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Urban Design London’s Response to  

EiP Matter 39: Density 
 
M39. Would 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?  

UDL supports the policy approach of optimising density to provide more homes and facilities.  
We also welcome the opportunity increasing density offers to ensure the structure of London 
changes over time to make it less car dependant, with cohesive, robust and lively 
communities well served by all the infrastructure and facilities needed for health, wellbeing, 
economic prosperity and social cohesion. 
 
We support an approach that tempers the maximum amount of building that can physically 
and viably be built on a site with place-making and local impact considerations such as 
responding positively to local character, and ensuring there is adequate high quality 
maintainable and useful public space to support activities and people using the buildings.  
We consider that requiring balance between growth and other objectives as set out in the 
draft plan is at the heart of good planning a it allows development to be managed in the 
public’s interest.   
 
UDL acknowledges the important relationship between density and accessibility, as set out 
in GG2 and D6.  A key driver of this is car parking.  If people can live without use of the 
private car, those vehicles do not need storing, and we need less carriageway space, 
significant space users, and so higher densities can be achieved. However this model only 
works if there are real alternatives to private car travel with such alternatives being practical, 
safe, affordable and inclusive.  
 
Ensuring people have realistic non car based travel opportunities is a more nuanced 
challenge than relying on a simple binary relationship between one measure of accessibility 
and development density. Reducing parking, without ensuring the conditions are in place to 
support non car dependant active lifestyles, does not ensure the plans objectives are met. 
In particular we consider that both strategic, longer distance travel opportunities to jobs and 
services within a wide catchment AND local accessibility to facilities, services and places are 
important to achieving Good Growth and successful non car dependant increases in density. 
Without both types of accessibility being available, increasing densities could simply mean 
more people living in places where they can’t realistically get to thing they need to without 
using cars.  This will either leave them isolated or increase car use.  Although London has 
established methods of mapping and measuring longer distance accessibility (Webcat, TIM 
etc) there is less understanding of how to map, assess and plan for local accessibility, 
particularly on foot.   
 
As such, although UDL considers that D6 provides a strategic steer to support local and 
neighbourhood plans, we suggests that further work is required to develop and embed ways 
of considering the location and accessibility of facilities and trip generating land uses 
alongside local movement structures and the relative ease of walking (and cycling) in the 
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neighbourhood as opposed to driving.  We suggest that the interplay between these at the 
neighbourhood level plays an important part in meeting the ambitions and requirements of 
GG2 and D6.  We suggest that further work is needed to develop and disseminate methods 
to help local authorities to proactively and positively plan for change at the neighbourhood 
scale change, particularly when this will be delivered in an incremental fashion through 
numerous small scale change.  UDL would be happy to work with the GLA to develop such 
an approach. 
 
Turning to the detailed criteria for development management. A good list of ‘qualitative 
aspects’ is set out in para 3.4.11 relating to policy D4, Housing Quality and Standards. This 
presumably is intended to compliment the quantitative requirements in D4 itself.  D6 refers to 
D4, but not to this list specifically.  The trail between policies and supporting text feels 
confusing and long winded.  So although UDL supports the wording included in the 
qualitative aspects list, we would like to see a clearer format to the chapter and for policy 
direction and the detail needed to apply this directly linked to each other. 
 
Returning to the relationship between density and accessibility, we consider that less 
attention should be given to this at higher densities.  As mentioned above, car parking is 
traditionally a driver of development density, but many London developments are now car 
free, or only include blue badge parking. These developments should be in well-connected 
places with practical access by foot, bike or public transport to a wide range of facilities 
destinations and job opportunities.  In such cases we suggest that marginal increases in 
PTAL or other accessibility measures should not be used to justify increased densities – a 1, 
3 or 5min walk to a station really has little impact.  As such we support the Plan’s approach 
to put more emphasis on quality issues for higher density schemes where such issues are 
going to have a larger impact on optimising land use than accessibility levels.   
 
We would however welcome further guidance on what constitutes acceptable performance 
against key quality issues which become increasingly important as densities rise.  For 
example how much public space should there be, should such space be expected to provide 
for movement and outdoor living activities and if so how does this impact on amounts 
needed and the location/microclimate/condition and management of such spaces?  Can 
service spaces for example where bins or bikes are stored be counted as shared amenity 
space? At high densities not having enough outdoor spaces of appropriate quality can have 
a significant impact on the lives, health and wellbeing of lots of people, so we suggest that 
indications of minimum amounts and performance for public spaces is particularly important 
for higher density schemes.  
 
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? 
 

The matrix was a very important policy innovation, helping to shift thinking from maximum to 
minimum densities, alongside changes from minimum to maximum car parking 
requirements. The original matrix was informed by a substantial piece of research that 
measured both the density and the place-making and liveability credentials of a range of 
schemes. As such it was a robust policy approach, linking densities likely to be achievable 
when quality requirements were met, to the type of area being built within, its public transport 
accessibility and on site car parking provision. 
 
Over the years this matrix was altered and simplified.  People have indicated that more 
applications have been approved that fall outside the matrix ranges than within them, with 
most being above the ranges.  This indicated a failing policy, not performing its original 
function of balancing density against performance in an optimising fashion.  
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The upper limits of the matrix’s ranges were in essence created from applying placemaking 
and liveability checks within the original research.  The upper limits provide a proxy for 
quality requirements.  If these upper limits are not being respected through planning 
applications that proxy role is not working.  Either because quality requirements are now 
viewed differently, other policies are taking this role, or we are not controlling quality well 
enough, especially at higher densities.  
 
As such we support the Plan’s approach to remove the upper limits of the matrix (minimum 
densities for three levels of accessibility remain in the draft policy) and replace these upper 
limits with scheme by scheme quality assessments, particularly for higher density.   
 
However we do have concerns over the way this will be applied, as mentioned above, it is 
hard to follow the trail of qualitative assessment requirements across policies and text. We 
would like to see further guidance on accessible performance levels against key issues such 
as natural light, noise and visual privacy, control of temperatures, outdoor public space 
amounts and conditions and servicing and maintenance systems.  
 
We would also point out that the policy calling for higher density at more accessible locations 
does not rely on the matrix to be implemented; it can stand on its own two feet. 
 
 


