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Urban Design London’s Response to  

EiP Matter 40: Public Realm 
 

M40. Would Policy D7 provide a justified and effective strategic framework for delivering high 

quality public realm? In particular: 

a) Would Policy D7 relate to strategic planning matters, particularly in relation to 

street furniture and management and ongoing maintenance of the public 

realm? 

 

London’s public realm makes up a very significant proportion of the city. Public space 

is a prerequisite to a functioning urban environment and can be seen as a 

fundamental human invention allowing for the development of cities, societies and 

economies. 

 

Within the context of the plan’s focus on Good Growth, the overall raising of densities 

and the efficient use of land, public space has an important strategic role.  The 

concept of optimising use, making every bit of space work hard and perform well, is 

just as relevant to public as private spaces.  The amount, location and type of street 

furniture, the layout of carriageways and other types of public space and how spaces 

will be managed are integral to this. As such, these are strategic issues which, if 

consistently approached across London, will help ensure the efficient use of land, 

whether inside or outside buildings, and active and healthy living at higher densities. 

 

b) Would the criteria of the policy be justified and effective, in relation to matters 

such as sunlight, the natural environment and meanwhile uses? 

 

The draft policy sets out a comprehensive list of criteria, it represents a significant 

improvement in understanding of the importance of well designed public spaces, 

something London is rightly well known for advocating and delivering.   

 

However the policy can not be viewed in isolation, and the symbiotic relationship 

between buildings and the public spaces they neighbour should be kept in mind.  

Buildings can create interest, activities and purpose for public spaces, but they can 

also shade and overshadow them, create wind, noise and trap pollutants which will 

make them less attractive and pleasant to use, and require spaces to house bins, 

parking, security measures etc (if not provided on site). These can detract from their 

primary movement and place functions. 

 

As such we suggest that the assessment criteria attached to policies D4 and D6, and 

the processes set out in D2, should be applied to public spaces impacted by 

development, whether the space is part of a development proposal or not.  We also 

suggest the GLA providing further guidance on acceptable performance criteria for 

issues like sunlight, wind and water attenuation.  We would hope that this will be 

provided through SPGs. 
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D7I mentions the need for appropriate shade and shelter.  We question these as the 

primary microclimate considerations.  In London warmth is just as, or maybe more 

often, important to comfort and we ask that temperature, natural light, sun 

penetration and absence from strong winds are given just as much consideration as 

shade and shelter.  We also question how relevant these issues are for all public 

spaces.  We suggest that higher levels of comfort (temperature, sunlight, shelter, 

shade (in high summer) quiet and clean air etc should be required in spaces with a 

significant place function, that is, where people will wish to sit, play, relax, meet, dwell 

outside.  We suggest that seating is focused in such areas, as well as being provided 

along key walking routes for those who may wish to rest along their journey.  In 

summary we do not feel that all public realm is the same and we call for a more 

nuanced approach to setting and delivering quality requirements that relate clearly to 

local context.  

 

Meanwhile uses are another issue that could be further directed on.  TfL have 

published a document called Small Change, Big Impact, a practical guide to change 

London’s public spaces 2018 which provides advice on how minor, and at times 

temporary changes in the public realm can help improve character and conditions, 

potentially during construction works or while longer term proposals are developed.  

Such small changes could be required through planning permissions and we suggest 

the GLA consider promoting this through the Plan. 

 

There is another issue we suggest should be considered, the use of public spaces for 

commercial activity.  This could be from adverts, kiosks or collecting data from the 

passing public.  We would like to see further consideration of how, why and when 

money should be made from public spaces.  We suggest that a strategic steer could 

be provided on this within the London Plan. 

 

c) Overall, would it provide an effective and justified strategic framework for the 

preparation of local plans and neighbourhood plans in relation to this matter? 

 

We refer here to our comments made on matters M34 and M39 regarding how the 

collection of local contextual information is translated into local objectives and plans.  

We do not consider that the current plan makes clear how this should be done, 

hindering the balance between density and other objectives. This issue relates to the 

public realm as much as development objectives.  

 

So we would ask the GLA to provide further guidance on acceptable amounts, 

performance and quality thresholds and priorities for different types of public spaces 

and how these can be further detailed for different locations within local and 

neighbourhood plans. Such guidance could be provided within SPGs. 


