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Matter 20 
 
M20. Are the presumption in favour of small housing developments of between 1 and 25 homes in 
Policy H2 and the targets in Table 4.2 justified and deliverable and will the policy be effective?  
 
 
b) Is it realistic to expect the small sites target to be achieved in the outer London Boroughs? 

 

The Assembly understands the Mayor’s intention that small sites will significantly increase the 
supply of housing in London.  Achieving the Mayor’s ambitious housing targets, in line with the 
compact city approach, will require contributions from all sites in London, large or small and both 
inner and outer London. 

 
The Assembly’s biggest concern with this policy is uncertainty over how it will work on the ground.  
For many boroughs this represents a substantial change over a short space of time.  It is not clear 
that there is enough support for the boroughs, or sufficient capacity in the industry, to deliver on 
very challenging targets. 

 

There are multiple risks associated with this policy around the boroughs’ and smaller builders’ ability 
to deliver, yet more than one third (38 per cent) of an already testing housebuilding target is reliant 
upon them doing so.  It is important that sufficient support and appropriate incentives are in place 
to stimulate the development we need. 

 

The Assembly has additional concerns relating to: 

• The presumption in favour of development on small sites, specifically in conservation areas – 
these need to continue to progress through the conventional planning system as now. 

• The amount of work boroughs will need to put in place in advance, in terms of design codes for 
specific areas (including conservation areas). 

• The amount of support boroughs may require from the Mayor to ensure adequate detailed 
policy frameworks are in place to manage proposals for small sites sustainably. 

 

c) Has adequate consideration been given to the cumulative impacts of this policy on, amongst other 
things, infrastructure, affordable housing provision and the character of some neighbourhoods as 
referred to in paragraph 4.2.5?  
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Further to the question above, evidence to the Assembly’s Planning Committee has identified 
further issues1, for example: 

• Small sites are not included in the brownfield register, and identifying them is very resource 
intensive 

• It was pointed out by the London Borough of Bexley, that ‘As a local authority, we have little to 
capitalise change with. There is something about incentivising people to bring their sites 
forward, but they are complex, and these small sites do suck up far more resource both from 
the developers and us than the larger sites do’ 

• Two recommendations were made that would make it easier for boroughs to deliver their small 
sites targets: firstly, that the Liverpool Method should be adopted, and 5-year targets should be 
backloaded and most of the sites delivered at the end of the 5-year period (evidence from the 
London Borough of Croydon) 

• Whilst identification of previously developed sites (brownfield) could be achieved with time and 
resources, the London Borough of Ealing told us: ‘you are not identifying land which you know 
about in advance and then facilitating development on it. You are making a speculation that 
sites which are currently occupied by development of one or another sort maybe being within 
the cartilage of an existing house, for example. You are speculating that a proportion of those 
will come forward during the plan’ 

• Some boroughs told us that although the overall housing targets were challenging, they were 
more likely to meet them if they had flexibility and did not have to fulfil meeting the full small 
sites target but could meet some of it on large sites – for example the boroughs of Ealing and 
Bexley. 

• It has taken the London Borough of Croydon two years to come up with further guidance on 
intensification which gives suggestions on how to take these small sites forward: ‘It provides 
design solutions and it is detailing. It looks at, if you amalgamate plots, how do you deal with 
the tricky issues of overlooking? It deals with character. It goes into incredible detail and all 
those things to provide that additional guidance to developers and to our own officers as well. I 
am not a massive fan of design codes because you can put a huge amount of time into design 
codes and you still need to apply them, but a SPD with good guidance is a helpful way forward.’ 

• Many housebuilders and developers will not go above the threshold of nine units, small sites 
can be good for accommodating family-sized housing. 

• The small sites target may not be met without knocking down and converting large family 
houses and replacing these with small flats. This is a concern for many Outer London boroughs 
(London Borough of Havering evidence to the Assembly’s Housing Committee). 

 
The Assembly is further concerned that the cumulative impacts of this policy may jeopardise some of 
the Mayor’s other strategic objectives, namely: 

• Policy H2 D2 applies a presumption in favour of development on small sites through 
conversions and demolition – which may work against the policy objective of retaining family 
sized housing in London. 

                                                           
1 London Assembly Planning Committee, 9 October 2018: 
https://www.london.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/s73819/Minutes%20-%20Appendix%201%20-
%20Transcript%20of%20Item%205%20v9.pdf 
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• Policy H2 E provides for refusing development that otherwise has presumption in favour, where 
it gives rise to unacceptable harm in terms of residential privacy, designated heritage assets, 
biodiversity or a safeguarded use. 

• Such development may lead to the unacceptable loss of non-designated green space and 
gardens (running against the objectives of Policy G4 that aims to aim to protect and enhance 
small open spaces including gardens).   

• Low cost business and industrial premises are at a premium in London and already under threat 
from speculation and permitted development rights. They are very important to London’s local 
economy, jobs and the mixed-use nature of its high streets and town centres.  

• Where there are small sites in conservation areas, development should not take place if they 
are ‘harmful’ nor at the expense of London’s character.  

 
The Assembly is concerned about the cumulative impact of the loss of family homes from demolition 
or sub-division that this policy may encourage.  Family homes may be irrevocably lost through 
division into flats or the sale of sites in their entirety.  Family homes are the most flexible housing 
stock, and can be used to accommodate extended families, lodgers, sharers as well as traditional 
families.   
 
Demolition of large homes may work in certain areas, but great care needs to be taken in relation to 
the impact on local character and context.   The Assembly is concerned about the impact on historic 
character, loss of informal open space, and impact on conservation areas where we think the 
presumption should not apply.   
 
In its response to the draft London Plan consultation the Assembly recommended the following 
changes to policy: 

• Policy H2 D2 should add a new element to exempt low-cost business premises and light industry 
from the presumption in favour of development.  

• Policy H2 E is amended to reflect unacceptable harm created by the loss of small areas of open 
space used as play or community leisure space. 

• Policy H2 D and E should be amended to reflect that offsite manufactured housing, or precision 
manufactured housing, is particularly suitable for use in small or constrained sites. 

• Special attention will be required within conservation areas to ensure that increased housing 
provision is accommodated in a way that also complements and enhances an area, taking into 
account conservation area character appraisals and management plans. 

• Policy H2 E and F should be amended to remove the presumption in favour of development in 
small sites in conservation areas. See also reference in Policy E4 in relation to non-designated 
industrial sites. 

• New Policy H2 E1 Ensure that increased housing provision in conservation areas is 
accommodated in a way that also complements and enhances an area, taking into account 
conservation area character appraisals and management plans. 

 

The Assembly welcomes many of the safeguards provided in policy H2 (for example the requirement 
for design codes, listing appropriate sites and relating development to high PTAL locations).  
However, the Assembly would seek further safeguards in relation to preserving and enhancing the 
biodiversity contribution of small sites, and in particular, residential gardens. 

 



d) Is the policy support for infill development within the curtilage of a house consistent with national 
policy in paragraph 53 of the NPPF which refers to resisting inappropriate development of residential 
gardens?  

 

The Assembly is concerned that this policy needs careful management and implementation if it is 
not to result in unacceptable harm.  The Assembly has heard evidence2 from a range of experts that 
development in residential gardens may have a detrimental impact on character, urban greening 
and loss of biodiversity – all of which run counter to other Mayoral objectives in other areas of 
policy. 

 

The Assembly has further concerns that the draft Policy is contrary to the current London 
Plan policy 3.5 which states that boroughs may introduce a presumption against back 
garden development in Local Plans. The draft London Plan assumes a blanket presumption 
in favour of back garden development that may lead to inappropriate development in back 
gardens. It should be noted that a number of boroughs are already taking a flexible 
approach to this issue (our evidence from the boroughs of Bexley and Croydon have 
illustrated this) and we recommend continuing such an approach in the new Plan. 
 

f) Based on the historic delivery from sites below 0.25 hectares (whether allocated or windfalls) how 
will the Plan’s expectations for delivery be achieved?  

 

The presumption in favour of small site development and the target for homes to be 
delivered on such sites, will inevitably incentivise more of these sites coming 
forward.  However, there needs to be a transition period to enable boroughs and local 
authorities to identify and plan for them.  Many boroughs presented the Assembly with 
evidence that, as small sites are often not on brownfield registers, the policy approach in 
the Draft Plan will present them with significant resourcing issues to enable them to 
implement this policy effectively. 
 
g) What will happen in the interim pending the work to prepare area-wide design codes referred to 
in Policy H2 B 2)?  
 
As set out above, the Assembly has a number of concerns relating to the interim period where 
boroughs will be required to undertake a substantial amount of work before the draft Policies can be 
implemented effectively.  These include area design codes, character assessments, growth capacity 
evaluations, local density frameworks, tall buildings strategies and open space assessments. 
 
The Assembly again notes the introduction of a number of proposals that will require significant 
investment in a range of studies, reviews and assessments that can put the strategic London Plan 
policies into a local context.   This, in itself, is a welcome contribution to the sustainable 
development of the capital through the plan-led system, but serious concerns remain that the 
boroughs have insufficient resources to undertake this work – and there is no indication of 
alternative funding resources that might deliver this capacity for local authorities.   

                                                           
2 London Assembly Planning Committee, 30 January 2018: 
https://www.london.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/s69613/Minutes.Appendix%201.%20Transcript%20for%2
0Draft%20London%20Plan2.pdf 
https://www.london.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/s69614/Minutes.Appendix%202.Transcript%20for%20Dr
aft%20London%20Plan2.pdf 
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The Assembly is concerned that developers may be ready for these requirements, but local 
authorities will not.  The boroughs need flexibility, time and substantially more guidance to 
implement the policy (see the answer to question c:) above). 


