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Historic England is the principal Government adviser on the historic environment. Historic England is 
consulted on Local Development Plans under the provisions of the duty to co-operate and provides 
advice to ensure that legislation and national policy in the National Planning Policy Framework are 
reflected in local planning policy and practice. 
 
As a spatial development strategy, the legal duty relating to soundness set out in section 20(5)(b) of 
the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 does not apply to the London Plan. However to 
ensure consistency with national policy the tests of soundness to be applied require that London Plan 
should be positively prepared, justified, effective and consistent with national policy. Historic 
England’s representations on the Publication Draft London Plan are made in the context of the 
requirements of the National Planning Policy Framework (“the Framework”) in relation to the historic 
environment as a component of sustainable development. 
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Historic England Hearing Statement 

 

Introduction 

 

1.1 This statement addresses the Inspector’s questions with regards to Matter 41: 

Tall Buildings (policy D8) of the London Plan which will be discussed in week 

6 of the Hearings Programme (Weds 6th March 2019). This Statement has 

been prepared with reference to the Minor Suggested Changes to the draft 

London Plan (published 13th August 2018).  

 

1.2 This hearing statement should be read alongside Historic England’s 

comments submitted at previous consultation stages of the London Plan. 

 

Representations dated 1st March 2018  

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Historic%20England%20%28621

%29.pdf 

 

Inspectors Questions: Tall Buildings 

 

Matter 41: Would Policy D8 provide a justified and effective strategic 

framework for the development of tall buildings? In particular: 

 

a) Would the local definition of what is considered a ‘tall building’ 

provide an effective strategic framework to guide the location of tall 

building development?  

 

2.1 Historic England supports the approach in policy D8 that requires 

Development Plans to define what is considered ‘tall’ based on local context. 

This approach is broadly in line with Historic England’s advice note 4: Tall 

Buildings, which states: 

 

 “What might be considered a tall building will vary according to the nature of 

the local area. A ten-storey building in a mainly two storey neighbourhood will 

be thought of as a tall building by those affected, whereas in the centre of a 

large city it may not.”  

 

 This approach accords with the NPPF which requires Plans and decisions to 

respond to local circumstances, and take account of the different roles and 

character of different areas. This policy will allow plans and development to 

respond to the different opportunities for achieving sustainable development 

(NPPF paragraphs 10 and 17).  

 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Historic%20England%20%28621%29.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Historic%20England%20%28621%29.pdf
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2.2 The proposed modifications to part B of the policy, clarifying the process that 

boroughs will need to go through to make a judgement about what is tall, and 

where is appropriate for tall buildings is also supported. We welcome the 

requirement for the boroughs to identify locally specific heights based upon an 

understanding of the varied character of different areas, identified through a 

characterisation assessment (the processes required in parts A, B and C of 

policy D2). In our view the production of such background evidence is 

required by paragraph 158 of the NPPF, and will be essential for the 

sustainable delivery of this policy in relation to the historic environment. We 

encourage the panel to endorse this approach to plan led tall building 

development.  

 

2.3 Historic England has produced research that highlights best practice 

characterisation work in London, and we are looking at how we can further 

support boroughs to produce robust characterisation studies. This work is to 

support the GLA overcome our major concern with this policy, which relates to 

the limited availability of resources at Local Authorities to produce evidence of 

the requisite quality in a timely manner.  

 

2.4 In relation to parts A and B of the policy we note that it is not entirely clear if 

boroughs are required to identify areas for tall buildings. In our view there will 

be parts of the city where tall buildings are wholly inappropriate. Similarly we 

note that the presence of towers in a location does not necessarily mean that 

the location is appropriate for more. Indeed, in some cases it will be desirable 

to replace tall buildings with lower forms of development to achieve a range of 

other policy objectives. Replacing towers with other forms of building has the 

potential to secure multiple planning benefits including potentially higher 

density housing schemes, more attractive places and sustainable 

communities, in addition to supporting potential heritage benefits. We will work 

with boroughs to identify these sensitive areas and opportunities for 

enhancement through their evidence gathering processes and our 

development advice services; processes that are supported by the draft 

policies. 

 

b) Where there is no local definition of what is considered a ‘tall 

building’, would the definition at paragraph 3.8.2 be justified and 

would it be effective? 

 

3.1 In our view there is a need for a backstop position as many boroughs have 

not done the requisite characterisation work yet that would underpin local 

definitions of ‘tall’. It will take some time for the boroughs to produce the 

evidence necessary to underpin this approach to be developed and for the 

relevant local policies to be adopted, and we note that its absence in many 

places already encourages developers to try their luck with buildings much 
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taller than the heights in paragraph 3.8.2. The approach outlined in paragraph 

3.8.2 is based on the existing system of Mayoral referrals legislated by The 

Town and Country Planning (Mayor of London) Order 2008, and so is 

reasonable in that respect. Paragraph 3.8.2 does not deviate from this 

established approach and does not introduce new stipulations that would 

require additional evidence in order to be justified.  Nevertheless, from a 

heritage perspective the use of the prescribed heights for applications 

consultable to the Mayor as minimum heights for the application of the tall 

buildings policy has potential risks and benefits. 

 

3.2 In those places without local definitions for tall buildings, but generally low 

building heights, this approach will introduce a small element of risk that larger 

developments might be harder to resist. This is because the London Plan tall 

building policy will not be applicable despite potentially being relevant. 

However, based on Historic England’s experience of tall buildings affecting 

the setting of heritage assets, following an internal review of our response to 

over 250 schemes for over 450 towers over 20 storeys, we consider the risk 

introduced by this backstop position is minimal for heritage. This is on the 

basis that boroughs still have sustainable heritage and design policies of their 

own which offer locally specific guidance to supplement the generally positive 

approach to design and heritage contained in the current draft London Plan, 

and national policy in the NPPF.  

 

3.3  We consider that this backstop position also has the potential to remove 

loopholes in poorly worded tall building policies at a local level. By including a 

numerical threshold the GLA are adding greater clarity within a London 

context about the terminology relating to tall buildings. This will help some 

boroughs with their plan making by making it harder to use confusing,  loosely 

worded policies, with terms such as ‘higher, large, larger etc.’ that seek to 

avoid the use of the term tall buildings, when this is clearly what they are 

referring to.   

 

3.4 We also note in relation to paragraph 3.8.2 that the definition of a tall building 

in opportunity areas should relate to the changing context, as well as the 

existing. Previous experience suggests that many of the most contentious tall 

building cases are where this form of development has been promoted in 

opportunity areas near to borough boundaries. This has been a particular 

issue for London’s World Heritage Sites (see Waterloo, Vauxhall and Nine 

Elms Opportunity Areas in relation to Westminster WHS, and sites in the 

proposed Golden Mile Opportunity Area in relation to Kew WHS), which are 

all on borough boundaries. To that end we welcome the requirement in part B 

of the policy for engagement with neighbouring boroughs. This better reflects 

paragraph 178 of the NPPF which states that Government expects joint 
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working on areas of common interest to be diligently undertaken for the 

mutual benefit of neighbouring authorities. 

 

3.5 In our view definitions based on local circumstances and character, 

determined by the boroughs, are preferable and reflect the aspirations of the 

NPPF. However, measures do need to be taken in situations where no 

definition exists in order to provide certainty and a clear direction of travel for 

decision makers and applicants. Ultimately we are pleased to see that an 

additional safeguard is in place despite the potential risks it may pose. On 

balance then, we consider that this approach would be effective in delivering 

an overall positive impact for the conservation of the historic environment.   

 

c) Would Policy D8, generally provide an effective framework to guide 

the location of tall building development, taking account of its wider 

surroundings and any cumulative effect? 

 

4.1 Now that the initial paragraph that put a positive slant on tall building 

development has been removed, Historic England believes that Policy D8 will 

effectively support a plan-led approach to tall buildings. This should ensure 

that tall buildings are in sustainable locations, are better designed, and that 

when they might have an impact on heritage assets, appropriate efforts will be 

made to test other built forms as part of the clear and convincing justification 

for any harm . The clear and significantly strengthened protection given to 

World Heritage Sites and the River Thames are also greatly welcomed. The 

greater clarity provided by the draft policy is necessary given the 

unanticipated numbers of tall buildings which are in the planning pipeline in 

London, and should help avoid unnecessary uncertainty that the current 

policies have at times encouraged. 

 

4.2 The specific references to cumulative impacts in part C4 of the policy are 

welcome. Among other things this actively responds to recommendation 14 of 

the ICOMOS/ICCROM Mission report to the Westminster World Heritage Site 

in February 2017 (NLP/HC/021), which stated that: 

 

“The planning process should be revised to take into account the impact, not 

only of single development proposals, but also the cumulative effects of a 

number of projects either approved or in the planning stage. Tools such as 3D 

modelling should be used to more easily see these potential cumulative 

effects.”  

 

Read in conjunction with part C1d and C1e this emphasis on cumulative 

impacts, puts in place a more effective framework for managing the location of 

tall buildings than the previous draft of the Plan which we welcome. However 

we still consider that the harmful impacts associated with cumulative 
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development could be better represented. At present the wording does not 

refer to the harm cumulative development could pose, merely its impacts 

which could be interpreted to equate cumulative impacts with precedent.  

 

d) Would it provide an effective strategic framework for the assessment 

of the impact of tall building development? 

 

5.1 The additional detail in the draft policy, including the proposed amendments, 

should help the GLA, Local Planning Authorities, Developers and other 

stakeholders consider the different potential impacts of tall buildings at the 

appropriate stage of the planning process, at the necessary level of detail. 

Given the impacts that tall buildings have over wide areas of London, due to 

its topography, Historic England strongly supports a plan-led approach, based 

on adequate evidence to support site allocations in the first instance. This 

provides a more accountable and democratic process to underpin the location 

of buildings that have the power to change the identity of places both 

positively and negatively, and should support sustainable development as 

defined by NPPF paragraph 7. This is also in line with NPPF paragraphs 17, 

158 and 169, which tell us that the planning system should be genuinely plan-

led and this should be based on adequate evidence. 

 

5.2 Where proposals will impact harmfully upon heritage assets there is clear 

guidance in the draft policy to direct decision makers to make more 

sustainable decisions, avoiding harm that has not been rigorously justified. 

This is justified in the context that heritage assets are irreplaceable and the 

NPPF paragraph 132 states that great weight should be given to their 

conservation. This leads into proportionality, with proportionally stronger 

policy responses required for London’s most sensitive strategically important 

heritage and natural assets, such as the four World Heritage Sites and the 

River Thames, given the development pressures that are affecting them. 

 

e) Overall, would Policy D8 provide an effective and justified strategic 

framework for the preparation of local plans, neighbourhood plans 

and development management in relation to this matter?  

 

6.1 Tall buildings have been a consistent concern from a heritage perspective, 

notably affecting the most sensitive heritage assets in a harmful way that has 

led to criticism of London’s planning system from international expert heritage 

bodies. In our view the way that Policy D8 has been drafted, and amended, is 

proportionate to the impact that tall buildings have been having in London. 

D8b (as amended) in particular outlines the need for development plans to 

identify sustainable locations for tall buildings.  This reflects the NPPF, which 

requires local plans to set out opportunities and clear policies on what will or 

not be permitted and where, and to identify land where development would be 
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inappropriate because of its historic significance (paragraphs 154 and 157). 

Taken in combination with the NPPF, draft London Plan policy D8 will set an 

effective framework to ensure local plans identify appropriate locations (and 

inappropriate locations) for tall building development. The new policy clearly 

sets out what local planning authorities and neighbourhood forums should be 

considering as part of their plan making processes. The policy sets out an 

effective and evidence based framework within which boroughs can work, 

which should bring greater consistency to tall building questions across 

London that has often been lacking up until this point. Likewise there is clear 

guidance for decision makers, which should ensure that the impact of tall 

buildings on heritage is robustly considered, whether they are considered by 

the GLA or not. 

 

Conclusion 

3.1 In summary Historic England broadly supports the approach promoted in the 

draft London Plan to tall buildings and hopes that the amendments outlined 

within the Minor Suggested Changes to the draft London Plan (published 13th 

August 2018) are accepted by the Panel. The changes proposed will 

strengthen the Plan in heritage terms and will provide a more effective 

strategic framework for local plans, neighbourhood plans and regeneration 

schemes by ensuring that the conservation of the historic environment is 

pursued in coordination with other spatial planning goals.  


