists as an island.  

You cannot build a wall around Richmond.  I am not sure if you were proposing that, Tony [Arbour AM].  You 

all have to work with your neighbours. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  That is why, if I can just comment on that, one 

of the things that the Commission alighted upon was that whatever emerges in the way of working, it has to be 

the willing.  That means that with this model there is not just one model.  There will be a collaborative model 

for this issue because people can agree on it and there will not be a collaborative model for another issue 

because nobody can agree on it. 

 

I will give you one example and it is not one that I have spoken to but it is where I live.  I live near Gatwick and 

I can tell you that the local authorities to the northeast of Gatwick are quite happy to work together to 

co-operate because they see that as a source of employment and economic growth, but all of the local 

authorities to the south of Gatwick and to the northwest of Gatwick see it as just an intrusion upon their 

environmental conditions.  It just depends on the issue and the new arrangements, quite frankly, have to grow 

and die according to the issue. 

 



 

Tom Copley AM:  Can I ask my final question to all of you, then?  Does London and the wider South East 

need more than the duty to co-operate to deliver as a region?  

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser): Yes, it does, quite clearly, for the reasons that we have 

already discussed this morning.  It is a question of how we get there and what sorts of measures of 

co-operation across the region are really feasible. 

 

Just from reading the papers from the recent discussions of the December 2015 summit that was held and the 

paper, Will [McKay], that the Outer London Commission put into that in November, I am quite encouraged 

that proceeding on an incremental basis with what can be agreed now, developing the issues for co-operation 

further and then thinking later on about how the mechanisms can be strengthened is probably the feasible way 

forward. 

 

Ultimately, there is no getting away from the fact that we are going to need some sort of region-wide 

organisation.  I would say from the experience that I had with SERPLAN, which I mentioned earlier, that we do 

not need another regional plan-making organisation.  What we need is an organisation that can carry out data 

assembly and analysis of the issues, perhaps develop some spatial scenarios - and they are not a long way from 

TfL’s London Infrastructure Plan 2050 (LIP 2050) in thinking about that - across the wider region, and then be 

in a position to produce advice and intelligence for the bodies that are statutorily concerned with developing 

the plans.  It is an incremental approach, but we definitely need something more than we have now. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Heather, more than a duty to co-operate? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  The duty to co-operate was designed for a 

localist planning system.  It was never designed to address pan-regional issues.  We have the opportunity at 

the moment.  The Political Steering Group meets for the first time later this morning.  They are talking this 

morning about their terms of reference and are looking at an agreement on how they want to move things 

forward and how they want to address it.  We really need to give them the opportunity to do that. 

 

There are challenges around that because the planning systems inside London and outside London are very 

different and resources are very stretched for all of us.  However, there is an issue about trying to create some 

sort of equal political partnership regardless of resources because all of the politicians coming to that table are 

accountable to their local electorates and have their own pressures.  That is, if you like, the starting point for 

them to look at how they want to work together, the areas they can agree and the areas they cannot agree.  

They will be different according to different groups of local authorities and will vary according to what each 

area’s local aspirations are, whether it is about commuting as way of regenerating housing and local jobs or 

whether people are more interested in what they can do for their already strong economy.  However, we need 

to give that Political Steering Group the opportunity to develop. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  The Commission would say unreservedly, yes, 

there does need to be something.  The duty to co-operate is simply not fit-for-purpose for pan-regional issues. 

The interesting thing is why.  Why did it say that?  It said that for three or four reasons.  The first one - and, 

Nicky [Gavron AM], you might want to come back to this later on - is that it does not subscribe to the 

‘compact city’ approach.  It does not unreservedly subscribe to it.  It believes that you should consume as 

much of your own smoke as you can, but that does not mean that you can actually consume all of your own 

smoke.  There are political tensions in London and some of the densification of the outer suburbs will raise big 

political tensions. 

 

The second reason is that a lot of the perceived opportunity, the Commission feels, may well prove to be 

extremely expensive and financially unviable. 



 

 

Thirdly, the way that TfL has traditionally gone about its spending is to deal with network congestion issues 

and not to deal with opening up areas of opportunity.  Barking is the classic example It has remained 

undeveloped because nobody will build anything in the middle of it and so people can get out of it if they live 

there.  Those are, if you like, the negative reasons why. 

 

There are also positive reasons why the Commission said that.  It also believes that it denies opportunity to the 

wider South East.  Part of the philosophy that we have explored is the one that says that you cannot have a 

regional approach that simply says, “What is good for London?”  London needs to share some of its prosperity 

with some of the areas around it.  There is opportunity created through a mechanism if we can find it.  That 

may be an opportunity that is not just about the physical moving of jobs, but the Commission does not dismiss 

the value of dormitory suburbs.  They are very important and are an opportunity to bring income back to a 

local area from access to a higher wage-paying area. 

 

As a last point, we think that one of the absolute keys to that is the development of the concept of growth 

corridors because growth corridors connect London to the areas beyond.  I will stop at this point with one 

further comment, which you may want to come back to, again, Nicky.  We do not believe that the Green Belt 

between the point at which a growth corridor leaves London and where it arrives beyond the Green Belt is 

beyond looking at.  This does not mean leapfrogging the Green Belt but it means looking at the opportunity 

along those growth corridors including when they pass through the Green Belt. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  That was very interesting and not without controversy, of course. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  It is not and that is why we are independent. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Exactly and there is nothing wrong with coming up with new ideas, of course.  That was 

very interesting what you said there and we will be returning to a few of those points later in the meeting.   

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  We would agree with Martin [Simmons] and I am so 

relieved that I did not have to cut across him in saying it.  Having sat through interminable meetings - and I 

went to SCLERP as well as to SERPLAN and the regional forum and the interregional forum - there were lots of 

meetings and lots of bureaucracy.  We never actually accomplished anything. 

 

On Heather’s [Bolton] point about the duty to co-operate, it is designed for districts/unitary authorities to talk 

to each other.  It is not designed, as Will [McKay] says, for regional planning. 

 

The Mayor, however, is not just responding to duty to co-operate correspondence with the surrounding 

authorities - and we can go out almost as far as we want - but also deals with the duty to inform and the duty 

to consult, which are more nebulous concepts, some would say.  There have been concerns from some 

authorities in the wider South East that we should be bound, as they see it, by the duty to co-operate.  It 

depends on goodwill on both sides and, as we have seen, to Tony’s [Arbour AM] point, willing partners. We do 

have willing partners on a corridor basis, again, as Martin [Simmons] alluded to.  Sometimes they do it 

themselves.  The Heathrow grouping, which is Hounslow and then looking over the border, is thinking about 

Green Belt reviews.  We have had a few hiccups with Reading, it would be fair to say, but Jorn is in fairly 

regular correspondence with them, as far as I can tell.  It is coming together and so that is under the formal 

duty to co-operate.  There is an informal grouping and a corridor grouping.  Martin [Simmons] is quite right 

that the ‘western wedge’ as a concept has been dead as a dodo until very recently, but the London-Cambridge 

corridor is definitely alive and the Thames Gateway, at least on the south bank, is coming up and c2c might do 

something for the north bank. 

 



 

Tom Copley AM:  That was very interesting.  

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  Yes, just very briefly to complement this. We 

do see in the collaboration arrangements for the wider South East that we are now in the process of setting up 

with one big annual summit for the wider South East and then a Political Steering Group to oversee 

collaboration and within that then the officer working group and maybe specifically within certain areas on 

certain themes the tangible collaboration.  We see this as a light-touch framework for collaboration, as I say, to 

complement what the duty to co-operate can achieve. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Is that any different from the Inter-Regional Forum?  The Inter- Regional Forum, 

by the way, was what existed from 2000 onwards and it stopped at some point -- 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  When regions were abolished. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I know when regions were abolished but it was a way of trying to co-ordinate.  It 

was pretty ineffectual and so I do not know how more effective this can be but a Political Steering Group that 

is exactly what it was.  How more effective can this be? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  The formal structures - the big ones with bureaucracies 

behind them - have singularly failed.  That is the officer view?   What we are trying now is something less 

formal and we work, if necessary, across the whole 150-odd authorities with a view to making representations 

to central Government with 150-odd authorities, including the Mayor of London, saying, “Secretary of State, if 

you want to address barriers to housing delivery, this is something we can all sign up to”.  Whether they put, 

“Use it or lose it” - sorry, thinking of your recent paper, Mr Copley - or some of the more market-oriented 

approaches, which we are very much in favour of, I do not know.  Start discussions on that at 12 o’clock.  We 

then have the sub-regional approach.  We then have a pan-regional approach on the statistical work 

programme - “Can we share?” - because there is expertise here uniquely and we can take on ONS and DCLG 

and ideally, working in partnership with them, we think adds extra value. 

 

Jorn Peters (Senior Strategic Planner, London Plan, GLA):  Just to add, we have been working for about 

a year to create this structure collaboratively and we do think that there is ownership across the wider South 

East for this new structure. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  That is very interesting and some of these points are going to be picked up later on.  Thank 

you very much. 

 

Navin Shah AM: You have already referred to the Commission’s interim report, which is due to be published 

this March on the issues that we have been talking about.  You have also covered the ground about the pan-

regional approach, the collaborative approach and so on.  Can I just ask you what -- yes? 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It is so bad of me to interrupt you but I have just been told that Heather has to 

go now.  Is that right?  Do you have five minutes to just tell us about models or anything, Heather?  Just so 

that we get Heather’s response. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  In terms of models, it is pretty much what I 

said earlier about giving the Political Steering Group the opportunity to build something that works.  Just to 

pick on what Jorn was talking about before on the inter-regional forum, from the South East perspective there 

is a greater focus in the Political Steering Group than in the inter-regional forum, I would hope that that 

greater focus on a smaller number of issues, some of which we have talked about today, would enable more 



 

joint work - and it is a joint voice - to the Government in terms of whether it is investment or changes around 

the planning system, around incentives to encourage approvals to turn into development. 

 

It is very early days and we need to work together to establish that political partnership so that everybody feels 

they have the opportunity to represent the interests of their electorate because there are pressures that the 

leaders from the South East face in terms of antidevelopment pressures - that certainly happens in London too 

and the need for transport investment.  As long as they have the opportunity to represent those on an equal 

footing as politicians with the representatives from London Councils and from the Mayor’s Office, I am 

optimistic that we can achieve something through that. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  You know that we are going on to look maybe at that.  You are pretty optimistic 

about what we have and you would not say, in due course, it would be good if we had some other kinds of 

models? 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  It needs to develop.  It needs to be something 

that the politicians are happy with and that they feel is achieving something.  At the moment the Mayor has 

said that, “All right, yes, there are interdependencies in terms of commuting and some of the housing market 

areas”.  Absolutely, there are those interdependencies in terms of jobs, housing and the environment.  We have 

to give the model that we are creating at the moment the opportunity to prove itself, but the big game 

changer is if the new Mayor comes in and says, “We need to start looking immediately at options outside 

London”.  That would be the challenge to whether the model has enough time maybe to develop to deliver 

what it would need to do. 

 

Navin Shah AM:  That is probably what you meant when you said in your opening remarks about the 

opportunity to throw out a greater input in London planning if the basis of the London Plan were to change 

under the new Mayor. 

 

Heather Bolton (Director, South East England Councils):  Yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Thank you.   

 

Navin Shah AM:  OK, we will go back to our original question and that is, I believe, on the Commission’s 

interim report that is coming out this March, like you said.  Can you tell us what the emerging conclusions are 

from the work on co-ordinating strategic policies on the wider South East? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  There are probably seven or eight bullet-point 

conclusions.  The first one is that we need more than a duty to co-operate, which we have just spoken about.  

We do need something to address pan-regional issues. 

 

The second thing is that the Commission feels they have a better chance of success, possibly their only chance 

of success, if they are flexible and informal: informal because there is resistance to statutorily imposed 

solutions, flexible because of the reason I was talking about earlier on, which is that not all issues affect all 

organisations the same way.  Some have a limited shelf life, some are truly across the region, some are only 

sectoral, like a corridor through the M11, for example. 

 

The third thing is that we think there are three or four key issues that require integration: housing, 

employment and infrastructure.  Those three are linked.  In any case, infrastructure is the oil between the other 

two. 

 



 

We think it is essential that there is buy-in from willing partners.  We think that what can be achieved will be 

conditioned by who is willing to achieve it.  We do not think that because not everybody wants to buy in that 

that should be a barrier to progressing with the people who do want to buy in.  We do feel that there should be 

tangible outcomes and that is the weakest part of the whole thing at the moment because collaboration is fine 

and agreement is fine.  You are talking about very long timescales, where not all the personalities will 

necessarily be the same.  How do you deliver tangible outcomes?  We have talked about one or two things, the 

memoranda of understanding and so on.  Just as a personal view, I am not sure whether they go far enough or 

whether they will be effective enough in the long term.  We have talked about the common evidence base.  It 

is absolutely crucial that energy is not wasted disputing the basis of long-term forecasting, whether it is long, 

medium or short term.  We think that we should not throw existing relationships out with the bathwater.  We 

went to the London Borough of Bexley, who told us they have a very rewarding and progressive relationship 

with Dartford, and they talked about a whole range of issues: collaborating on their further education colleges 

and a whole range of things. 

 

I have mentioned already that no one size fits all and we have suggested some new working arrangements, 

which we have already touched on in the discussion so far.  The only thing I would conclude with by saying, 

because it does come back, if I can just briefly, Nicky [Gavron AM] mentioned the sensitive growth corridors 

again.  The Commission does not say in any of its recommendations, “You should have growth corridors”.  

What it actually says - and it is the same for all its other recommendations - “You cannot do this job properly if 

you do not consider the implications and the pluses and minuses and then come to a conclusion about it, but 

what you should not do is push them out of the way and not consider them. 

 

Navin Shah AM:  When are you planning to publish this and where does it go, and does your work continue 

beyond this recommendation and conclusions you are coming up with? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  I hope so, but it does depend on the new 

Mayor.  The new Mayor may -- 

 

Navin Shah AM:  That was my next question, yes, because this will have implications on the whole host of 

strategies from the London Plan to transport infrastructure, the whole lot.  Are these coming as a clear set of 

recommendations?  Something you have not mentioned is the delivery plan to go with this as well. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  I have mentioned it.  It may not have -- 

 

Navin Shah AM:  You mentioned earlier on those seven points, yes. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  What I mentioned is the delivery plan. 

In some ways one of the crucial things to think about is how these things get delivered.  That is a more difficult 

conversation than deciding how you are going to collaborate, but it is interesting. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  Just on the delivery plan point, Will’s recommendations 

have been accepted by the wider South East summit.  The structure that it has adopted is in fact almost 

identical to the one that Will recommended.  The details of the delivery plan are what this meeting, which 

Heather [Bolton] has had to go away to brief her political leadership about and we will have to leave in five to 

ten minutes to deal with it as well.  I do not think I am letting the cat out of the bag when the agenda is 

working arrangements, terms of reference, officer working group, review the membership, sequence of future 

meetings, effective communication - and we are dealing with 150-odd authorities - and then the work 

programme.  It starts off with the London Plan review.  We had our first session on that yesterday – sorry, the 

day before yesterday – Tuesday; barriers to housing delivery, a common understanding of evidence and making 

the case for strategic infrastructure and, as I have said, we have already started on that, and so there is a work 



 

programme.  We are looking at deliverables.  Some of them are pan-regional like the evidence base.  Others are 

corridor-based.  What we do not have is a big bureaucracy behind it.  There is some help from Heather, some 

help from her opposite number and Jorn [Peters], who squeezes it in when he is not doing the rest of 

infrastructure for London. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Can I just add a bit to that just to show how 

independent the Commission is?  The outcome of that will be the identification of agreed outcomes.  What I 

am interested in is the delivery of those outcomes.  That has not been thought about as yet. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  Just picking up on what Will said about tangible outcomes, 

that is crucially important.  It needs developing somewhat firmer, in terms of tangible outcomes to deal with 

what?  If we are talking about urban growth in fact and the locations for urban growth that can be agreed, 

particularly if we assume for the moment that some of London’s housing need is in the longer term going to 

have to be met outside London.  What are we talking about in terms of a tangible spatial strategy for actually 

doing that?  I mentioned earlier the possibility of looking at this on a scenario basis, perhaps looking at 

different forms of growth that could take place along transport corridors or in other ways, but it does seem to 

me that we are going to need to proceed to that and, as I said, it was flagged up in London Infrastructure Plan 

2050 that this would need looking at.  I would advocate, in fact, that that be picked up in terms of a tangible 

outcome looking to the longer term. 

 

The question of agreeing that, of course, with our friends in the wider South East could be fraught but there 

are in fact things happening independently of this in various parts of the region.  The Town and Country 

Planning Association (TCPA), for example, has a new communities group where about a dozen or 15 local 

authorities in different parts of the wider region are producing very interesting sustainable urban extension 

schemes.  I know quite well - because it is near where I live - the case of Ashford and the development known 

as Chilmington Green, which is about 10,000 or 12,000 dwellings of a sustainable urban extension.  As I say, 

there were about a dozen or 15 of those, interestingly enough, in the wider South East, rather than close to 

London, if you look at the map of them.  An issue of Town and Country Planning in fact in January this year 

was devoted to this.  Members might like to have a glance at that as to where they are.  Interestingly, it does 

seem to me that this is showing the way in terms of what can be done to agree a pattern of urban growth that 

would, given careful preparation, find wider acceptance. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I want to pick up on something that Will said about growth corridors and the 

Green Belt.  I want to know.  The concept of growth corridors has been very well developed over quite a long 

time but it has not included necessarily, has it, building on the London Green Belt or has it?  You can have a 

growth corridor that does not build on the London Green Belt.  Is that correct? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  I can tell you where the Commission was coming 

from.  The Commission was of the view that we believed that the compact city is not going to work completely.  

There needs to be development beyond London. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  By the way, the ‘compact city’ was never about not allowing for out migration.  It 

is a work-in-progress concept.  It is about densifying London, really, without building on open space.  There 

comes a point I guess … 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  There is a logical process to it, if I could explain 

the process? 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Yes. 

 



 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  We start from the point that you need to look 

beyond your own smoke.  We then said that in actual fact London boroughs - not all of them but a number of 

them - and boroughs beyond the London boundary are already conducting green belt reviews with a view to 

moving development into those green belts.  That is the clear ambition behind them and so it is already 

happening and it is happening in an un co-ordinated, piecemeal, disjointed way.  Our first comment to the 

Mayor is that you need to try to get this on to a -- 

 

Navin Shah AM:  Could this not be seen as the thin end of the wedge?  There may be some boroughs - I do 

not know what numbers there are - maybe secretly, so to say, thinking about developing in the Green Belt.  I 

know of many that would absolutely not work at the strategic planning level as well as the political level, but 

the very thought of losing the Green Belt or encroaching is not acceptable. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  That is right but that emphasises our point 

about it being piecemeal.  There are differences of attitude.  We spoke to boroughs for which it was an 

absolute no go area.  We spoke to other boroughs that are not talking about moving a fence half an acre away.  

They are looking at significant parts of land within their Green Belt. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Do you have a list of these?  Is this a secret who formed that latter group? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Boroughs to the west of London. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  The only one I know of for sure is Hounslow.  Are there others? 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  The adjacent authorities, as we understand from the 

representations that have been made to the Mayor.  They are all thinking of doing it and it was not clear from 

the correspondence we have whether they were going to do it in a co-ordinated way.  We were at a conference 

on Tuesday.  Enfield - that I did not know about - put its hand up and said it was doing it.  Redbridge is the 

one that has done it.  Croydon thought about it and then stopped.  Ealing is having a go.  Those are the ones 

that actually -- 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  And Hounslow. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  Hounslow did tell us.  Do bear in mind that national policy 

does allow this.  It uses the word ‘protect’ only in the title.  The rest of it is ways out of protection. 

 

Navin Shah AM:  I can see this issue together with the cities and skill of development.  One other question I 

was going to ask -- 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Before that, while John has been speaking, I have seen the Mayor’s response to 

Hounslow, which is very robust.  He says, “No”. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager GLA)  It is very robust in terms of the airport.  It is willing to be 

involved in other aspects providing it does not increase our -- 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  I thought that the Mayor said, in relation to the Hounslow application on the Great West 

Corridor, that he believed that it was not necessary to make use of Green Belt land for Hounslow to provide all 

the housing it needs and all the infrastructure it needs, which seemed pretty robust to me. 

 

John Lett (Strategic Planning Manager, GLA):  That is perfectly true but if Hounslow wishes to go ahead 

then, under the NPPF it can, and the Mayor has endorsed the NPPF. 



 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I want to ask Martin because you have done a lot of work on growth corridors 

whether that concept - I want to talk about the growth corridors, and obviously transport corridors - includes 

building on the Green Belt or whether the growth is either side or outside? 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  The growth corridors took into account the existing urban 

areas and centres in fact, of course, of which there were many in the Green Belt.  There is a question about 

developing those centres, in fact, at higher densities and so on, which is one thing that policy is now quite 

keen to stimulate but, so far as the Green Belt is concerned, certainly the inner parts of the Green Belt, will 

raise a hornets nest in fact if we seek to change boundaries that have been fought over and discussed for 

decades and established.  That is not to say, of course, that there might be some change of circumstance that 

throws up a particular case on its merits, which would justify release, but the essential points I think is to 

consider any such releases against section 80 of the NPPF on the Green Belt, which is very clear about its 

purposes.  I would certainly not advocate and, so far as I understand it, the Mayor’s position is not to advocate 

anything that would conflict with the purposes of the Green Belt as set out in section 18. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Can I just finish the logic of what you are saying 

because it fits into what has just been said?  The Commission was not saying, “Build all over the Green Belt”.  

It was not saying, “Alter the Green Belt’s main functions”.  What it was saying, and this is absolutely in line 

with the best practice of sustainable planning, is you are going to put an improved corridor through the Green 

Belt.  In 1961 to 1971 the GLC moved over 1 million people from London to beyond London.  It put them all 

beyond the Green Belt.  In modern parlance that was a very unsustainable planning solution because they were 

moved 40 miles from London and more sometimes and probably proceeded to motor or train 40 miles back 

into London.  What the Commission is saying that a lot of people are beginning to think about the Green Belt 

and therefore the Mayor should look at this and see whether he can co-ordinate this but simply not let it go by 

default.  That was our first point. 

 

The second point was that we support very much the idea of transport growth corridors because we think that 

is a mechanism for delivering collaboration.  We think it is a mechanism for delivering greater equity in the 

South East in growth in employment, and because it is a sustainable way of building next to high density traffic 

corridors.  We are not suggesting that the Green Belt along the whole range of the line or the road should be 

covered with settlements.  What we are saying, as Martin said, it passes through settlements in those growth 

corridors and they should be looked at as sustainable opportunities to build upon that new accessibility that 

redefined and empowered growth corridor.  That is what we are saying.  We think that is good planning. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  There is a distinction that needs to be drawn, in fact, when 

we are looking at this question between the inner parts of the Green Belt, particularly those parts within the 

Greater London boundary and immediately beyond and those outer parts of the Green Belt, in fact, where you 

could consider releases that would not conflict with section 80 of the NPPF.  Harlow is a case in point.  You 

talked to Harlow, Will, in preparing your report. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Yes. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  I am quite aware of the situation in Harlow.  There is a 

substantial area of land there.  Harlow is very tightly bounded.  It needs to meet its housing needs beyond its 

boundary and there is a proposal.  If you look at that particular proposal, against section 80 of the NPPF, you 

could see it is a case for a release.  That is an example and there could well be other examples in the outer 

parts of the Green Belt as you go along these various corridors that would fall into the same category. 

 



 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  There was one other contextual comment which 

was that, of course, since its original inception the London Green Belt has grown by a third.  It is now a third 

bigger than it was when it was first established. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Will, we have to move on with our models and so on, but I want to raise this 

because we are talking about pressures on London and growth in the South East and it is very relevant.  I 

would say that what people are not considering when they suggest building on the inner part of the Green Belt 

- that is the London part - and what they are not looking at enough is what London is going to be like when 

the brownfield is fully developed and there has been more intensification of town centres in some suburban 

areas, and the new needs for the Green Belt need to be spelt out.  The Green Belt’s 21st-century purpose goes 

beyond what it was originally conceived for.  It includes all those things it was originally conceived for but 

many more in terms of more distressed woodland, etc. 

 

Navin Shah AM:   As part of a social infrastructure with intensification right across the board, whether it is in 

or around London areas, that is where Green Belt open spaces will have an even more significant role to play, 

and that is where we will have to be very careful, strategically, about how those green corridors and green 

spaces are defined and even developed. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Let me be very clear that the Commission is 

saying, “Have that debate”.  That is what it is saying. It is not saying, “Do this”, or, “Do that”.  It is saying, 

“Have that debate”. 

 

Navin Shah AM:  We addressed a question to Heather [Bolton] about the models.  Martin, in addition to what 

you heard from Will on the Commission’s -- 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  No, I do not have anything further to add to what I have 

already said.  I have very much agreed with the Commission’s conclusions, as I understand them, about the way 

in which much stronger and more effective co-ordination arrangements can be set up, including ones that 

would have tangible outcomes.  That is critically important thing and, as I was saying earlier, it seems sensible 

to proceed on an incremental basis as to how we can build this up with agreement with our colleagues in the 

wider region over time. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  I am interested in your structures.  It is quite clear from what has been said that the Mayor 

is on his own in thinking that all London’s housing needs can be met within its existing boundaries and using 

existing land use and brown land.  Indeed, I just listened to Nicky saying that there will come a time when all 

that land is used up.  My initial question is: if there is going to be a time when all that land is used up, when 

will it be? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  The man who should answer that has just left. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Yes, but you have some concept of the quantum of brown land and I formed the opinion - 

let us assume - that London will stop expanding, I suppose, at the 10 million level.  I cannot remember what 

the date is that that is due.  Will there be sufficient land to accommodate? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Without giving you a specific answer, I can 

describe the issue.  It is very interesting what the report is called.  It is called Barriers: Removing Barriers to 

Development, which suggests that what you have just said has some serious foundation, which is that London 

is not short of land.  I do not mean this as a mayoral thing, but the problem is we are converting one-tenth of 

permissions into a house.  There are 250,000 in the pipeline and we are building 25,000 a year.  That tells you 

something about how it is not a shortage of but it is delivery of, is it not? The Commission feels that those 



 

barriers to housing delivery are substantial.  We have made nearly 20 recommendations about it and they will 

help to improve the situation, but the reason why what we have been talking about, Tony, if I may say, in 

trying to answer your question about when is that ‘when’ will be delivered more by how we can address the 

delivery problem in London rather than by anything else.  I suspect that it going to be a difficult and if not 

long-term certainly more of a short-term issue.  The pressure on going to easier sites is going to be significant.  

To answer your question, at least speculatively, that to me brings it closer to the present rather than pushes it 

away from the present. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Yes, I understand that but there is the old sore, is there not, that they are not making any 

land any more but, if we accept that there is sufficient land, it is unlocking the bureaucratic process or 

whatever it may be which is stopping it.  That presumably could be done in extremis by fiat; somebody coming 

in, some very strong Mayor giving planning - we have just been talking about this - power of co-operating; 

somebody saying, “This is how you will co-operate.  This land will be designated for housing” and the consents 

will be limited by saying, “And you shall complete within…”.  It is possible to conceive of that happening. 

 

The second thing I want to ask about, which is the thing we have here, is whether there are different ways of 

delivering different administrative structures and of delivering housing targets.  For example, an extension of 

what is supposed to be happening at Ebbsfleet, which is universally regarded as not being terribly successful in 

failing to meet its targets and so on.  I hope you will know that my group here produced a paper on producing 

garden cities, self-governing garden cities, leaping the Green Belt.  Do you think, in the light of the experience 

at Ebbsfleet, that that is a runner and that you could have, if you like, new garden cities dealing with the 

demand for new housing? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  The Commission has endorsed them in principle.  

It said that it sees that as a potential source of opportunity.  It has not gone beyond that but if you want me to 

give you a personal opinion -- 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Yes, in the light of what has already happened at Ebbsfleet. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Yes, it would prove very difficult. Because of the 

inherent problems of moving that kind of large-scale development forward in the kind of timescales we are 

talking about. 

 

Tony Arbour AM: You have told us that in the days of the GLC when they shipped people - again they 

leapfrogged the Green Belt - that in effect it was a failure because you moved the people out but they still 

came back in to work 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  No, they did not.  The jobs went out with them. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  That is not what Will said.  You said, did you not, that they came in either by train or by 

road back into London. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Yes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Recently they have. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  About 600,000 of them probably commuted 

back into London. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  Commuters into London, yes. 



 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Nicky is saying that the jobs were found where the GLC shipped people to. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It was not the GLC - it was decades.  Martin [Simmons] is the expert on this, but 

there were decades of deliberately planning new towns and for people to move out.  The jobs went with them. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  The real point is it is pointless accommodating people outside London if they are going to 

put additional pressures on the environment by coming back into London.  Is that not part of the problem with 

even places like Thamesmead where we have sent people and they come back into town to work? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  The Commission certainly does not stand 

against the principle of dormitories and commuting.  My comment about the 1960s and the GLC was that 

those communities were put into places as far away as Peterborough, Kettering, Northampton and places like 

that.  What we are saying is there are opportunities that are a lot closer for the return commute into London.  

Indeed, the Commission has also endorsed the idea that, in order to do that, you may need to think about the 

whole concept of the workers’ fairs so that people can afford to do it.  Our view is very simple in sustainable 

planning terms.  It is if you can put it nearer put it nearer.  If those people are going to commute back into 

London, then put them closer to London rather than further away. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  What about the governance of these places?  I seem to recall these places had developed 

corporation services.  Although Peterborough existed anyway, there was a Peterborough Development 

Corporation and all those things.  Is that the best way to manage these new communities? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  Peterborough is a new town.  It had a new town 

corporation, did it not, or something similar to it? 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  My geography is not very good.  Was Peterborough new town close to Peterborough?  

Was it part of Peterborough? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  It became eventually a part of Peterborough 

city, yes. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  The idea was that if they had a development corporation much in the same way as when 

the London Docklands Development Corporation (LDDC) was set up, because there were no rules and 

regulations, it was a Wild West for planning.  That one worked.  Would it work for garden cities? 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  This is not Commission stuff.  This is just my 

experience of being in two development corporations. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  I have this here as my question: does the LDDC model offer the best chance for a realistic 

delivery. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  We do endorse the concept of the LDDC, 

correct, absolutely correct, but I can give you some real experience of real developments, ones that have been 

set up and operating.  My view is - and this is true of the New Towns Commission as well - that the reason 

those things were effective, and I am not going to comment on the bit about political control and the lack of 

it, was because they had one thing and that one thing is paramount in success.  That is they had the ability to 

acquire land ownership.  That is the absolute key. It is just a personal view, Tony, but if somebody asked me if I 

would like to have the lever of granting planning permission or would like to have the lever of owning the land, 

frankly, I would take the second one every time. 



 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Do you have a view on development corporations delivering the housing that we require, 

Martin?  Do you think that the development corporation model is the way to deliver the housing that is 

required? 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  As Will said, the development corporations are for large 

schemes, for new towns or major new town extensions, such as in the case of Peterborough or Northampton, 

which is another one to the north of London, and so on.  The Ebbsfleet situation of course is one where we 

have a new development corporation now set up for a scheme, something of the order of 15,000 to 20,000 

homes.  That scale of development seems to me to be one where the development corporation model is very 

valid.  If we are talking about much smaller schemes in fact, such as some of the sustainable urban extensions 

as they are called, the mechanism for that needs to be different.  I would not think creating a big organisation 

such as an urban development corporation would be appropriate in that case.  It would be far too cumbersome.  

We do need a mechanism in fact for that scale - we are talking about 5,000 or 10,000 dwellings - which will 

enable the land to be acquired, the infrastructure to be put in and the development completed in a way that 

makes everybody happy, people happy to live there and hopefully work in the sub-region and so on with the 

social services included. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  All of the infrastructure.  Thank you. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  You are probing the essence of the dilemma 

that I posed at the beginning.  You are right to explore it.  I said, “What are the delivery mechanisms?”  That is 

the step beyond agreed outcomes, yes?  There are two elements to this.  There is the jobs and housing and 

there is the infrastructure.  I can see an outcome where the need to improve a transport corridor makes its way 

into the mayoral infrastructure plan or Network Rail’s infrastructure plan or something, and it is in there, it is 

funded and it has a place in the programme, so one might expect that to happen. 

 

How do you deliver the other bits?  How do you deliver the jobs and how do you deliver the housing?  I can 

think of two mechanisms.  One is that it makes its way into the local plan so, therefore, if there is a town 

extension site for 500 houses that is put into the local plan but it needs to go into the local plan because it 

establishes a high level version of planning in principle.  It then needs the landownership issue to be addressed 

and the granting of planning permission.  Those to me are levers that deliver outcomes: ownership of land, 

granting of planning permission in principle in the local plan, in the transport infrastructure delivery 

programme, funded and identified how it is going to be paid for.  Those are delivery mechanisms and that is 

why development corporations have a role to play because they pull a lot of those levers. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  Tony, if you are interested in pursuing the way in which 

authorities, communities and developers have gone about the smaller scale of urban extensions that I am 

talking about, I would draw your attention to the January 2016 edition of Town and Country Planning, which is 

devoted to the creation of new communities and has about a dozen case studies of how people have gone 

about it, in particular for local circumstances. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  I have that, yes.  Thank you very much for that.  How should the next version of the 

London Plan reflect the challenges of accommodating growth and co-ordinating development?  Will would say, 

“Give the Mayor ownership of all the land”, no doubt.  I bet he would say that and then he could do what he 

liked.  I am right in thinking, am I not, that today the Mayor is announcing what is going to be your smaller 

areas, his housing zones or whatever it is, which are going to be producing up to 12,000 homes in each one?  I 

suspect he owns a lot of the land anyway.  I am right?  He is about to announce that, is he not? . 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  It is the infrastructure summit. 



 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  It is the infrastructure one.  I had a note saying he was going to be announcing precisely 

where these zones were going to be.  Anyway, what should be in the next London Plan? 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I just want to say that the Committee has done a huge amount of work over the 

last few years on some of the scenarios for growth.  We have two great experts here.  It would be very good to 

get your quick reactions. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  What do you want in the new London Plan? 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  Options for growth? 

 

Tony Arbour AM: What would you like to happen?  You are the Mayor and it is your plan.  What do you want 

in it? 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  I would come back to some of the things we were talking 

about at the outset on this, and some of the discussion we had about migration and so on.  If a new Mayor 

post-May is getting to grips with the review of the London Plan, they need to start from this whole question 

about how London’s housing needs are going to be met in a situation of - rapidly worsening over the last few 

years - affordability.  John Lett was talking about migration flows and what the data is showing.  Migration 

flows looked at in that way is not grappling with the question of affordability in housing and the extent to 

which that is going to mean that more and more people are not going to be able to access the housing they 

want within Greater London and are going to be looking outside the region. 

 

The point that I come to on that, as far as the new London Plan is concerned, is that the Mayor will need to 

get a grip of the question of how much of London’s housing need is going to have to be planned for in 

affordability terms outside London.  That is going to be the key issue for debate, as I see it in the future, about 

relationships with the wider South East and the need for an effective mechanism that is going to be capable of 

grappling with that.  Therefore, so far as the London Plan is concerned, that is throwing a big brick into the 

pond, as it were, but I cannot see in fact that unless that is addressed the new London Plan is going to 

succeed. 

 

Tony Arbour AM: Thank you for that. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  I can give you four threads to that.  The first 

thing the Mayor should say is that the plan to accommodate London’s growth is going to be a multi-

dimensional plan which will depend on four key contributions.  The first one will be trying to improve the fit 

between London’s existing housing and London’s population structure.  There are some stats in the report 

which talk about the potential that that could achieve being possible around 500,000 or a bit more.  This is 

simply getting, putting it crudely, large houses that could occupy two families rather than one family.  That is 

emotional.  I do not want to get into the emotion.  I am just talking about making better use of what we have.  

We think there is considerable scope for that.  We think that is a first point of call as well. 

 

The second thing is we agree with the compact city approach with intensification.  We think there is 

considerable opportunity for that, particularly in town centres.  Town centres have to diversify.  They have to 

consider their future in a different retail world and we think there is immense opportunity for improving the 

density within town centres.  We think the same is true of anywhere with a high public transport accessibility 

level (PTAL) rating.  We need to develop more sensitive PTAL measurements to improve the capture that high 

transport accessibility can grant. 

 



 

We think that TfL’s investment programme needs to be directed in part not towards network congestion relief 

but towards opening up areas of opportunity and areas of intensification.  The big opportunities in London are 

Barking, Thamesmead and so on, but they need investment in order to open them up.  Without that 

investment they will not get it.  The problem is the way the models work at the moment is you only satisfy the 

cost benefit analysis when you have arrived at the place you want to be.  We need to think about that. 

 

Lastly, we think the Mayor does need to identify options for collaborative expansion outside London with 

willing partners along growth corridors, by the way, in or outside or beyond the Green Belt, as far north as 

Cambridge, if you like, but corridors. 

 

Tony Arbour AM:  Thank you. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  That is excellent. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  Could I make a final point on corridors?  We have been 

stuck in terms of the arrangements with the long established pattern of regions and the wider South East, in 

fact, being made up of the South East and the East of England regions.  One thing that will need looking at is 

whether in fact the new current functional geography of London still fits that pattern.  I would say in fact that, 

if you look at the map on page 2 of the report - this map here - that in fact the functional geography now, 

which would certainly be accelerated if we get High Speed 2. If we get High Speed 2 it would extend very 

much further into the Midlands in fact and perhaps parts of the East of England region, Norfolk and so on.  

Much of East Anglia, apart from the Cambridge corridor, would not be that relevant.  More relevant would be 

the relationships between London and the Midlands, as it develops along transport corridors building on the 

enormous success, in fact, of the new town in Milton Keyes and going further north in that direction.  I throw 

this in but perhaps it is not that helpful at this stage.  Reflecting the new functional geography of the Greater 

London region in fact does warrant some consideration of that kind of looking wider as to where London is 

going to have its future linkages. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  That provokes a final thought. As long as I can 

remember, the concept of growth corridors has been a part of South East regional plans.  The South East 

strategy, the South East plan, they all had them.  Not much came of any of them and the reason not much 

came of any of them was because of the lack of integration between infrastructure planning and other forms 

of planning.  One of the great opportunities that might marry them together better is if the Mayor does get 

control of the commuter networks into London. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I thought of that, too. 

 

William McKee CBE (Chair, Outer London Commission):  It is a really important plus if we can get hold of 

it.  It will help to make those corridor concepts work better. 

 

Martin Simmons (Regional Planning Adviser):  Yes, I do agree. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM (Chair):  I so agree with that.  It is interesting that functional urban geography or 

London’s functional urban area has only come up right at the end.  In fact, it almost should be the starting 

point for thinking about the relationships between London and what we now call ‘the wider South East’.  We 

really only need to save the relationship between London and its functional urban area, do we not, and define 

that?  It is a really interesting point. 

 



 

That has been a very interesting and in parts quite provocative discussion.  What we will do is to try to get 

some of this brought together so that we have something for the next Mayor to reflect on from us.  I want to 

thank you both and the rest of our panel - they had to leave - very much.  Thank you. 

 

This is the final meeting this term and I want to thank our panel, too, and to thank very much Paul Watling, 

Reece [Harris, Assistant Scrutiny Manager, GLA], Dale [Langford, Principal Committee Manager, GLA] and 

John Johnson [Committee Officer].  Thank you for serving us all so well.  Thank you. 

 


