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London Sustainable Development 
Commission (LSDC)
The Commission was established in 2002 to 
advise the Mayor of London on ways to make 
London a sustainable, world-class city. The 
Commission is an independent body challenging 
policy makers to promote a better quality of life 
for all Londoners, both now and in the future, 
whilst also considering London’s wider global 
impacts. 

In 2003, the Commission published ‘A 
Sustainable Development Framework for 
London’. This provides decision and policy 
makers with fourteen overarching objectives that 
they should seek to achieve with any strategy, 
policy or project they wish to progress. These 
objectives relate to the Commission’s four areas 
of sustainable development: 

•	 Taking Responsibility for the impact of one’s 
actions on other people and the environment, 
and thinking longer term;

•	 Developing Respect for London’s diverse 
communities and for London’s environment; 

•	 Managing Resources more prudently to reduce 
London’s environmental impact and; 

•	 Getting Results, which achieve social, economic, 
and environmental objectives simultaneously 
to improve the quality of life of Londoners now 
and in the future. 

One of the ways the LSDC assists London is to 
identify priorities for improving sustainability and 
to provide an overview of how well London is 
progressing against a core set of key sustainability 
indicators. This report is part of that assistance.
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London is well placed to be the exemplary 
sustainable city the world looks to when it wants to 
know how to develop a sustainable future.

The sustainability of London, while having global 
implications, will significantly impact on the quality 
of life of those living here. For example we know 
poor air quality affects health and the ability of 
people to travel to work and school and participate 
in the labour market; we know that a lack of 
affordable childcare limits parents’ ability to enter 
or re-enter the workforce, and that low levels of 
recycling mean opportunities to re-use waste as a 
resource are lost. 

In 2004, the London Sustainable Development 
Commission produced the first report on London’s 
Quality of Life Indicators. We are pleased to 
introduce our third report. This performs the vital 
task of helping us understand what progress has 
been made towards a more sustainable London and 
what more needs to be done. 

London’s size, scale, density and unique 
governance structures present particular challenges 
and opportunities in delivering sustainable 
development. In many areas it is still too early to 
tell whether London’s performance is improving 
or not. That said, it is pleasing to note the early 
signs that concerted regional action is making 
a difference. Examples of this include the 
introduction of congestion charging, a focus on 
childcare, and recycling initiatives being championed 
by the Mayor.

On the other hand, there is clearly still much to do 
requiring sustained action from all sectors. This will 
require strong leadership from London’s Mayor, its 
boroughs, Local Strategic Partnerships, businesses, 
the Voluntary and Community Sector and a range 
of public agencies. All are needed to create lasting 
improved change. 

The Commission looks forward to working with this 
range of partners, especially pan-London bodies, 
who are vital in advancing the necessary rapid 
improvements in quality of life and sustainable 
development.

This report aims to inform and stimulate debate 
and, more importantly, lead to coordinated and 
sustained action to improve the quality of life of all 
Londoners, today and tomorrow.

Knowing is the first step towards taking effective 
action. 

Paul de Zylva
Acting Chair, London Sustainable Development
Commission (2008-09)

John Plowman
Chair, London Sustainable Development 
Commission

Foreword
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Executive Summary
How far are we from a sustainable London – a 
city that operates in harmony with the planet and 
supports its residents and businesses? That is 
the basic premise behind the London Sustainable 
Development Commission’s (LSDC) third Quality of 
Life Indicators Report.

London is at a crucial point in its history having to 
deal with both the current economic downturn 
and issues like climate change - the single issue 
that makes us all think about our impact on the 
planet and change our behaviour. Both these 
issues demonstrate how environmental, social 
and economic issues are inextricably linked. For 
example, ensuring that our economy emerges 
stronger and more resilient to future shocks must 
require the development of a resource efficient, 
low carbon economy, which provides opportunities 
for all Londoners. Such integrated solutions will be 
key to securing a healthy environment for future 
generations, helping to make our city a just and 
equitable place by reducing social and economic 
inequalities, eradicating childhood poverty and 
improving overall quality of life.  

The Commission has therefore chosen 23 headline 
indicators to capture the breadth of the challenges 
facing London and provide a simple yardstick of 
how London is performing against the measures  
of a well-functioning, healthy, safe and  
sustainable city. 

The report will help key decision makers and 
stakeholders in London to better understand the 
links and inter-relationships between the indicators. 
We hope this will support more effective and co-
ordinated decision-making whether by the Greater 
London Authority (GLA) group, local authorities, 
business or other organisations.

Key Issues

For the first time in this series, the Commission 
has highlighted a number of key issues, which, 
unless addressed, will seriously impact on 
Londoners’ quality of life now and in the future.  
In identifying these broad issues we draw on the 
unique insights that the indicators provide. It is also 
worth reflecting that these are not the only issues 
facing London, just those cross cutting issues that 
have emerged from this new report. The report 
also identifies best practice where Londoners 
are already delivering as well as areas where 
understanding of the issues and how to address 
them needs to improve. 

The Commission has identified the following key 
cross cutting issues:

•	 Consumption of resources and the resulting drag 
on our economy

•	 Threats to community cohesion

•	 Delivering change through innovative ways of 
working

Consumption of resources and the resulting 
drag on our economy

One of the key issues emerging from the suite 
of indicators is the need to reduce the impact of 
London’s consumption of resources. This impact 
is felt within London, on the surrounding area 
and overseas. For example whilst carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions (indicator 13iii) have declined in 
London, much of this has been due to the trend 
in UK manufacturing moving overseas - so-called 
“off-shoring”. This often results in more CO2 
emissions being associated with the production and 
transportation of goods, which are still consumed 
in London. 
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One of the most significant recent impacts on 
Londoners has been the effect of the global ‘credit 
crunch’ including falling house prices and lower 
consumer confidence. Prior to the recession, 
London faced rising commodity prices caused by 
increased demand for raw materials, including food 
and fuel, in part due to the rise in demand by new 
economic powerhouses such as China and India. 

It is vital therefore that London emerges from the 
current downturn more efficient and resilient to: 
volatile commodity prices, increasing competition 
from new economic powerhouses, the effects of 
diminishing natural resources, climate change; and 
better able to reverse the polarisation between the 
rich and the poor. In short London urgently needs 
to find better ways of doing more with less.

Threats to community cohesion

A number of indicators within the report (such 
as worklessness, crime and income inequality) 
demonstrate factors that may undermine efforts 
to deliver the type of strong, resilient, cohesive 
communities that we all wish to live in. In turn this 
could further impact on our communities through, 
for example, a reduction in willingness to volunteer, 
increased crime, and a reluctance to set up 
businesses. Whilst it is still difficult to judge what 
Londoners think their neighbourhoods will look 
like in the future, and whether they will choose to 
live there, there is evidence that they are becoming 
more dissatisfied with their local neighbourhoods. 

We recognise that experiences differ substantially 
amongst individuals, between communities and 
across different localities. However, what we all 
have in common is a desire to build a strong society 
where civility and courtesy are the norm, where 
people are at ease with change and are committed 
to being good neighbours and active citizens. A 
society where opportunities for advancement are 

there for the taking and prosperity is more evenly 
distributed.

Cohesion is about people finding such ways to live 
with each other, and integrating through equality 
and understanding. Addressing these issues 
and improving cohesion will make a substantial 
contribution to overall sustainability and quality 
of life and deliver a city where people continue to 
want to live and work.

The need to deliver change through 
innovative ways of working

London by its nature and history is a complex city 
with a complex governance structure and many 
competing interests that make tackling sustainable 
development and improving the quality of life for all 
Londoners a difficult task.

Many of the issues affecting Londoners’ quality 
of life are determined and influenced by many 
levels of government and the resulting solutions 
are often made and influenced by a number of 
key stakeholders. Subsidiarity - decision-making 
at the lowest possible level, has been put forward 
by many as a possible way to tackle sustainable 
development issues.

The partnerships and strategies that develop 
through a process of real participation with 
communities and stakeholders are key to successful 
and sustainable solutions to the problems facing 
society. Put simply, unless people feel they have 
played a part in determining programmes and 
policies that will affect their lives, all too often they 
feel no responsibility for their implementation. 
Various indicators show that Londoners are 
not as engaged as they perhaps could be. 
Indicators looking at electoral turnout and formal 
volunteering, show that although levels are 
increasing, London still lags behind the rest of the 
UK and Europe.
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Next steps 

Are these the correct key issues to identify as 
priorities for London?  What case studies exist to 
illustrate solutions to the issues? And what actions 
will be required to solve these problems? 

We want to hear your feedback on what you 
think of the indicators, the picture they show of 
progress, or otherwise against sustainability goals, 
and whether there are major barriers other than the 
ones identified here, that are impeding our ambition 
to become a world class sustainable city.

The Commission will use this information to inform 
its ongoing work programme and we will initiate 
a dialogue with key stakeholders in London to 
develop shared recommendations for action. 

We will then produce a short report focussing 
particularly on the key issues, detailing best practice 
and setting a series of recommendations for action.

Contact us to give us your views and to obtain 
more copies of this report:

London Sustainable Development Commission
Sustainable Development Team,
Greater London Authority, City Hall,  
The Queen’s Walk,
London, SE1 2AA
  
T: 020 7983 4100
F: 020 7983 4057

Email: lsdc@london.gov.uk
www.londonsdc.org.uk
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Results
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Results

Where is London doing well?
Compared with the results recorded in our 2005 
Report, London has improved on 13 of the 23 
indicators.  Areas of notable improvement are:

•	 Percentage of pupils with 5 or more GCSEs 
(A*-C) – a real improvement from 52.9% to 
nearly 60% and London is now above the 
national average; 

•	 Household recycling rates – improvement of 
9.7%; 

•	 Crime levels continue to fall within London, 
reducing by 20% over the past 6 years. 
Substantial achievements have been made in 
reducing serious violence, knife and gun crime 
and burglary. Recent months have shown an 
increase in business crimes and this is thought to 
be linked to the recession; 

•	 Bird populations – an overall positive picture, 
with improvement from 115 to 131 on the 
Breeding Bird Index and a 31% increase in some 
common bird species; 

•	 Carbon efficiency for London has improved 
considerably and more than in the rest of the UK 
regions;

•	 Life expectancy has improved and is higher than 
the UK average; and

•	 Air quality – PM10 levels have improved.

Hidden issues
Despite these improvements, London still lags 
behind the national average on many indicators (see 
main report for details).  

Good results on some indicators also ‘hide’ a 
number of issues – for example:

•	 Although child care places are increasing, the 
cost of child care remains high; 

•	 Although GSCE results have improved across 
London as a whole, results for Black, Asian and 
Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups’ results continue 
to be lower than average;

•	 Although life expectancy has improved and 
is above the UK average, disparities in life 
expectancy exist within and between boroughs. 
These differences reflect Londoners’ differential 
access to the determinants of good health such 
as good housing, financial security, and access to 
health services. In many cases, neighbourhoods 
where people experience multiple forms of 
deprivation exist right beside relatively wealthy 
neighbourhoods;

•	 Although household recycling rates have 
improved, the amount of waste collected has 
also risen;

•	 Although carbon emissions have reduced, much 
of this is a result of a decline in manufacturing 
industries with London importing significant 
levels of goods from abroad; and 

•	 Although London’s air quality has improved, it is 
still the worst in the UK for most pollutants and 
has caused the first UK breaches of the EU limit 
values, which are designed to protect human 
health.
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Where is London underperforming?
Five of the indictors show areas where quality 
of life is in decline. Others show no real overall 
improvement. Areas of notable decline (or 
underperformance) are: 

•	 Satisfaction with living in London - a fall from 
75% to 73% in response to high costs of living 
and other factors;

•	 Percentage of children living in poverty - 
from 2004-07, there has been no sustained 
improvement since 2000, where two out of 
five children (41%) in London lived under the 
poverty line after accounting for housing costs. 
This accounts for over 650,000 children, the 
worst rate in the UK for child poverty. This is 
particularly acute in Inner London where nearly 
half (48%) of all children live in poverty after 
housing costs are taken into account;

•	 Income inequality - percentage of people in 
bottom tenth and top tenth of income - this 
new indicator shows the large income gap 
prevalent within London compared with the rest 
of the UK;  

•	 Travel to school - a reduction from 50% to 44% 
in the number of children walking to school 
and an increase in the number travelling by car, 
though both were within 5% of the national 
average;

•	 Fuel poverty - this new indicator shows that 
fuel poverty is getting worse in London.  This 
is further exacerbated in London with its high 
housing costs compared to the rest of the UK; 
and

•	 Housing affordability - this new indicator shows 
that housing costs in London are higher than the 
rest of the UK and have been getting worse over 
the past few years (before the recent economic 

downturn). The average mortgage payments, 
as a percentage of average working household 
income is 26.4% compared with the UK figure  
of 21.7%.
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Table of Results

Is London heading in the right direction?
The 23 indicators in Table A have been chosen to 
reflect the integrated nature of sustainability and 
quality of life and capture the key challenges facing 
London. The indicators should not be considered 
in isolation but as an integrated ‘basket’ that reflect 
the strong links and impacts between each. 

As well as ordering the table in terms of progress 
we have also highlighted the indicators in terms 
of whether they fit into social, environmental 
and economic issues and where they fit into 
the Commission’s 4Rs - Responsibility, Respect, 
Resources and Results.

Key 
The progress of each indicator is shown by one of 
the following symbols:

Clear improvement

Little or no change

Clear deterioration

Insufficient or no comparable data

Where indicators have changed or new ones 
included, attempts have been made to find data 
from previous years to show progress.
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You will need to supply your name, your postal address and state the  
format and title of the publication you require.

If you would like a summary of this document in your language, please  
phone the number or contact us at the address above.

Chinese	 Hindi
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Turkish	 Arabic	

Punjabi	 Gujarati		
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