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Matter 41: Tall Buildings 

 
The Skyline Campaign is an organisation created in 2014 and supported by a wide body of 
professionals - and also by many ordinary Londoners - concerned with the sudden, 
unchecked proliferation of tall buildings appearing across the capital, often poorly designed 
and in inappropriate locations.   
 
The Campaign is not against towers per se. It believes however that they should only be 
permitted if of the highest architectural standards, and in locations where they make a 
demonstrably positive contribution.   

The Campaign’s main aims so far have been to raise awareness of the recent tall building 
boom, to oppose a number of specifically inappropriate developments, and to fight for the 
introduction of new policies that could contribute to a raising of standards in terms of the 
planning, design and construction of towers.  

The Skyline Campaign has consequently participated in the Mayor’s previous consultations 
regarding the New London Plan, submitting an early Response to draft City for All 
Londoners on 16 December 2016, and a subsequent Proposed Revisions to Policy D8 – 
Tall Buildings on 5 February 2018. 

 

In 2014 London was facing a pipeline of 236 Tall Buildings (defined as 20 storeys or more).  
In 2018 the NLA announced that this number had increased to 510, with over 100 
skyscrapers under construction.  This exponential increase is incredibly concerning, 
particularly as more and more suburban boroughs are also beginning to seek part of the 
action.  

It is furthermore an accepted truism, universally recognised across our city and by our many 
foreign visitors, that the vast majority of the towers that have now been completed are of 
very poor architectural quality, built in inappropriate locations, and hugely detrimental to 
London’s unique heritage assets. 

Other major concerns relate to poor specification, leading to unaffordably high upkeep cost 
and reduced longevity; not to mention poor environmental performance, negative impact on 



existing local communities, social divisiveness, and blighting of large sites over a period of 
many years - before and during construction.   

Somewhat surprisingly, the evil consequences visited on London by Tall Buildings cannot be 
largely blamed on poor policies.  The current London Plan (in particular Policy 7.7, when 
read with 7.4, 7.6, 7.11, 7.12, 3.5, 3.6 and 5.3), if properly implemented, should have been 
more than sufficient to deny planning permission to a very large number of the mediocre 
towers that have now been built.  

The reality lies in the fact that the previous Mayor very pro-actively supported the boom of 
Tall buildings, and the current Mayor has also allowed taller and taller buildings to be built, 
largely to boost a much-needed increase to his housing unit figures.  This has been 
achieved by his calling-in schemes and giving them planning permission, ignoring the 
Boroughs’ planning verdicts and the howls of local communities.  

With all the policies in place, two very different Mayors are achieving very similar outcomes, 
disastrous for London, littering the city with very visible, high profile, poor quality architecture 
- never to be undone.   

The planning policies and process are clearly in need of substantial revision and tightening 
to stop this un-checked, autocratic decision-making.  Indeed, without a firm political will to 
stop the devastation of the skyline, the minor differences between the wording of the current 
London Plan, and that of the proposed wording of the future New London Plan are simply 
disingenuous window-dressing.   

In a unique historic low-rise city such as London, Tall Buildings must be exceptional, 
exceptionally well-designed, well-built, and in appropriate locations.  We are currently 
undermining our capital’s character, leaving future generations a sad and compromised 
capital that has very visibly deteriorated within less than a decade.   

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS  

Choice of Sites; Scrutiny and Consultation 

Policy 7.7 of the current London Plan should be retained, as it is far more comprehensive 
and prescriptive than D8, explicitly defining the necessary criteria for choosing sites 
appropriate for tall buildings. 

We welcome Policy D2 relating to Delivering Good Design, and the insistence of design 
assessments and reviews by experts and professionals.  

We note however that there is no attempt to ensure that the impact on existing residents is 
considered, and that local communities are involved in a meaningful way, or given a real 
choice as to whether they want a tower to change forever the character of the 
neighbourhoods they have lived in for decades. 

The influx of Tall Buildings is often damaging in many ways – aesthetically, environmentally, 
but also in terms of sociological mix, often bringing, perversely a reduction in local business, 
and a reduction in facilities.   



The current Mayor, in his election manifesto, had specifically promised not to impose Tall 
Buildings where they were not wanted.  The Skyline Campaign believes that if objectors 
raise legitimate planning grounds, there must be strong planning reasons to ignore these 
and grant approval. 

3D Modelling 

The use of 3D modelling is mentioned in several instances in the proposed New London 
Plan.  This should be made compulsory, and totally replace the anachronistic use of certified 
views, which are always deceptive, and a rigid and unsatisfactory way of assessing visual 
impact.  The Walkie-Talkie ‘bombing’ Tower Bridge is a typical case in point – never to be 
repeated if 3D modelling is used consistently. 

3D modelling must be compulsory if considering the mutual impact of a cluster of towers.  
Developers of adjoining sites should be encouraged to work together to avoid the all too 
prevalent ‘asparagus patch’ effect that is appearing across London at each and every 
Opportunity Area. 

Consideration of Alternatives 

While the New London Plan does state that Tall Buildings must “make a positive contribution 
to the existing and emerging skyline and not adversely affect local or strategic views” 
(Impacts C1a)i), the developer should shoulder the burden of clearly and irrefutably proving 
the benefits of his proposal on the surrounding context, on the London skyline as a whole, 
and for the local community. 

For all Tall Building proposals, the developer should also be required to prove that lower 
“alternatives have been explored and that there are clear public benefit that outweigh” any 
harm ( Impacts C 1) d).   

While commercial towers are well maintained in perpetuity, residential towers are less so 
due to their tenure, and are therefore likely present long-term issues once the building’s 
fabric deteriorates.  

Sustainability 

There is a growing evidence base demonstrating that tall buildings are less sustainable than 
those which provide similar quantum of development in other configurations. Energy use is 
higher in tall buildings, with electricity use twice as high due to the buildings’ increased solar 
gain, as well as other conditions prevalent at higher altitudes, including more wind and 
colder temperatures.  

The taller the building, the higher the amount of embodied energy required per useable 
square metre as low-carbon materials such as timber are not viable. Tall buildings suffer 
also more from heat losses for the same amount of insulation as lower buildings because of 
the higher wind speeds.  

Tall buildings must not be given an easy pass on sustainability – the New London Plan must 
demand more evidence from applications. They must be subject to the highest standards of 
scrutiny, particularly in relation to longevity and need for maintenance. 

Environmental Impact Assessments must demonstrate their real impact. Applications must 
model environmental impacts using dynamic models to understand overheating, vertical sky 



views, daylight and sunlight/shadow impacts, energy demands etc. Buildings should have to 
prominently display energy certificates in the same way as household appliances.  

Views 

All cherished views should be much better protected for their architectural, cultural, or 
historic significance. Too many London streets, not to mention the entirety of the River 
Thames, have been ruined by overpowering incongruous volumes hovering over low-rise, 
delicate historic buildings.  New views should also be protected, and attention given to the 
topography of London, which is at risk of being lost.  

In protecting views, consideration should be given not just to particular points but rather to 
unfolding views, which are revealed as one moves through the cityscape. This work will be 
greatly facilitated by using the virtual 3D model mentioned previously.  

 

M41. 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?  

 
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?  
 

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?  

 
d) Would it provide an effective strategic framework for the 

assessment of the impact of tall building development?  
 

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?  

 

 

The Skyline Campaign is in agreement with the London Forum on the following issues.  

 

 

M41 a) – No  
 

The 2016 London Plan Policy 7.7 A and 7.7 B, should be retained  
 
M41 b) – Yes. It is justified and would be effective if Policy D8 has the opening 

paragraphs suggested above and the additions proposed below. 
Paragraph 3.8.2A by the MSC is fully supported. 

 
M41 c) – No, see above 



 
M41 d) and e) – Yes, if developments are “developed in sustainable locations 

that are identified in Development Plans” as in the MSC addition. Those locations 
should be identified by inclusion of the text from the current London Plan Policy 

7.7 section C. In addition, as proposed above, the list of impacts need to be 
preceded by a new proposed test of the impact on local communities (see 
below).  

 
PROPOSALS 

 
A new introductory paragraph before Policy D8, based on the current London 
Plan Policy 7.7 A, should be introduced to replace the current one deleted by the 

MSC:  
 

“Tall buildings should be part of a plan-led approach to changing or developing 
an area by the identification of appropriate, sensitive and inappropriate 
locations. Tall buildings should have a positive impact on their local surroundings 

and on the skyline.”   
 

Policy D8 B should be modified as follows:  
  

“By following the processes required in parts A, B and C of Policy D2 ‘Delivering 
good design’ boroughs should identify on maps in their Local Plans and by Site 
Allocations the places where tall buildings would be appropriate in principle, and 

can make a positive contribution to the skyline, townscape and the scale, in 
shaping the character of the area, and should indicate the general building 

heights that would be acceptable, taking account of: 
1)  the community, visual, functional, environmental and cumulative impacts 

of tall buildings; 

2) their contribution to new homes, economic growth and regeneration 
3) the public transport connectivity and capacity of different locations 

4) the social and other infrastructure that will be required before tall 
buildings are delivered.  
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