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DRAFT NEW LONDON PLAN – EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC 

Matter 39: Density 
  

WRITTEN STATEMENT 
LONDON BOROUGH OF RICHMOND UPON THAMES 

 
1.1 This statement has been prepared by the London Borough of Richmond upon Thames, 

and it relates to Matter 39 (Density) only. It should be read in conjunction with 
Richmond Council’s response to the draft New London Plan consultation, submitted on 
2 March 2018. 
 

1.2 The Council welcomes the design-led approach of Policy D6 but is concerned that the 
overall ‘optimisation’ approach will not work in practice.  In determining the appropriate 
density of development, it is critical that a design-led approach is informed by local 
character, the surrounding built form and uses, and the relationship of a particular site 
to these factors.  In this vein, the removal of the density matrix is welcomed as the 
Council believes that these considerations are better understood on a site-by-site 
basis.  Despite this, the Council considers that significant issues remain that need to be 
addressed; in particular, the policy takes an overly prescriptive approach which 
emphasises bringing forward developments at higher densities without sufficiently 
acknowledging the sensitivity of the local environment.  This could result in harmful 
development in areas such as Richmond borough, where the urban fabric is 
characterised by historic, primarily low to medium-rise patterns of development, often 
with a distinctive grain and/or landscape.  The approach is therefore not considered to 
be effective nor justified as a strategic policy. 
 

1.3 The London Borough of Richmond’s response in relation to the Panel’s questions is as 
follows:  

 
1.4 M39. Will Policy D6 on optimising density be effective in achieving the intentions 

in Policy GG2 on making the best use of land and is the policy approach justified 
especially bearing in mind the cumulative impact on the environment and 
infrastructure? In particular:  
a) Would the provisions of Policy D6 provide an effective strategic context for 
the preparation of local plans and neighbourhood plans? Would the detailed 
criteria provide an effective and justified basis for development management, are 
they all necessary and do they provide sufficient clarity about how competing 
considerations are to be reconciled by the decision-maker?  

 
1.5 The Council supports the overarching objective of making the best use of land outlined 

in Policy GG2, however it is considered that Policy D6 does not provide an effective 
strategic framework to deliver this.  Rather, in its promotion of delivering higher 
densities without an equal consideration of other factors that contribute to sustainable 
and successful places, the policy risks bringing forward inappropriate development in a 
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manner that fails to respect the distinctive character and heritage of certain outer 
London locations, and therefore does not represent the ‘optimum’ use of land. 
 

1.6 The policy fails to tackle density in an effective strategic context and is unjustified in 
relation to ‘optimising’ housing density. Whilst the Council supports the design-led 
approach, there is a policy assumption that all new development will achieve higher 
densities, which contradicts the overall ‘optimisation’ approach. This is because other 
policies as set out in the draft Plan, together with the requirement to take the local 
context and character into account, may not lead to a higher density development as 
the optimal solution. In addition, this policy approach has the potential to cause 
significant harm to the character of an area, which is contrary to paragraph 58 of the 
NPPF. 
 

1.7 It is unclear in practice what the grounds for refusal of planning permission would be 
when a development fails to ‘demonstrably optimise’ density. For instance, it appears 
that a like for like replacement of a single dwelling would be refused as it fails to 
increase density on the site. As a result, this policy, together with the small sites policy 
H2, will lead to irrevocable changes to large parts of London with unintended 
consequences on infrastructure capacity, quality of built environment and quality of life 
in general. The policy as currently proposed will lead to ambiguity as to how ‘optimal’ 
development capacity will be determined, and there is a concern that the assessment 
of whether a proposal ‘demonstrably optimises’ density will be subjective. This is likely 
to result in difficulties for officers to provide clear advice on how this policy applies in 
practice, particularly at pre-application stage, and the potential scale of development 
that might be appropriate on a site.  Therefore, this Council is of the view that the 
overall ‘optimisation’ approach will not work in practice as it fails to provide sufficient 
clarity about reconciling competing considerations between ambitions towards 
increased densities and a recognition of the value and particular sensitivity of London’s 
suburban form and character, and the importance of this to London’s heritage, identity 
and quality of life.  
 

1.8 Notwithstanding the Council’s concerns set out above regarding the overall approach 
of this policy, the Council provides the following detailed comments on certain elements 
of the policy: 
 

1.9 The Council strongly objects to paragraph 3.6.1, which refers to “developing at 
densities above those of the surrounding area on most sites”.  There is a concern that 
this statement promotes maximisation of densities rather than optimisation. The 
Council’s evidence base, which is locally specific and takes account of the different 
areas of the borough, as required by paragraph 58 of the NPPF, establishes that the 
scope for higher densities is limited by the distinctive local character of the borough, its 
heritage assets and views.  The Council is therefore supportive of higher densities only 
where development is of high quality and is well designed with respect to its context.  
As such, any general presumption in favour of higher densities – particularly above 
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those of the established context – would be at odds with the Council’s local 
development plan, and is considered unjustified.  
 

1.10 The Council considers that there needs to be greater reference within Policy D6 to the 
sensitivity of the local environment, and that it should explicitly allow for the refusal of 
poor design, building on paragraph 64 of the NPPF, thereby enabling boroughs to 
endorse the good growth policies and refuse those proposals that do not align with 
these aims.  
 

1.11 In line with the above, the Council is therefore seeking the following amendments to 
paragraph 3.6.1 (red bold = new text; red strikethrough = deleted text): 
 
“For London to accommodate the growth identified in this Plan in an inclusive and 
responsible way every new development needs to make the most efficient use of land.   
This will mean developing at densities above those of the surrounding area on most 
sites.  The design of the development must optimise density, taking account of the 
site context, surrounding built form and grain, uses and character.” 

 
1.12 Part B of the policy outlines the considerations that boroughs should make in preparing 

development plans in order to determine the capacity of allocated sites.  It identifies the 
need to assess the capacity of existing and, particularly, planned future physical, 
environmental and social infrastructure as a key element in determining the potential 
density that can be supported by a particular site.  The Council is supportive of such an 
approach; however this will be dependent on whether criterion B can be successfully 
implemented with inputs from providers, as well as the ability to assess tipping points 
and needs in advance of development proposals coming forward.  Where there is 
uncertainty about future planned infrastructure, this could significantly impact on 
existing services and is thus contrary to the concept of ‘good growth’, and the failure in 
any of the above concerns would render the plan ineffective.  It should be made clear 
in the policy wording that when higher densities are based on future infrastructure 
provision or improvement, this can only be justified where there is a degree of certainty 
that such infrastructure will be delivered. As a minimum, such infrastructure needs to 
have been either identified in the boroughs’ Infrastructure Delivery Plans or in the 
service providers’ business plans, and funding needs to have been secured.  In 
accordance with this, the reference to development contingent on future infrastructure 
with regard to Crossrail 2 in paragraph 3.6.4 should be clarified. 

 
1.13 A new requirement of the policy, part B3(A), was introduced in the Mayor’s Minor 

Suggested Changes.  This states that “when a proposed development exceeds the 
capacity in a local site allocation or the site is not allocated, and the planned 
infrastructure capacity will be exceeded, additional infrastructure proportionate to the 
development should be delivered through the development.  This will be identified 
through an infrastructure assessment during the planning application process, which 
will have regard to the local infrastructure delivery plan or programme, and CIL 
contribution that the development will make”.  The Council agrees with the principle of 
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this, as density cannot be considered in isolation from capacity and accessibility of 
existing local infrastructure and amenities (this includes not just transport but also other 
physical infrastructure such as social and community infrastructure).  
 

1.14 The Council has concerns that the wording of this policy unintentionally promotes an ad 
hoc approach to the delivery of both density and infrastructure.  It is recognised that 
such development should be informed by an assessment as part of a planning 
application which will ‘have regard’ to the mechanisms through which a borough 
identifies, plans for and delivers infrastructure, however this is not considered to 
sufficiently mitigate the potential cumulative impacts of development, and risks 
undermining the ability of a borough to plan for development in a strategic capacity.  In 
particular, it is noted that paragraph 3.6.2A identifies an ‘off-site mechanism’ as an 
acceptable form of mitigation where development exceeds the planned infrastructure 
capacities, which could cumulatively result in a spatial imbalance in the provision of 
infrastructure required to support the development encouraged by the policy.  The 
policy should clearly state that the assessment not only identifies the additional 
infrastructure that should be proportionally provided by the development, but also 
inform whether the development is appropriate following consideration of the 
cumulative impacts.  In addition, the policy and/or its supporting text need to clarify that 
the site specific infrastructure assessment is required to be produced and submitted by 
those promoting the development of a site. 
 

1.15 The addition of part B3(A) also appears to contradict statements made elsewhere in 
the policy: that “the locations and scale of growth will be identified through boroughs’ 
Development Plan, particularly through site allocations.  Infrastructure capacity, having 
regard to the growth identified in the Development Plan, should be identified in 
boroughs’ infrastructure delivery plans or programmes” (from paragraph 3.6.2); and 
that “The cumulative demands on infrastructure should be addressed in boroughs 
infrastructure delivery plans or programme” (paragraph 3.6.3A). 

 
1.16 In line with the above, the Council is seeking the following amendments to Part B and 

the supporting text of Policy D6 in order to make it justified and effective with respect to 
the delivery of infrastructure required to optimise density (red bold = new text; red 
strikethrough = deleted text): 

 
� Amend Part B3(A) as follows: “When a proposed development exceeds the 

capacity identified in a local site allocation or the site is not allocated, and the 
existing and planned (where there is a degree of certainty) infrastructure 
capacity will be exceeded, additional infrastructure proportionate to the 
development should be delivered through the development.  This will be identified 
through an infrastructure assessment during the planning application process, 
which will have regard to the local infrastructure delivery plan or programme, and 
CIL contribution that the development will make.  The assessment should 
consider the cumulative impact of the development on the existing and 
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planned infrastructure and environment to determine whether it is 
appropriate.” 
 

� Amend paragraph 3.6.2A as follows: “If developments come forward with 
capacities in excess of those allocated in the relevant Development Plan, and 
therefore in excess of future planned infrastructure, a site specific infrastructure 
assessment will be required. This assessment, which will have to be produced 
by those promoting the development of a site, should establish what additional 
impact the proposed development will have on current and planned infrastructure, 
taking account of cumulative impacts, and how this can be appropriately 
mitigated either on the site, or through an off-site mechanism, having regard to 
the amount of CIL generated. Where higher densities are based on planned 
infrastructure, this can only be justified where there is a degree of certainty 
that such planned infrastructure will be delivered, i.e. it needs to be either 
identified in the boroughs’ infrastructure delivery plans or in the service 
providers’ business plan, and funding needs to be secured and in place.”  
 

� Amend paragraph 3.6.4 as follows: “In certain circumstances, development will be 
contingent on the future provision of public transport, walking and cycling 
infrastructure, some of which is unconfirmed.” 

 
1.17 Notwithstanding the above, the Council would also like to draw the Panel of Inspectors’ 

attention to the fact that it is not a matter for the Mayor to set out requirements for what 
should be submitted with planning applications as these are matters for national 
legislation and/or local planning authorities’ own local validation checklists / 
requirements.  
 

1.18 The Council has concerns that the requirement outlined under part C, that “the higher 
the density of a development the greater level of scrutiny of its design is required”, is 
misleading and unjustified. All development proposals should be capable of scrutiny, as 
in sensitive locations even lesser density can have a significant impact.  The isolation 
of the density as the sole basis for the level of scrutiny reinforces the idea that this is 
the main concern of development (and its management), and therefore implicitly 
negates the consideration of existing conditions and local context. 
 

1.19 In line with the above, the Council therefore requests the deletion of the first sentence 
of part C (red strikethrough = deleted text): 
 
“The higher the density of a development, the greater the level of scrutiny that is 
required of its design.” 

 
1.20 The Council also objects to the insertion of clause EA (moved from D6(A) under the 

Mayor’s Minor Suggested Changes), which states that proposed developments that do 
not demonstrably optimise density should be refused. This approach is contrary to 
paragraph 64 of the NPPF and will ultimately lead to those promoting a site to 
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‘maximise’ rather than ‘optimise’ density. The Council therefore requests the following 
change to ensure the Policy is in accordance with the NPPF (red strikethrough = 
deleted text): 

 
“EA Proposed development that does not demonstrably optimise the density of the site 
in accordance with this policy should be refused. Poorly designed development that 
fails to take opportunities available for improving the character and quality of an 
area and the way it functions should be refused.” 

 
1.21 b) Will leaving density to be assessed on a site-by-site basis compared to the 

matrix in The London Plan of 2011 be effective?  
 

1.22 The Council welcomes in principle the removal of the density matrix, and considers that 
it is more effective to determine appropriate density through assessment on a site-by-
site basis.  The density matrix in the London Plan of 2011 forms too general an 
instrument to be applied effectively at the spatial scale of an individual site as it does 
not sufficiently account for other important considerations in determining optimum 
density, such as setting, context, and character. In addition, it is well known that in 
practice, across London as a whole, the upper limits set by the rigid matrix are 
generally not adhered to.  

 
1.23 The Council is also concerned that the tool implicitly encourages applicants and/or 

developers to consider density as an input to a development proposal, rather than as 
an output that is derived from a comprehensive analysis of the site’s capacity across a 
range of factors.  In positioning density in this way, it risks overlooking the potential 
harm that a development might do with regard to the local character of an area, its 
residents and businesses.  This is particularly the case in Richmond, where the high 
quality of the historic built environment makes it particularly sensitive to inappropriate 
scales of development. 

 
1.24 The Council therefore favours the approach outlined within the draft New London Plan, 

mindful of the comments submitted above (particularly with regard to the overarching 
issues on ‘optimisation’), as this encourages a more informed assessment of various 
factors in the decision making process regarding the amount of density can be 
delivered on a site.  This position is mirrored by, and is clearly outlined in the Borough’s 
Local Plan, which requires full consideration of the site’s characteristics, surrounding 
and wider area including their settings, proposed mix of uses, green spaces, 
landscaping and public realm, play space requirements, and servicing and access 
arrangements. The Council strongly recommends that the overall policy approach on 
optimisation is reviewed, that the new ‘design-led’ approach is truly design led, and that 
it provides protection against developments that are inappropriate in terms of design, 
character, height etc. in relation to the local context.  
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