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Tall Buildings 

 
M41. Would Policy D8 provide a justified and effective strategic 
framework for the development of tall buildings?  
 
We welcome the alterations in B (locations) which require tall buildings to be 
identified in local plans and sited in sustainable locations. This is an 
improvement on the previous version and more in line with the current London 
Plan. 
 
However, by leaving these decisions to the boroughs the Plan lacks an 
overarching vision for the skyline. Neither does policy D8 assess the impact 
on London of the many tall buildings already constructed and in the pipeline.  
 
The Mayor should here evaluate future scenarios: either tall buildings are 
going to still multiply across the city, or London evolves a new high density 
low-rise architecture. Given the public interest in the skyline (including its 
significance for tourism through the loss of historic character) the Mayor has a 
duty to set out a vision, not simply to write ‘flexible’ policy, leaving the city’s 
future determined by the agendas of developers. 
 
By definition tall buildings are large, complex, expensive projects, which 
demand major financial returns. Just Space groups and Londoners 
everywhere have serious concerns about the sort of residential towers being 
built: super-expensive and often empty, compromising the local communities 
where they are sited.   
 
On the other hand many among us also live in tower blocks and value their 
social housing provision. Research on the range of experiences and 
preferences of households of various ages, sizes and compositions living in 
tall buildings would be valuable. The policy should recognise the wider 
impacts of this building form (below at question d.)  
 
 
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?  
 
Yes, if the local Development Plan clearly defines locations and indicates 
height thresholds.  
 
We are unsure as to whether the Mayor should also have his own definition of 
thresholds. The Mayor should certainly collaborate with boroughs to make the 
policy strategic for London.  
Further, third parties (including community groups) should be consulted on 
these matters early on: as soon as the first pre-application discussions are 
held with potential investors. This allows resolving potential conflicts in the 



policy process, which in turn allows for a swift planning process in the later 
stages.  
 
Conflicts about tall buildings usually occur once a planning application has 
been submitted. Parties that wish to object can do so only at this stage of the 
process. This circumstance has led to significant numbers of public inquiries 
in the past. This is a serious problem for developers who have to cover the 
cost of elongated planning processes. Thus, it is reasonable to argue that 
ambiguity raises the planning cost for tall buildings.  
 
Developers are likely to lobby against clear designations of tall building 
locations. The reason for this is that they are able to acquire sites at a lower 
price if these are not designated for tall buildings. If the London Plan does not 
demand the identification of appropriate locations and heights of tall buildings 
in an unambiguous manner then it is likely that some local administrations will 
be lobbied into not making these important identifications. 
 
The issue of precedence plays a particularly important role in the decision-
making process regarding tall buildings. If tall building locations are not 
identified in the local Development Plan, then they have to be decided on a 
case-by-case basis. For example, if a building at a height of 100 meters is 
proposed and a new planning application with another building of 100 meters 
height is submitted for planning application, then the applicant of the new 
application could argue that the existing proposal may justify the location of a 
tall building.   
 
‘Wayfinding’ and ‘navigation’ have always been over-emphasised. A tall 
building will stand out by definition. It is patronising to say that an area or 
street junction needs a tall building in order to be recognised; in any case, 
local people are never asked this. The description also becomes irrelevant 
once a tall building or a cluster has been established.  
 
There is also a difference between a standalone and group of buildings, which 
should be considered in the design. 
 

Proposed alterations:  
 
Delete C 1 b)  
Whether part of a group or stand-alone, tall buildings should 
reinforce the spatial hierarchy of the local and wider context and 
aid legibility and wayfinding 
 
Para 3.8.2 
Add ?: For the purpose of assessing applications referable to 
the Mayor, a tall building is a development that meets one of the 
following descriptions: • it falls within the Thames Policy Area 
and is more than 25m in height • it is more than 30m in height 
elsewhere in London. 
 
 



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?  
 
To date the heights of 25 m and 30 m have worked as a definition of a tall 
building.  
 
It is right not to allow the excessive 150 m definition to be used within the City 
of London (as per the previous draft at 3.8.2). 
 
We are concerned about establishing higher thresholds in the Opportunity 
Areas. Given the significant environmental impact of tall building 
development, the OAs should not be dependent on the tower model.  
The justification for and definition of tall buildings should be the same in the 
OAs, in fact the Mayor should encourage more creative, less destructive, 
high-density building solutions here.  We refer back to our comments on the 
OA’s : the damage to local fabric, economy and communities in and around 
them, where the economic benefits of such development do not trickle down.  

 
Proposed alteration  
 
Para 3.8.2  
Delete In large areas of extensive change, such as Opportunity 
Areas, the threshold for what constitutes a definition of tall 
buildings should relate to the evolving (not just the existing) 
context.  

 
 
 
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?  
 
No. While the spatial, visual and other impacts are being considered, policy 
D8 lacks the requirement to consider existing social, economic and spatial 
contexts. A Social Impact Assessment should be required to determine 
appropriate tall building locations.1 
 
Para 3.8.3 states the Mayor would use 3D modelling “to provide a strategic 
overview” as cumulative impact becomes more significant (C4). However the 
policy should provide more on cumulative impact and how to determine when 
a further building added to a “cluster” becomes harmful. If tall buildings bring 
certain kinds of economic growth (B2) it gives boroughs the incentives to 
build, while the impact is often felt across borough boundaries: this requires 
the Mayor to take a steering role. 

 
Proposed alteration 

                                                        
1 See the Just Space UCL publication Social Impact Assessment in London Planning 
September 2018 https://justspacelondon.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/dpu-js-on-sia.pdf 

https://justspacelondon.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/dpu-js-on-sia.pdf


 
Para 3.8.3  
Add: Cumulative impact will also be subject to the particular 
design scrutiny requirements set out in part F of Policy D2 
Delivering good design. 
  

 
 
d) Would it provide an effective strategic framework for the assessment 
of the impact of tall building development?  
 
Not completely. The reasons are the same as those set out in c). The 
assessment of impacts is intimately connected to taking into account wider 
surroundings and cumulative effects.  
 
D8 contains a good list of the impacts of tall buildings and the Plan contains 
stronger Design policy, however we feel the Mayor in this chapter should also 
recognise the significant negative social, economic and environmental 
impacts of tall buildings for the Plan to be justified in terms of the Plan’s 
purposes (promoting social development in Greater London and promoting 
the improvement of the environment in Greater London).  
 
Research and extensive local evidence shows the impact on the residents 
residents of some tall buildings, including social isolation, distance from open 
space, safety, service charge costs, lack of social amenities.  
 
The economic impact of tall buildings and clusters includes the creation of 
monocultures that stamp out local businesses and do not provide an 
accessible range of goods and services eg Paddington, Vauxhall, Aldgate, 
Isle of Dogs. 
 
The environmental impact of tall building construction is considerable, as is 
the buildings’ energy use. A team at UCL (Bartlett) led by Prof Philip 
Steadman has been working for many years on the energy performance of 
UK buildings, examining performance in relation to age, configuration, density, 
height and so on. Summarising their findings on building height at a recent 
Edge Debate Prof Steadman used this slide:  

1) The intensity of energy use decreases, as density increases, in 
buildings of between 1 and 6 storeys.  

2) BUT above 6 storeys energy intensity increases, very fast  
3) However, high densities can be achieved in low-rise buildings. 

Proposed alterations 
 
C 3  
add new d) The energy costs of higher buildings associated with 
more lift use, heating, cooling and wind chill should be taken 
fully into account. 
 
C1a)i (views) should reference the London View Management 
Framework. 



 
D8 C 3  (Fire)  
Add a new sub-section h)  
Since standards for the structural fire resistance, cladding, 
means of escape and other safety features of tall residential 
buildings are currently under review by various authorities, 
extreme caution in the design of such buildings must be the rule 
pending new regulations and standards. 
  

 
Alternative models 
 
Just Space, along with many others, feel that tall building alternatives ought to 
be actively encouraged by the Mayor in the Plan and at pre-application 
stages. The need for alternatives is mentioned at D8 C 1 d) but only to justify 
a harmful proposal, instead of being a positive solution. We strongly urge that 
tall buildings are always assessed against alternatives, in particular, medium-
rise high-density housing development which has generally been found to 
address the social needs of individuals and local communities more 
successfully than tall buildings.  
 
We urge that a statement on alternatives be used in a more general context. 
For example adding a new D8 E : The Mayor will require an assessment of 
medium and low-rise alternatives during early stages of a design process 
along with the collaboration with local communities.  
  
 
e) Overall, would Policy D8 provide an effective and justified strategic 
framework for the preparation of local plans and neighbourhood plans 
in relation to this matter? 
 
No, if it does not incorporate the statements made in a, b, c, and d.  
 
 
(ends) 
 
 
 
 


