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Urban Design London’s Response to  

EiP Matter 41: Tall Buildings 
 
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?  

 

Whether one building, or part of a building, is tall is a contextual matter. Traditionally 
this has related to visual prominence; a building that can be seen above others in the 
skyline being a ‘tall’ structure. Such a definition is best set locally as it depends on 
neighbouring context.  

 

However, Policy D8 marks a significant change from traditional tall building policies, 
as it covers much more than visual impact.  It also sets specific assessment criteria 
for environmental and functional impacts and acknowledges the role of tall buildings 
as potentially dense forms of development contributing to growth and regeneration. 
The policy also specifically recognises the cumulative impact of a number of 
developments in an area, and the benefit of planning for this holistically.  As such, it 
could usefully be applied to any large or dense development which might have 
significant impact in relation to the issues it covers.   

 

So we suggest that boroughs should be able to define the types of development they 
feel the policy should be applied to as they think fit. They may feel that in some 
areas, visual impact issues are the most important and so relative height should be 
the defining criteria, for example where mid-rise buildings are coming forward in a 
low rise area, hence being markedly taller than their surroundings. Or they may feel 
the policy is of particular use in an area already densely built up where additional 
large buildings, even if no taller than their neighbours, could have functional and 
environmental impacts.    

 

Moving away from the question of definitions, we would like to make a point about 
strategic planning and identification of locations for tall (or large or dense) buildings. 

 

Policy D2 appears to require local authorities to undertake similar local spatial 
planning as D8B. It could be argued that the evaluation required by D2A would form 
the basis of that required in D8B. It is not entirely clear what other considerations 
would apply specifically for buildings defined locally as tall, since historic assets, local 
character etc. are included as issues in D2A. The GLA may like to consider 
combining these two requirements, or at the very least cross referencing them with 
D8B outputs being derived from D2A work.   

 

We argue in matter M34 that D2 does not steer clearly steer the interpretation of 
information gathered by part A to inform local plans, policies or decisions. Further 
guidance on this, including how D2A could lead to indications of appropriate building 
scale or form in different areas, would strengthen both polices and help ensure tall 
buildings are not seen, unhelpfully, as a separate entity from large or other buildings 
to be treated in a different way.  

 



Reference ID: 2600 

 

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?  

 

Paragraph 3.8.2 provides an adequate fall back definition. However, as mentioned 
above, many of the issues covered by D8C (impacts) would be applicable to large 
and dense buildings which may not fall under 3.8.2 wording.  As such, we suggest 
the GLA consider making it clear that the policy can be applied at the discretion of 
local authorities when they feel the scale and layout of a scheme could result in the 
type of impacts covered in the policy.    

 

To aid the application of this useful and comprehensive policy beyond any definition 
of ‘tall’, it might be useful to rename the policy ‘tall and large buildings’ or ‘tall 
buildings and dense developments’.  As mentioned above, this could link to D2A 
identification of appropriate areas for large, dense and/or tall buildings. 

 

 
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?  

 

Generally yes, we feel this policy provides an effective framework for the location of 
tall buildings. It is much more comprehensive than older tall building policies as it 
allows local authorities to consider impacts on environmental and functional issues, 
and very importantly, take into consideration the cumulative impact of development. 

 

Some have argued that the policy is more encouraging of tall buildings than the 2016 
plan.  We are unconvinced of this. The draft plan under examination is in general 
permissive of development, flowing from the NPPFs presumption in favour of 
(sustainable) development, and the focus of our planning system on housing targets.  
Within this context, we feel that D8 does a good job in clearly setting out the issues to 
be considered within proactive spatial planning and decision making. 

 

D8 cannot be seen in isolation from other draft design polices.  As mentioned above, 
there could be clearer links between it and D2, but we suggest also with D6, the 
density policy.   

 

Although tall does not necessarily mean dense, and most planners are now familiar 
with Towards an Urban Renaissance diagram showing how tall, midrise and low rise 
schemes can achieve the same density, this conclusion was based on lots of open 
space, and surface parking being provided around the tall building example. In reality 
recent tall buildings, whether part of larger schemes or stand-alone structures, tend 
not to come with open space around them. They are being built very close to each 
other, with limited surface open space and no surface parking.   

 

As such tall buildings can now be seen as a way of providing very high density 
development.  It is the significant increase in density they can create, alongside the 
visual and microclimatic impacts of their form, that mean they require special 
attention through policy D8. 

 

This argument leads back to D6, and we suggest that once again cross referencing 
should be considered, whereby the issues set out in D8 are part of the additional 
scrutiny for higher density development required by D6 for residential schemes.    
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There has been an ongoing debate in London over whether the city’s skyline should 
be modelled, shaped or planned. In general London is not a planned city, it is an 
eclectic mix of historic villages brought together by a sequence of growth spurts 
generally related to social, transport or industrial innovations. It is also a bowl, with 
higher ground to west, north and south affording views across much of the metropolis 
and its central areas.   

 

As far as we are aware there have been a few policies over the years that have 
aimed to shape the skyline through the location of tall buildings; the St Paul’s Heights 
which sets a maximum height between the Cathedral and the Thames, the Strategic 
Views managed by the GLA which ensure clear air space between some of the 
ridges surrounding the city and St Pauls or the Palace of Westminster, and a less 
well-known policy to place tall buildings on the curves in the Thames to highlight its 
geography. In addition, the argument is often used that a site needs, or a 
development provides, a tall ‘gateway’, ‘landmark’ or ‘icon’ to justify a tall structure as 
part of an urban modelling approach. 

 

With the exception of St Paul’s Heights, which seems to have, and deliver, the clear 
objective that the cathedral is prominent as seen from the river, policies that look to 
model urban form through the location, or absence, of tall buildings, have had limited 
success.  Does seeing, for example, Millbank Tower from a distance help people to 
appreciate the Thame’s alignment, or even its presence? 

 

We suggest that the drivers that make tall buildings viable in certain areas are maybe 
the most important characteristics to be expressed by the shape of the city’s skyline.  
For example, from the Strategic Viewing spot in Parliament Hill Fields, clusters of tall 
buildings can be seen at activity and growth locations across the city – Canary 
Wharf, Vauxhall etc. The ability to see St Paul’s is preserved, but in reality it is 
London’s dynamics that shape its form and structure.  

 

Managing this process by ensuring local character and historic assets can be 
understood and valued, and retaining the Strategic Views is an important role of 
planning and the London Plan policies. But going further than this, using planning 
policy to push against dynamic drivers is probably futile and unhelpful. As such, we 
feel that the current policies provide the right balance and allow boroughs to set local 
requirements in a robust way.  

 

Please forgive this following little side argument. We do not suggest it is relevant for 
London Plan policies, but we do hope local authorities will be responsible when 
dealing with it.    

 

Developers or landowners sometimes say their sites, or tall building proposals, will 
provide useful landmarks, gateways or icons. These arguments may be spurious and 
we would suggest local authorities ask questions such as; a gateway from where to 
where? for whom? why is it needed? If it is needed, why does it need a tall building to 
provide it? What is this tall building marking? Why is this justified?  Do we really need 
a building as an icon? Icon for what?  What values does it impart? There may be very 
good reasons for tall buildings beyond the growth they provide, but considering the 
impacts they can have, any urban form benefits put forward as arguments should be 
carefully scrutinised. 
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d) Would it provide an effective strategic framework for the assessment of the 

impact of tall building development?  
 
Policy D8 provides a comprehensive strategic framework for assessment of impact. 
We strongly support the way it considers issues beyond visual impact on historic 
and/or local character, and in particular looks at how tall buildings can impact on the 
day to day lives of people living and working in and around them.  
 
Due to their form and the intensity of land use they can create, getting a tall building 
wrong can affect a lot of people in significant ways. At the same time, they can be 
complex structures hard to remove or alter retrospectively. These characteristics 
combined with the fact that they can be difficult, and expensive, to maintain and 
manage, potentially causing problems, mean it is the responsibility of planning to 
help ensure new tall buildings have a positive impact, and any potential problems 
they could bring with them are understood, evaluated and mitigated against at the 
planning stage. This is what policy D8 looks to achieve.  
 
The policy introduces the idea of considering different parts of a tall building in 
slightly different ways. This will be a useful design and evaluation concept as it allows 
equal attention to be paid to the varying potential impacts. It should ensure that 
debates about a particular proposal do not focus on just one issue, for example 
impact on skyline or heritage assets, but that more rounded assessments are made 
by applicant, stakeholders and local authorities. 

 
 

 
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?  

 

Overall, we feel that D8 is a comprehensive, relevant and justifiable policy looking to 

help manage a particularly controversial and important type of development. We are 

particularly pleased to see how it broadens out considerations from visual issues 

being the primary concern, although these remain rightly important. We also 

welcome its acknowledgment that the cumulative impact of tall buildings should be 

considered and planned for. 

It is an ambitious and relatively novel policy, which we suggest should be carefully 

monitored and reviewed. 

Notwithstanding the above, we feel that much of the policy would usefully relate to 

dense and large, if not specifically tall, buildings. We feel the policy has important 

links to the density and design process policies that have not yet been made. And we 

consider that more guidance would be useful on acceptable performance thresholds 

by which to apply the policy, for example in terms of wind levels in different open 

spaces, sun penetration and amount of local movement space for people on foot. 


