
 

Urban Design London’s Response to  

Draft London Plan 2018 Chapter 3: Design  
 

 

Urban Design London (UDL) was founded in 2002 to support London’s built environment professionals 

deliver and maintain high quality places. Our members are predominately public-sector organisations; 

including London boroughs, TfL and the GLA. 

 

Since the publication of the Draft London Plan (DLP) in November 2017 we have hosted 5 events covering 

the DLP. 252 members attended these sessions and shared their views on the Mayor’s new policy 

proposals. It is their comments that form the basis of this response.  

 

The overarching objectives to increase design quality across the capital is very much welcomed by our 

members as is making the most effective use of land, local amenities and sustainable transport modes. We 

agree that this will help build a city that works and offers greater opportunities for all Londoners.  

 

Much concern was expressed that the DLP expects boroughs to undertake additional, sometimes substantial 

pieces of work.  This was felt overly prescriptive especially at a time when many boroughs are facing 

reductions to resources.  

 

Another concern that was discussed, which links to the somewhat prescriptive policies mentioned above, is 

the length of the DLP.  Members expressed disappointment on its word-count and queried how easy it would 

be for ordinary Londoners to be able to engage with the proposed policies and ambitions. To achieve greater 

participation, particularly from those without a built environment background, the London Plan needs to 

simplify and, more importantly, clarify the Mayor’s spatial priorities which should make it easier for 

communities and professionals alike to deliver its ambitious aims.  

 

The remainder of this response focuses solely on the concerns raised around Chapter 3 of the DLP; namely 

the need for a policy that refuses poor design, for Design Review to not be the sole method for scrutinising 

design quality of high density schemes and tall buildings, for density to not be measured in isolation and for a 

better understanding on the impact of tall buildings and dense developments.  

 

DESIGN QUALITY 

 

Concern 

In general our members support the DLP’s significant commitment to good design. However, concerns have 

been raised that there is no specific policy that states that permission should be refused for a development of 

poor design.    

 

Recommendations 

Having a policy that refuses poor design, building on the NPPF Paragraph 64 and giving it a London context, 

will enable boroughs to endorse Good Growth Policies and refuse those that do not align with these aims.  

 

Replacing the word ‘should’ with ‘must’ (where appropriate within the DLP) would also give the application of 

policies weight, help clarify what is not acceptable, and justify decisions for planning refusal, particularly at 

appeal.  

 

  



 

DESIGN SCRUTINY 

 

Concern 

The DLP currently places too much attention and responsibility on Design Review as the sole method of 

scrutinising design quality.  

 

This is particularly true for high density schemes and tall buildings. Because the policies in the DLP will 

intensify development in London there is therefore a stronger need to make sure we don’t sacrifice quality for 

quantity.   

 

Although Design Review plays a growing role in raising design quality across London, panel advice will not 

provide a fully comprehensive assessment of a scheme as it is not always directive and does not have to be 

followed. Design Review cannot solely be relied upon as an effective process for scrutinising design quality, 

nor should it replace and/or undermine the role of borough planning and urban design officers or the need for 

in-house design expertise to ensure proper scrutiny of schemes.  

 

Recommendations 

Design Review must be a part of a comprehensive assessment of the quality and potential impacts of 

schemes. This should be an on-going process as part of pre-app and application negotiation and 

assessment undertaken by borough planning and urban design officers. The GLA could support such 

scrutiny through the production of new design Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG) which could set out 

the type of issues to be considered (such as microclimate, capacity of public space and servicing 

arrangements) and the acceptable performance for each.  

 

Where Design Review does take place, the panel’s comments must be made public and easily available to 

the Planning Committee so that they are cognisant of the panel’s recommendations and the proposal’s 

reiterations in response to their advice. We support the GLA’s emerging guidance on the use of Design 

Review which we believe will cover such issues.  

 

OPTIMISING HOUSING DENSITY 

 

Concerns 

Although a site by site design-led approach is promoted in the DLP our members raised concerns on how 

‘optimising’ density will be managed and implemented, especially as there are already concerns around 

insufficient resources within local authorities. 

 

Members raised strong concerns on scrapping the density matrix as they do not feel there is a robust 

alternative mechanism for the assessment of appropriate density requirements proposed in the DLP (see 

Design Scrutiny point above). They are worried that this will lead to unsuitable proposals coming forward.  

 

Our members also expressed the importance of not considering density in isolation from the capacity and 

accessibility of existing local amenities, if we are to create sustainable communities at higher density. 

 

Recommendations 

Housing targets must be considered alongside a range of other factors, not just housing need. A variety of 

housing types, existing transport infrastructure, facilities, amenities and open spaces are all needed to create 

successful places. It is therefore important that the location, provision and capacity of community facilities be 

considered alongside housing growth.     

 

Boroughs need strategic policy directing refusal of development if social and physical infrastructure and 

amenities required to make a successful neighbourhood are absent or at capacity.    

 

  



 

TALL BUILDINGS 

 

Concern  

Members very much welcomed a tall buildings policy and the extra detail provided for tall buildings, that was 

felt long-overdue.  Concern remained that a greater understanding of their impact and how to design them is 

required if we are to successfully determine where they will be appropriate and how to mitigate the influence 

taller buildings have in an area. 

 

Recommendations 

To ensure tall buildings do not negatively impact on their surrounding street network it is vital that 

performance thresholds are included.  The DLP’s SPG must therefore set performance thresholds for 

technical aspects such as wind, comfort levels, privacy and the capacity of public space around them (see 

Design Scrutiny point above). . 

 

We need to look internationally for guidance on how best to design tall buildings. New York City for example 

has required minimum set-backs that tall buildings must adhere too, creating a more comfortable street at 

pedestrian level.   

 

Similarly with amenity space, if functional outdoor space cannot be delivered (e.g., upper stories of a tall 

building) then additional useable indoor space must be provided in lieu, allowing for greater interaction 

between users and mitigating the lack of external space.  

 

 

Overall, UDL’s members are very supportive of the direction of the DLP to promote good design and to use 

land efficiently, alongside the ambitions to provide affordable homes for Londoners. Members were 

appreciative of the depth and breadth of work undertaken by GLA officers to draft the plan and wish to work 

constructively to help achieve the ambitions set out. These recommendations are intended to strengthen the 

Mayor’s design-led approach and help improve the quality of development across London.  
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