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Chair’s foreword
It is a measure of London’s success that its
population is increasing rapidly. Last year the
population exceeded its previous peak of 8.6
million, a size not seen since 1939. Projections,
based on the 2011 Census, indicate that London is
on course to grow to 10 million by 2031, the
equivalent of adding a city the size of Birmingham.
Now projections are showing that London’s
population will reach 11 million people by 2039.
Accommodating population growth on that scale is a major challenge. It is
not just where we build the 50,000 new homes needed every year: it is also
how we improve and expand public transport; where we locate businesses,
schools, hospitals, shops; how we protect our open spaces and improve the
quality of London’s environment.
The question, in short, is how should London grow?
The current answer is the compact city approach. A feature of all London
Plans since 2000, this approach accommodates London’s growth within the
existing boundaries, without paving over our green and open spaces. It
requires higher density (though not necessarily high rise), mixed-use mixedincome development to be located near well connected transport nodes and
town centres to improve access to jobs and services. This allows London to
accommodate population growth within sustainable patterns of
development, whilst regenerating existing communities. Large numbers of
people can sustain schools, local shops and other facilities in a way that a
more dispersed community cannot.
The report looks at ways to continue and extend the compact city approach,
such as increasing the density of some parts of the suburbs, regenerating
estates, and building new and expanded towns on brownfield land within the
capital’s boundaries.
Nothing is off the table in this report. We also consider different approaches,
such as building new and expanded towns outside of Greater London. We
question whether the growth of London can be accommodated whilst
maintaining the quality of life that is at the root of London’s attraction.
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These are the central issues which will have to be addressed by the next
Mayor’s new London Plan. This report should be read as a menu of options
for that Mayor. Not all of the options are viable or sustainable, but they all
deserved consideration.
Tough decisions will need to be made.

Nicky Gavron AM
Chair of the Planning Committee
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Executive summary
This report looks at where London’s housing and infrastructure growth might
take place and how it can be balanced with ensuring a high quality of life for
all residents.
In 2016, London will have a new Mayor who will be a central player in
determining how the capital will grow - and where the expected one million
new Londoners will live in the coming ten years.
Should the new Mayor continue with the policy of containing growth within
London’s boundaries as supported by all previous Mayors – or are there new
policy approaches that should be considered?
The Planning Committee is leading the debate about London’s growth and
this report sets out the agenda, identifies policy areas that need reviewing
and challenges prospective Mayoral candidates to respond to the issues
raised.
To assist this debate the report identifies where housing might be built (sites
and locations) and how density can be increased sustainably through
innovative design approaches. It specifically focusses on three aspects:
•

Whether the “compact-city” approach can deliver the homes needed
without jeopardising sustainability, particularly in Inner London;

•

How density can be increased through different typologies and whether
tall buildings contribute to meeting housing need; and,

•

How areas in suburban London and around London’s boundaries might
contribute more homes.

Continuing to accommodate growth within the city’s boundaries will mean
London’s population density will inevitably increase to levels that are double
those of Paris, Rome or Berlin.
This can be delivered, but only if there is enough space to provide the
supporting infrastructure like community facilities and open space. With sites
for new development limited, especially in Inner London, the new Mayor will
face a real challenge to ensure increasing residential densities are truly
sustainable.
The potential of London’s brownfield sites and Opportunity Areas need to be
maximised through co-ordinated action to push the required infrastructure
7

through alongside housing development. The new Mayor must not neglect
the local communities, whose involvement is crucial in developing plans that
are positively welcomed rather than feared.
London’s housing estates have huge potential as sites for new homes, either
through comprehensive redevelopment or by smaller scale infill schemes that
are less disruptive for residents. But again, to realise the potential residents
must understand the purpose, process and outcomes of these proposals and
have confidence in the plans from the outset if such schemes are to be
successful.
The new Mayor needs to continue to prioritise family homes for London. If
these homes are provided at high densities, then they must be of the high
quality design and provide adequate space internally and externally.
Increasing housing density does not have to mean high rise and there are
numerous examples of projects that have delivered high density family
housing with levels of amenity provided by traditional street pattern homes.
London is seeing an explosion of tall buildings, but these are not an answer to
London’s housing need, and as such should not be encouraged beyond a few
designated and carefully managed areas. The new Mayor needs to ensure
planning policy is strengthened to restrict the location of skyscrapers and
improve their design.
In the longer term, as sites in central and inner London are built out the new
Mayor needs to turn their attention to the suburbs that cover around 80 per
cent of the capital’s land area.
The intensification of density in suburban London has already begun. But,
given the scale and potential contribution of suburban London, the new
Mayor must continue efforts to resolve the challenge of suburban
redevelopment. This is especially true if green space and Green Belt are not
considered for development.
Addressing London’s housing shortage will be the new Mayor’s immediate
priority but should not restrict long-term thinking. When the brownfield
reservoir has dried up and the Opportunity Areas built out, when the
intensification of town centres and the suburbs proves challenging, then
accommodating growth outside London will be the last remaining option.
Dialogue with the rest of the south east is vital if London’s growth can be
accommodated and to do so will require establishing effective regional cooperation on new housing. The new Mayor will do well to start this dialogue
sooner, rather than later.
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Finally, the new Mayor may be called upon to rethink the role of London’s
Green Belt, and there is a good case to revise Green Belt functions to reflect
London’s 21st Century strategic priorities. By performing a new range of
strategic functions (such as contributing to climate change mitigation
objectives) it may be easier to justify its retention in the face of continuing
housing pressure.

9
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1. Introduction
1.1

London’s new Mayor is going to have to make decisions on how to manage
the long-term growth of the city they are responsible for. London is expected
to grow by a further million citizens over the coming ten years; it may possibly
grow by another half a million in the decade after that.

1.2

The way London’s growth will be managed, and the strategic direction it will
take, will be set out in the next London Plan. The London Plan represents an
integrated framework for the development of London over the next 20 to 25
years and it is likely that the next Mayor will want to review the policies for
shaping the city’s growth.

1.3

The next Mayoral election will take place in May 2016 and a new Mayor will
be elected from a list of candidates that have yet to publish their detailed
policies for accommodating and managing London’s future growth. This
report identifies some of the options they may want to consider and sets out
the challenges for the Mayoral hopefuls over the entire life-span of the
London Plan, from the next few years and towards the year 2050.

1.4

This report looks at where London’s growth might take place and how it can
be managed. Should the new Mayor continue with the policy of containing
growth within London’s boundaries as supported by all previous Mayors – or
should new policy approaches be adopted?

1.5

The report is based on issues discussed across a number of meetings we held
in the year 2014/15 on the issue of housing in London, specifically:
•

Density of housing development (February 2014).

•

Tall buildings and London’s skyline (June 2014).

•

Options for accommodating London’s growth (January 2015).

•

Design approaches to new housing development (March 2015).

•

Estate regeneration (September 2015).

1.6

It also draws on other related work such as the Assembly’s response to the
Infrastructure Plan, recent London Plan revisions as well as work on
Opportunity Areas and Mayoral Development Corporations.

1.7

The report covers a range of options for accommodating London’s growth in
the short, medium and long term. The views of a considerable number of
experts are contained in this report, and the Planning Committee does not
11

necessarily agree with all of them, but nevertheless their views are part of the
debate. Some of the experts are thinking the unthinkable and, as the
timescale increases, the approaches advocated by some become increasingly
controversial.
1.8

The Planning Committee wants to encourage a debate about London’s growth
and this report tries to sketch out an agenda, identify potential policy areas
that need reviewing and challenge prospective Mayoral candidates to
respond to the issues raised.

1.9

A list of questions we are posing to the new Mayor, in terms of shaping
London’s future growth, is set out in Appendix 1 of this report.
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2. Accommodating London’s growth and
increasing housing density
2.1

London’s overriding priority is housing. The shortage and affordability of new
homes will feature at the top of the next Mayor’s policy agenda and will likely
dominate the election.

2.2

London is expected to grow by a further million people over the coming ten
years and is predicted to grow by a further 500,000 in the decade after that.
The implications of this growth on the demand for new housing are
significant.

2.3

London will require between approximately 49,000 (2015-2036) and 62,000
(2015-2026) more homes a year 1 . But London only has capacity for 42,000
additional homes per annum (2015-2025). 2 And its ability to meet this
demand is limited by a number of factors.

2.4

The overall thrust of the London Plan seeks to accommodate growth within
London’s boundaries without encroaching on open space or the Green Belt. 3
To maintain this approach, the current Mayor has decided to adopt a harder
line on density and wants to deliver additional housing (beyond the 42,000
target) by increasing densities in the Opportunity Areas, town centres and
other large sites.4

2.5

Accommodating growth using this approach means that, by 2041, population
density will reach levels that cities like Rio, Osaka and Bangkok experience
today, or double the density levels of cities like Paris, Rome and Berlin.5
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London is the size of 24 other major cities

Source: London Housing Strategy, GLA, 2014

By 2041 London's population will have grown by 22 per
cent - as will the population density

Accommodating the expected growth within London’s boundaries will
increase population densities to levels that cities like Rio, Osaka and
Bangkok experience today.
Source: GLA 2013 round of projections
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2.6

The existing approach to identifying sites for new housing is defined by the
capacity of those potential sites, both now and into the future. It is further
defined by a matrix of sustainable housing densities (calculated in relation to
public transport accessibility and urban character) that can be achieved in
different locations.
Questions for the new Mayor
Can the existing policy of optimising housing development on different sites,
according to the sustainable residential matrix, continue to deliver the scale
of homes needed?
Can the upper limits of the density matrix be extended and still deliver
sustainable residential quality?

2.7

To assist this debate the report identifies where housing might be built (sites
and locations) and how density can be increased sustainably (design
approaches). It specifically focusses on three aspects:
•

Whether the compact-city approach can deliver the homes needed
without jeopardising sustainability, particularly in Inner London;

•

How density can be increased through different typologies and whether
tall buildings contribute to meeting housing need; and,

•

How areas in suburban London and outside London’s boundaries might
contribute more homes.

Conclusions
 Unless housing capacity, and the density at which it is delivered, can
increase, London will face a growing housing crisis.
 After 16 years of maintaining the same approach to accommodating
London's growth within its boundaries, the new Mayor must review this
central policy in the London Plan.
 Options exist to bridge the gap between housing need and the capacity to
add to London's housing stock. A realistic assessment needs to be made
of the contribution of each of these in terms of years of housing supply
and potential constraints on delivery.
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3. Continuing and extending the
compact city approach
3.1

3.2

3.3

The compact-city approach has been a feature of all London Plans since 2000.
This approach requires high-density, mixed-use, mixed-income developments
to be located near well connected transport nodes and town centres to
improve access to jobs and services, while reducing reliance on private cars.
Large numbers of people can sustain schools, local shops and other facilities
in a way that a more dispersed community cannot. London’s established
network of well-connected town centres is well suited to this approach.
Inner London
The newly published London Plan continues the existing approach to growth.
To bridge the gap between housing need and supply, densities will need to
increase, especially within London’s opportunity areas and town centres.
Inner London has been given a significant part to play in this objective.
The 13 Inner London boroughs have been allocated 49 per cent of London’s
housing target (208,000 homes). 6 While the targets reflect potential housing
capacity, in terms of site availability, accessibility and viability (according to
the sustainable residential quality matrix), they also fall on boroughs with
already some of the highest population densities in London, and the lowest
proportions of open space – for example Tower Hamlets, Southwark, Hackney
and Lambeth.

Population density is highest in Inner London – where
the highest housing targets also predominate

Population density

Annual housing targets

Source: GLA Secretariat, 2015
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Some boroughs with the largest housing targets already
have limited open space per person

Source: GLA Secretariat, 2015

3.4

To be sustainable, new homes must be supported by a range of
infrastructure. The London Plan details these examples, such as health
provision, nurseries, schools, play and recreation space. 7 The Infrastructure
Plan suggests London may need: more than 600 new schools and colleges;
workspace for another 1.4 million jobs; around 50 per cent greater capacity
on the public transport system and local energy production to cope with a 20
per cent surge in energy demand; 8 and community infrastructure such as
open space, community and cultural facilities, and healthcare centres.

3.5

These facilities require land, and suitable sites, in close proximity to new
homes. However, there is evidence that the increased housing targets are
putting pressure on some boroughs to make stark choices in prioritising
infrastructure where sites are limited.

3.6

Some boroughs with the largest housing targets already have limited open
space. For example, the London Borough of Tower Hamlets has been forced
to allocate a site to a school in preference to open space since both cannot be
provided. 9 Such trade-offs suggest that building more homes in already
densely populated parts of London may adversely affect sustainability and
threaten the quality of life of existing and future residents.
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Question for the new Mayor
New homes require a full range of supporting infrastructure. In areas where
available land is at a premium (including sites in Outer London), are increased
housing targets putting pressure on boroughs to make stark choices in
prioritising infrastructure where sites are limited?

Conclusions: Inner London
 The next Mayor should review the London Plan’s sustainable residential
quality matrix. An assessment should be made of the need to include
capacity for supporting infrastructure alongside the current factors of
transport accessibility and urban character.
 Beyond the current round of housing monitoring targets (2025), the new
Mayor should review the ability of the most densely populated parts of
London, including Outer London, to accept further large numbers of new
homes sustainably.
Brownfield land and windfall sites
3.7

Existing national and London Plan policy prioritises development on
brownfield land and a number of organisations have calculated the amount of
brownfield land available in London and the resulting capacity of this resource
for new homes.

3.8

The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) estimates there is around
2,650 hectares of brownfield land in London suitable for development for
housing with capacity for 146,530 homes. 10 Centre for Cities suggests that if
every brownfield site were developed to its full capacity there would be
enough brownfield land for around 382,500 new homes in the capital. 11
Other recent estimates suggest that new-build projects in the capital could
deliver 570,000 extra homes, enough to match expected need by 2024, by
redeveloping ‘hot spots’ forming just 1.3 per cent of the capital’s land area on
average, while preserving all green space. 12 However, at best, this still only
represents around ten years supply of land.

3.9

Not all brownfield sites are suitable for development. The Lyons review notes
that if the costs involved in purchasing the land, remediation and preparation,
the costs of infrastructure and the construction of the homes outweigh the
receipts from selling them, brownfield land will not be economically viable. 13
A preoccupation with squeezing out every brownfield site may be making
housing more expensive than necessary. 14
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3.10 New transport infrastructure can open up sites and boost housing capacity.
Barking Riverside is the largest housing development in east London, with
planning permission for up to 10,800 new homes, as well as healthcare,
shopping, community and leisure facilities. Significant transport
infrastructure must be built to ensure the development is sustainable and,
without a rail link, no more than 1,500 homes can be built. 15
3.11 Almost all brownfield land in London will be contaminated by previous uses.
The costs of decontamination and remediation add to development costs. In
addition, there is the risk of future identification of unknown environmental
hazards that will attract the requirement for further decontamination. This
deters development of highly contaminated sites. One potential solution is
environmental insurance. 16 This is a specialist market – but London is the
centre of global insurance that thrives on innovative products in response to
market demands.
3.12 The Mayor has, to date, released 98 per cent of its land portfolio for
development. The London Land Commission 17 has been tasked with
identifying further public sector brownfield land that is no longer needed in
London. It must ensure that all of the capital’s brownfield sites are developed
and help meet its target of over 400,000 new homes by 2025.18 The
Government will provide £1 million to help establish the Commission which
will be jointly chaired by the Mayor and a Government Minister, with
representatives of public bodies.
3.13 The changing nature of service provision has the effect of delivering ‘windfall
sites’, for example old hospital facilities and industrial areas. These offer the
potential to deliver housing quickly. Sites such as Mount Pleasant, however,
suggest that the Mayor should be in a position to respond in a strategic way
rather than react in an ad hoc manner (through his planning decisions
power). 19 Better co-ordination with the London Land Commission and the
boroughs might identify a list of potential windfall sites and enable these to
be integrated more strategically into London’s ‘housing land bank’.
3.14 Transport for London (TfL) owns around 5,700 acres of property in London,
making it one of the capital’s largest landowners. By developing this
portfolio, much of it for housing, more than £1 billion in revenue from rents
will be generated over the coming ten years.20
3.15 Large amounts of TfL’s property are situated at or nearby transport nodes
which make them hugely attractive from a developer’s point of view and
particularly suitable for high-density housing. As a public sector body, TfL’s
development plans should not focus purely on maximising financial returns.
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TfL must be expected to use its assets to deliver broader benefits for the city
in line with the Mayor’s priorities – including helping to meet affordable
homes targets.
3.16 Affordable housing is part of a suite of benefits, including open spaces and
other amenity improvements that will be delivered under the section 106
contributions for these schemes.
3.17 In total, there is the potential to deliver around 9,000 residential units,
making a significant contribution to the homes London needs. Affordable
housing requirements will be established in discussion with the local borough
through the planning process.
3.18 The TfL property development programme demonstrates that the Mayor can
be proactive in this manner and increase the supply of housing sites for
London.
3.19 In addition, and more recently, the Government has sought to address the
issue of surplus public land through provisions in the Infrastructure Act 2015.
Section 31 of the Act gives the Secretary of State the power to transfer land
from a public body to the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) which will
act as a coordinating body for the disposal of surplus public land. In London
the Mayor exercises the power of the HCA and it can be expected that
transfer of surplus public land will further swell the Mayor’s land portfolio
with sites suitable for new homes. 21
Conclusions: Brownfield land and windfall sites
 New sources of viable housing development land must be urgently
identified to ensure sites are adequately planned and provided with
supporting infrastructure to guarantee sustainable development.
 London’s supply of brownfield land is limited by issues of accessibility and
economic viability. New approaches, such as rethinking the phasing of
transport infrastructure, co-ordinating attempts to identify surplus land,
or making heavily contaminated sites economically viable, may be
needed to maximise the supply of brownfield and in particular those that
face particular challenges for development.
 The new Mayor must reconsider the extent to which new transport
infrastructure projects are co-ordinated with sites that have to the
potential to deliver large numbers of homes. They need to be better
planned, phased and funded, if London’s reservoir of brownfield land is
to be exploited effectively.
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 The new Mayor should take advantage of London’s place as a global
centre for insurance and work to develop innovative thinking surrounding
insurance to cover land remediation costs. This might make currently
difficult sites economically viable.
 The new Mayor must continue to realise the potential of the London
Land Commission. They must continue to work effectively with the
relevant Government Minister, lobbying for more funding and powers if
required, to ensure the Commission plays a full part in solving London’s
housing need.
Opportunity Areas
3.20 London’s Opportunity Areas and a smaller number of Intensification Areas
have the potential for 562,800 new homes (between 9 and 13 years’ housing
supply). They now have added importance in the task of accommodating
growth and bridging the gap between housing need and supply. As set out in
the London Plan, Policy 2.13 expects Opportunity Areas to meet, and where
appropriate exceed, the minimum guidelines for housing capacity. 22
3.21 Opportunity and Intensification areas were introduced in the first London
Plan. Opportunity Area Planning Frameworks (OAPF) set out planning,
regeneration and design guidance for major growth centres in London. Once
drafted (in partnership between the Mayor, boroughs and other strategic
partners), consulted on and published, they form supplementary guidance to
the London Plan.
3.22 There are adopted frameworks for 130,000 new homes (23 per cent of the
potential) while frameworks covering 50 per cent of the new homes are
under review. Frameworks with another potential 150,000 homes are
proposed or in preparation.
3.23 Some Opportunity Areas, such as Kings Cross, are well regarded, while others
have been criticised for being over developed and not adhering to the
published principles.
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London’s 38 Opportunity Areas have the potential for a
significant proportion of new homes and jobs

Source: The London Plan, 2015

3.24 Many of the Opportunity Areas rely on significant infrastructure investment
(particularly transport) to allow them to support the number of new homes at
the densities London needs. However, the approaches to securing the
planning and funding needed have been variable in their success and
timescale.
3.25 Construction of the Northern Line Extension (NLE) at Vauxhall took only nine
years to start after the original transport options study. The full cost of the
NLE is expected to be up to £1 billion, which is being funded entirely through
contributions from the developments in the area benefitting from the
extension. An innovative funding package has been agreed between the
Mayor of London and Government, which includes the creation of an
Enterprise Zone from 2016, for a period of 25 years.
3.26 This approach can be contrasted with the London Riverside Opportunity Area
that contains Barking Riverside and has planning permission for up to 10,800
new homes. 23 Here, significant delays in providing the necessary
infrastructure have prevented delivery of a significant housing site.
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Conclusions: Opportunity Areas
 The next Mayor needs to push hard on getting the infrastructure needed
to support new homes in London’s Opportunity Areas. More innovative
thinking is required to bring forward funding proposals speedily as in
Vauxhall as opposed to the example of Barking Riverside.
 Opportunity Areas have the capacity for higher density-housing, but only
where they are supported by adequate infrastructure and where the
proposals are properly consulted on and adhered to.
 The new Mayor needs to focus on better ways of involving the
community to ensure the required intensity of development is positively
welcomed rather than feared or opposed if the Opportunity Areas are to
play a full role in accommodating London’s growth.
Regenerating London’s housing estates
3.27 In the last ten years, 50 estates with over 30,000 homes have undergone
regeneration schemes, delivering nearly twice as many new homes on the
sites of London’s demolished social housing estates as were there before.24
3.28 The potential for increasing density can be seen from a few recent estate
regeneration schemes that have been delivered or are planned: 25
•

Bacton Estate, Camden – 196 per cent increase in housing density.

•

Hallsville Quarter, Newham – 159 per cent increase in housing density.

•

Myatts Field North, Lambeth – 154 per cent increase in housing density.

3.29 Experts have estimated that 360,000 dwellings across London are in post-war
council estates. 26 If a significant proportion of these estates were
regenerated at density levels similar to the examples above, a large number
of new homes could be built.
3.30 Once a decision has been made to invest in new homes, there are a variety of
options for estate regeneration. These include: demolition and
comprehensive redevelopment, additions to existing blocks and smaller infill
using underused open space or redundant uses such as garage blocks. 27
3.31 Adoption of either approach will be a function of a variety of factors, and can
only be made on a case-by-case basis. Demolition and rebuild is most suited
to low-density sites, where the existing accommodation is of a poor standard
in terms of build quality, space or accommodation type.
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3.32 Smaller scale and infill schemes are less intrusive for existing residents and
mean that residents can feel part of the regeneration process. They allow for
a net gain in the number of homes without the need for disruptive
‘decanting’. Furthermore, this approach can often be delivered relatively
quickly. Research suggests that, if all boroughs fully explored this potential, at
least 10,000 new homes could be delivered across London from infill sites
within the next ten years. 28
3.33 Comprehensive and large-scale estate redevelopment is complex and
expensive. With the reduction in the amount of grant available, a number of
complex financial models have evolved that help realise development and the
financial model used will often shape the scale and housing mix of the
regeneration scheme. As well as straightforward cross subsidy from the sale
of market housing, there is a range of funding sources used to deliver estate
regeneration. These include the Mayor’s Affordable Housing Programme and
Estate Regeneration Fund, the New Homes Bonus, local authority Housing
Revenue Account borrowing and the Private Finance Initiative.
Conclusions: Regenerating London’s housing estates
3.34 London’s housing estates are, for a variety of factors, particularly suitable to
bridge the gap between the capital’s housing need and the capacity to deliver
new homes and to generate the increased densities needed:
 They are in single ownership;
 Many were built at densities significantly lower than that considered
sustainable today;
 Many estates are in highly accessible locations that can support higher
densities; and,
 Many estates, due to their age, design and maintenance history, require
renewal.
3.35 The Assembly has identified a number of best-practice principles of effective
estate regeneration 29 and the new Mayor must advocate these if estate
regeneration is to play a part in accommodating London’s growth while
maintaining the support of existing tenants. Proposals must:
•

Be robust by being clear from the outset on the purpose of the proposed
regeneration and how it fits within a broader strategy for the local area
and borough, communicating this early, openly and broadly, and ensuring
a systematic and objective option appraisal is undertaken and published.

•

Have fully justified any regeneration proposal for which the provider
considers there to be no viable alternative. An independent ballot of
24

estate residents, for example, could inform any final proposals to
demolish.
•

Enable all residents to understand the impacts for them as the scheme
progresses and evolves. Where contractors or consultants are engaged,
they should have strong track records in effective communication and the
provider should nonetheless maintain a close relationship with residents,
especially where progress stalls and revised proposals are needed.

London’s town centres
3.36 London’s network of more than 1,200 town centres has considerable
potential for new homes (particularly for smaller households and even older
people). Changes in retail behaviour have opened up space for new homes,
and increasing the residential population in town centres has the benefit of
supporting the retail offer that remains.
3.37 In 2013, the Assembly published a report on town centres with a range of
recommendations including that local authorities could consider a managed
contraction in favour of a smaller, but more vibrant, retail core, including
leisure, health, education and public services. This would also provide more
opportunities for well-located and designed high-density housing, especially
around stations and transport interchanges. 30
3.38 London Plan Policy 2.15 reflects the conclusions of this report and encourages
local authorities to “proactively manage the changing roles of town centres…
promoting diversification, particularly through high density, residential led,
mixed use re-development.” 31 In effect, this will mean some town centres
expand and flourish, while others may decline.
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The London Plan identifies over 1,000 centres, some with
significant capacity for new housing development

Source: London Plan, 2015

London’s town centres generally correspond with high
public transport accessibility

Source: London Plan, 2008
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3.39 Notwithstanding the support for increasing housing in town centres, the
Assembly has concerns that the effect of relaxing permitted development
rights (change of use from office and retail to residential) will result in the loss
of employment space in an unmanaged way, and result in poor quality flats
with no affordable housing.
3.40 The Assembly supports the current Mayor’s opposition to this policy and
believes the next Mayor needs to continue offering evidence that
employment opportunities in London’s town centres need to be protected at
the same time as residential development is encouraged.
Conclusions: London’s town centres
 Increasing residential capacity in London’s town centres may have wider
benefits, and be publicly more acceptable than some Opportunity Areas,
if implemented sensitively.
 The new Mayor should continue support for well-designed, high-density
housing in town centres as a solution to the housing crisis and to support
retail and other uses.
 London’s unique property market makes the protection of employment
uses from conversion to housing vitally important. The next Mayor must
continue to promote a strategic approach to permitted development and
should lobby Government vigorously (in conjunction with other partners)
to allow London to adopt an approach that is different from national
policy. A balance between maintaining employment and increasing
housing density in town centres must be struck.
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4. How can density be increased through
different typologies and different
locations?
4.1

The number of households in London will grow by 27 per cent in the next 20
years. 32 The GLA’s Strategic Housing Market Assessment suggests that the
number will rise from almost 3.3 million to just over 4.2 million by 2035.
Households with children are projected to comprise 31 per cent of the
projected growth, and so 279,000 new family homes will be needed in the
next 20 years.

4.2

London Plan Policy 3.8 (Housing Choice) calls for new developments to offer a
range of housing choices, in terms of the mix of housing sizes and types,
ensuring that account is taken of the needs of particular communities with
large families.

4.3

No matter which model of growth is adopted, London’s housing density must
increase. The capital is a relatively low rise, medium density city, but in an
effort to make London a more sustainable ‘compact’ city, new housing
development will need to be built at densities higher than those seen in
modern times. Already, over two-thirds of all planning consents are for
projects at densities above those allowed by the London Plan for their
locations.

4.4

High density does not have to mean higher rise development. There are
many studies that illustrate how high density schemes can provide good
quality, attractive housing and ensure the most efficient use of land.33 Others
advocate the creation of more and better urban homes with terraced streets
of houses and apartments, rather than complex multi-storey buildings. 34

4.5

Through a combination of policy and housing design guidance a new
approach to housing is emerging that mixes housing types and tenures in the
form of a ‘new London housing vernacular’. 35 Principle features of this new
vernacular include the following:
•

A maximum number of homes should have their own front doors directly
opening to the street, often through the use of maisonettes at lower
levels.

•

Ground floors should be taller than intermediate floors, or combine with
first floor as maisonettes to create a pronounced podium.
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•

Elevations should be wholly or predominantly faced in brickwork.

•

Internal circulation space should be rarely shared by larger family units,
which either have direct access from the street or are served by galleries
or decks on the top floor.

•

Semi-private outdoor space within a block should be visible from public
space.

•

Some car parking should be on street and the balance in either
underground car park or an undercroft.

•

Windows should be recessed in deep reveals.

•

Balconies should be recessed, sometimes with brick reveals.

Different approaches to housing typologies can provide
the same densities

Source: Housing for a compact city, GLA 2003

Family housing – with good practice, we can build it at high densities
4.6

Existing policy and guidance recognises the inherent benefits of larger family
housing being provided at relatively low densities. The Housing SPG states
that in broad terms, higher densities will be more suitable for households
without children and will require less open space and play provision. 36

4.7

However, the London Housing Federation has concluded that families can live
in high-density schemes, although serious consideration needs to be given to
housing families with children above ground level. 37
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Question for the new Mayor
To meet the real and urgent challenge to make the provision of high density
family homes work, should some family homes be provided above ground
floor level?

4.8

4.9

To work effectively in the long term, family homes need to offer levels of
amenity approaching those provided by single-family houses at ground level.
Key considerations include providing:
•

Private open space of sufficient size for the whole family and visitors.

•

Providing a child-friendly environment and appropriate levels of play
space.

•

Limiting the number of dwellings sharing each floor and each access core.

•

Providing good circulation spaces above the third floor.

•

Ensuring adequate levels of visual and acoustic privacy.

Private open space can be provided in different ways. As well as large
balconies, private garden space can be provided at roof level, and secure
courtyard space has proved successful in many European cities. 38

4.10 St Andrews, Bromley-by-Bow, is considered a good example of a development
where family housing has been successfully provided at high densities. 39
Others have commended examples where redevelopment has provided both
density and traditional low-rise street pattern housing. 40

Family housing can be successfully built at high densities
and in traditional street patterns

Source: Barratt Homes: St Andrews, Bromley-by-Bow (L) and Create Streets: Myatt’s Field
North, Lambeth (R)
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4.11 London Plan (Policy 3.6) recognises that in a densely urbanised city like
London, safe and stimulating play and recreation space for under-18s are
essential for a child’s welfare and future development. It states that new
development, including housing, should make provision for play space. New
provision is based on the accessibility of existing facilities and a minimum
benchmark of 10 square metres of dedicated play space provision per child
that would be generated by new development.
4.12 Despite this commitment, the ‘play space’ SPG acknowledges that “existing
national standards [for children’s play space] are too high for practical
application in London.” 41 Existing national standards are around four times
higher than that achieved in London and boroughs have, as a consequence,
been using a “more realistic and achievable figure as a benchmark standard
for London.” 42
Conclusions: Family housing at high density
 The new Mayor needs to continue to prioritise family homes in London.
If these homes are provided at high densities, it must be ensured that the
homes are of the highest design and provide adequate space internally
and externally.
 The new Mayor must continue to ensure the standards boroughs are
requiring in terms of play space and other key features needed by
families are maintained. Should these standards come under pressure in
parts of London, the new Mayor should review reductions in housing
targets or extra investment to provide adequate supporting
infrastructure to make this kind of housing sustainable.
Different approaches for different areas
4.13 Opportunity Areas represent the single biggest location for London’s future
homes. However, there are many other smaller sites that offer scope for a
significant contribution: for example, estate infill (45,000+) and small and
difficult sites (33,000+). 43 44
4.14 Small and infill developments are particularly suitable for smaller developers.
Large developers currently dominate London’s house building industry, but
alone do not have the capacity - and some say the will - to build the number
of homes London needs. The London Assembly Housing Committee has
argued that to increase overall capacity, the public sector must do all it can to
encourage new entrants to the market, especially small and medium-sized
developers. 45 These developers, who are less likely to have significant land
banks, have an incentive to build out their sites quicker than developers with
large land banks.
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4.15 New housing typologies include: single-sided mews and courtyards; mixed
terraces (flats and houses); stacked and interlocked homes; additions to
existing blocks and courtyard blocks. 46

Housing, at relatively high densities, can be provided in a
variety of ways and different kinds of sites

Estate infill could generate at least one year’s
housing supply (top left)
Family homes can be provided with private
gardens at roof level (bottom left)
Stacked and interlocked homes provide a mix
of housing types and sizes on one site (top
right)

Source: Esther Kurland, Design for London, Presentation to Planning Committee 18 March
2015

4.16 There are numerous successful European examples that are suitable for
London. High-density, inner-city neighbourhoods in Berlin exceed London’s
maximum housing density. This housing has generous public space and semipublic internal courtyards rather than private gardens.
4.17 New-build housing in Copenhagen combines high-density living at the edge of
the city with access to nature. Here, trade-offs have been made between a
range of housing qualities to provide high-density, family accommodation
without the provision of a private garden or open outdoor space at ground
level. 47
Conclusions: new housing typologies
 As well as large-scale development in the Opportunity Areas, the Mayor
needs to support innovative approaches to small sites, as well as infill in
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existing estates, as they offer a potential role for small developers, selfbuild and community trusts.
 The new Mayor should:
 Research the role different housing types could play in delivering
new homes.
 Support architects, financers and developers to find solutions to
difficult sites and schemes.
 Highlight the innovation taking place and help communities,
councillors and planners understand it.
Tall buildings
4.18 London is about to see an explosion in the number of tall buildings, as the
capital's population increases and investors pour money into London real
estate which will have a significant impact on the London skyline, streets and
public spaces. 48
4.19 The number of planning applications for tall buildings in London is
accelerating. A survey by New London Architecture suggests that 263
buildings of more than 20 storeys could be on the way in London, 80 per cent
of which are intended to be residential. 49

In 2000, the London Eye was the 4th tallest structure in
London -15 years later it is only the 22nd tallest

Source: London Skyline Chart

4.20 The GLA suggests that tall residential buildings that have recently been
approved have the potential to provide 35,000 homes. 50 However, it is
unclear how many of these new homes are either affordable, or accessible to
low and middle-income Londoners.
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4.21 The economics of tall buildings suggest that new high-rise developments are
usually high value with few affordable options.51 A large body of opinion
suggests this approach does little to address London’s general housing
shortage and particularly affordable family homes.

Schemes for ever taller residential towers are coming
forward

Five of the tallest apartment blocks ever seen

Berkley Homes has submitted plans for the

in London were given permission in 2004.

UK’s tallest residential tower – 75 storeys
with more than 1,000 flats.

Source: Evening Standard, 19 November 2014

Source: Berkeley Homes

4.22 London seeks to manage the location, design and impact of tall buildings
through planning policy and guidance. There is considerable debate about
how effective this is and whether these policies are being given adequate
weight relative to other considerations when planning decisions are being
made. 52
4.23 Tall buildings impact on the skyline, affect London’s heritage (UNESCO has
issued warnings about the threat to Westminster’s world heritage status) 53
and questions remain as to their sustainability.
4.24 In environmental terms, especially in relation to embodied energy and carbon
footprint, the taller the building the higher the amount of embodied energy
required per useable square metre. The taller a building is the less likely it is
that low carbon alternatives can be used and tall buildings suffer more highly
from heat losses for the same amount of insulation as lower buildings
because of the higher wind speeds. Tall buildings need more lifts than shorter
ones, further increasing energy usage.
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4.25 From the point of economic sustainability, tall buildings cost more to build per
useable square metre, and they cost more to maintain and repair per square
metre. They tend to be difficult to adapt, and the cost of retrofitting is high.
To date, there is no suitable façade or cladding system or any type of
servicing, wiring that does not need replacing on a much shorter cycle.
4.26 Finally, with regard to social sustainability, unless they are well designed with
plenty of spaces for chance encounters and social interactions, tall buildings
can have an adverse effect on the mental health of those who live in them. It
is particularly true for housing, especially for families with children. Crime,
and fear of crime, is also greater in tall buildings. Most people benefit from
some regular access to outside space, but, as you get higher, it is much more
difficult to design external balconies. 54
4.27 The Assembly is unanimous in seeking the Mayor to get a tighter grip on the
issue through tougher planning policies and better control of design
approaches. 55
Questions for the new Mayor
To what extent does the rapid increase in the number of tall buildings in
London need to be controlled?
Should the Mayor strengthen policy to restrict the location and improve the
design of skyscrapers?

Conclusions: tall buildings
 Tall residential buildings are not an answer to London’s real housing
needs and as such should not be encouraged outside of a few designated
and carefully managed areas of London.
 High densities can be achieved by approaches that are more suitable for
families, more in keeping with London’s traditional form and less
intrusive on the skyline.
 The new Mayor must adopt a much tougher stance on tall residential
buildings and should:
 Establish a 'skyline commission' to advise on the design impact of tall
buildings.
 Adopt more detailed and rigorous master planning process in
relation to tall buildings, especially within Opportunity Areas.
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 Draw up a London Plan policy that formalises the 'clusters' policy for
tall buildings.
 Undertake a review of existing protected views, with the intention of
adding new viewing corridors.
 Support the development of a 3D computer model of London's
emerging skyline.
 Adopt a requirement for all developers with proposals for tall
buildings to consider other building configurations — specifically that
“alternative methods of achieving the same goals and densities
should be demonstrated, shown and considered, as a prior
condition” 56 so that tall buildings are not immediately seen as the
answer.
Suburban intensification
4.28 Should the sources of development land and approaches to increasing density
described above exhaust London’s supply of sustainably developable land
(currently estimated to be around ten to twenty years housing supply), then
other approaches need to be considered.
4.29 Outer London covers around 80 per cent of the capital’s land area but
contains only 60 per cent of the population and provides 61 per cent of
London’s total dwelling stock. The population density, at 39 persons per
hectare, is substantially lower than Inner London’s figure of 101 persons per
hectare.57 These are average figures, and it should be noted that in some
suburban town centres population densities approach those of Inner London.
4.30 The Mayor believes that “if London is to accommodate a large proportion of
its growth within its borders, it will be necessary to increase densities in Outer
London, at least to some extent.” 58 The nature of some of London’s suburban
housing can be relatively poor quality, energy inefficient and potentially ready
for renewal. It has been noted that some, less affluent privately-developed
suburban areas, are fragile and changing, and also require renewal measures
as the housing stock deteriorates. 59
4.31 Calculations suggest that addressing suburban under occupancy and
increasing density could add an additional ten years supply of new homes. If
just ten per cent of semi-detached housing in Outer London was fully
occupied rather than part occupied, it could accommodate an additional
100,000 people. If ten per cent of semi-detached housing was redeveloped at
twice its existing density it would accommodate a total of 400,000 new
homes, all of which would remain within the London Plan sustainable
residential quality density matrix. 60
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4.32 While there are examples of suburban intensification, these tend to centre on
existing housing estates in single, normally borough, ownership. The former
270 acre Ferrier Estate in Kidbrooke (Greenwich) had more than 2,000 homes
but is now being redeveloped with 4,000 mixed-tenure homes. Housing in
areas that are in single ownership, like local authority estates, is easier to
intensify. Areas predominantly privately owned, however, provide significant
barriers to intensification.
Questions for the new Mayor
What are the new Mayor’s views on increasing the density of London’s
suburban housing?
The challenge is as much political as it is a housing issue, so how will the new
Mayor start to generate a debate with the suburbs?

Conclusions: suburban intensification
 The intensification of density in suburban London has already begun.
But, aside from estate regeneration and intensification of suburban town
centres, the private nature of suburban housing offers additional
challenges to increasing density that must be met.
 Given the scale and potential contribution of suburban London, the new
Mayor must continue efforts to resolve the challenge of suburban
redevelopment. This is especially true if green space and the Green Belt
are not considered for development.
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5. Building outside London
5.1

While, overall, London has identified sites for additional housing capacity to
meet the next 10 -20 years housing need, for a variety of reasons some of this
notional capacity may be unrealistic.

5.2

Not all of these sites might come forward for development. For example,
sites in Inner London, as argued above, may be better allocated for
supporting infrastructure; brownfield sites may be unviable without transport
infrastructure for which there is no funding; or suburban town centres and
sites might deliver insufficient density due to issues of accessibility or damage
to existing character.61
Accommodating growth outside London

5.3

The London Plan outlines an annual housing need of between 49,000 and
62,000. The implications of these figures suggest that a significant proportion
of London’s housing need (between 16 and 47 per cent) will have to be met
outside the capital.

5.4

The Inspectors Report into the Further Alterations to the London Plan
recommended that the Mayor should engage local planning authorities
beyond the GLA’s boundaries in discussions regarding accommodating
sufficient numbers of new homes. 62 This would require a shift in the strategy
of managing growth within London’s boundaries.

5.5

A recent GLA Conservatives report noted it will be increasingly difficult to
build the necessary numbers of homes within the confines of Greater London,
due to land and space constraints, and argued for powers to permit London,
in partnership with county councils, to create new Garden Suburbs. 63

5.6

There have been a range of other suggestions for accommodating London’s
growth – and historical precedents for different approaches. Some of these
that might be considered are:
•

Directing growth to areas outside London that are well connected to the
capital through improved transport infrastructure.

•

Some form of “regional” policy designed to direct growth away from the
capital — perhaps expanded or new towns, across the south east or
beyond.
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5.7

Directing London’s growth away from its current boundaries might require a
joint strategic plan on a regional level covering London as well as the Home
Counties. 64 The Government does not intend to re-impose regional plans65
but there is a clear expectation, through the Duty to Co-operate as set out in
the Localism Act 2011 to ensure that all of the bodies involved in planning
work together on issues that are of bigger than local significance.
Conclusions: Building outside London
 Should the brownfield reservoir dry up, the Opportunity Areas be built
out, and intensification of town centres and the suburbs prove
challenging, then accommodating growth outside London is the last
remaining option.
 Dialogue with the rest of the south east is vital if London’s growth can be
accommodated and to do so will require establishing effective regional
co-operation on new housing.
 Directing London’s growth away from its current boundaries would
require some kind of joint strategic plan on a regional level covering
London as well as the Home Counties. As this is likely to run counter to
Government policy a new Mayor will have to build the case and convince
sceptical authorities outside of London.
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6. The Green Belt
6.1

The Green Belt comprises 22 per cent of London’s total area. The London
Plan strongly supports the protection, promotion and enhancement of
London’s open spaces and protecting the current extent of London’s Green
Belt and Metropolitan Open Land.

6.2

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) consolidates the
Government’s view on its planning priorities and guidance. It attaches great
importance to Green Belts, but recognises that they are capable of being
reviewed in exceptional circumstances, through the review of the Local Plan.
A number of London boroughs have reviewed, or are reviewing, their Green
Belts. The London Borough of Redbridge is currently consulting on “four
options to help identify areas for much needed housing and community
facilities.” Three of the four options would involve de-designation of sites
within the borough’s Green Belt.66

6.3

Some commentators have recently called the role of the Green Belt into
question, 67 and have pointed to areas where it may have failed to adequately
perform the functions of Green Belt as set out in the legislation. 68 To resist
this pressure, supporters of the Green Belt need to ensure that its original
purposes are being served. 69

6.4

More significantly, if a 21st Century Green Belt could offer more strategic
benefits to London it might be able to resist pressure for development.
Counter arguments could then be made that it is fulfilling valuable functions
in relation to London’s strategic challenges. These might include more food
production, better contributions to climate change mitigation and adaptation,
a source of sustainable water storage, and so on. 70
Conclusions: the Green Belt
 If the Green Belt is to be retained, its functions should be redefined to fit
the 21st Century. By performing a new range of strategic functions (such
as contributing to climate change mitigation objectives) it may be easier
to justify its retention in the face of housing demands. The new Mayor
should revise Green Belt functions to reflect London’s 21st Century
strategic priorities.
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Appendix 1: Questions for the new
Mayor
Residential density
Can the existing policy of optimising housing development on different sites,
according to the sustainable residential matrix, continue to deliver the scale
of homes needed?
Can the upper limits of the density matrix be extended and still deliver
sustainable residential quality?
Land for supporting infrastructure
New homes require a full range of supporting infrastructure. In areas where
available land is at a premium (including sites in outer London), are increased
housing targets putting pressure on boroughs to make stark choices in
prioritising infrastructure where sites are limited?
Family homes
To meet the real and urgent challenge to make the provision of high density
family homes work, should some family homes be provided above ground
floor level?
Tall buildings
To what extent does the rapid increase in the number of tall buildings in
London need to be controlled?
Should the Mayor strengthen policy to restrict the location and improve the
design of skyscrapers?
Suburban housing density
What are the new Mayor’s views on increasing the density of London’s
suburban housing?
The challenge is as much political as it is a housing issue, so how will the new
Mayor start to generate a debate with the suburbs?
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